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Wednesday, 27 July


Grainy black-and-white CCTV footage: a man, tallish, bulked out in an anorak, a beanie covering his hair, face down, walking towards the camera along a corridor. Upmarket corridor: marble tiles on the walls and floor, three large photographs of wild beaches hanging on the right-hand side. The photographs in wall-mounted aluminium frames. On the left, two doors. On each the apartment number stencilled in black filling most of the door: 7, 8. A funky touch. At number eight, the man stops, keeping his back to the camera. His head bent forward like he was listening for movement inside the flat, except from the tremor in his shoulders he has to be working something with his hands. Forty seconds spool by, the door pops open. The man rolls down his beanie that becomes a balaclava covering his face. Looks up at the CCTV camera.


‘Nice touch,’ said the woman watching the footage on her laptop. Speaking aloud, smiling. She tapped the keyboard with her gloved hand to pause the image. Caught her own face reflecting on the screen: her high cheekbones, pencilled eyebrows, the plum richness of her lips. Her latte face ghosting over that of the balaclavaed man. She puckered her lips in a kiss. Putsch.


He was good, the balaclavaed man. Only one or two people she knew could’ve done it faster. She smiled. Raised her gloved hand to touch theface. ‘Mace Bishop,’ she said. ‘Welcome to my world.’


She clicked play. The man was in. The CCTV footage running on, showing the now empty corridor, the two closed doors. After a minute the automatic timer kicked in, switched off the lights. She waited: three minutes later the lights clicked on. There was the man closing the apartment door, not rushing, keeping his back to the camera. Walking down the corridor to the lift at the far end. Going past the lift to the stairwell, reaching up to take off the balaclava as he disappeared from the screen.


He’d behaved exactly as she’d wanted. Couldn’t resist sniffing out her lair.


She ejected the DVD with the CCTV footage from her laptop, the DVD a little favour courtesy of the block’s security company. She’d told them it was a friend playing the fool.


‘Some friend, some fool,’ the boss man at the security company had said, not making too much effort to keep his eyes off her cleavage. ‘You know people with interesting skills, Miss February.’


‘You better believe it,’ she’d said, sashaying out of his office in her long coat, her black hair floating above the collar.


Sheemina February slotted another DVD into the laptop. Footage from her own surveillance system. There was the balaclavaed man in her apartment, picked up on infrared, the colours muted blues and blacks. The balaclava dark blue, the anorak black, the man wearing gloves, jeans, trainers. The uniform of anybody. Standing there, dead still, listening.


No visible gun.


Meant he wasn’t expecting her to be home. He was scoping the terrain. Cautious Mace. Predictable Mace. Curious Mace. Exactly what she’d anticipated. Lure him in for the kill shot. It was almost too easy.


On screen the man moving into her open plan lounge by torchlight. Running his fingers along the back of her white sofa, walking across her white flokatis to her desk, opening drawers, fidgeting among her papers, moving on, sliding the beam too quickly over the pictures on the walls to take them in. But stopping at the box of cut-throat razors mounted above her desk.


Blades that had once shaved famous men. Blades she’d tracked down, paid top dollar for. A blade that’d belonged to Cecil Rhodes. Another to a killer called Joe Silver. Had his name engraved on it. A man some historian had fingered as Jack the Ripper. She liked that, the posthumous fame of the gold rush pimp and trafficker, Joe Silver. 


Each of the six blades she’d collected had a story. Except there were only five there now. The missing one, her grandfather’s, had been used to cut the throat of Mace Bishop’s wife. Before that, quarter of a century before that, her grandfather had used it to slit his wrists. Rather die than be turfed out of his house. In a way, Sheemina believed, that particular cut-throat was an instrument of history: destiny manifest. Pity to lose a family heirloom but it couldn’t be helped. The razor probably lying in some evidence box waiting for the autopsy hearing. No worries. There were ways she reckoned she could get it back.


She snapped again on Mace Bishop, Mace Bishop focusing on the empty space in her cut-throat collection. Realising that the blade used to kill his wife had once been an ornament on her wall. How’d that make him feel? Rise the rage in him? Bring up the red pulse? What was he thinking, this man, Mace Bishop? This man in her white lair, among her things. This man intent on killing her. Fired by revenge. Did he even begin to figure out why she wanted to hurt him? Why she wanted to ruin him? Wreck his life? He would. By the time she’d finished, he would.


She watched him, as she’d done so many times since he’d broken in, watched him leave the lounge, enter her bedroom. This was the part that got her agitated, excited. Brought up her heart rate. Sent a tingle through the fingers of her broken hand. The hand he’d smashed with a mallet. Back in the day. She crossed her legs.


There he was in her bedroom. Shining the torch over her bed, the bedside table with the digital clock, 04:20, the landline phone on its recharger, the photograph in a silver frame. The only photograph in the apartment. A photograph of Mace Bishop in his Speedo after a swimming session at the gym pool. One of a number she’d taken on the sly. Put it there hoping it would push him over the top.


But he didn’t look closely, swept the beam to her built-in cupboards, the light reflecting off her mirror, for a moment whiting out the image. Then he was visible again, reaching to open the doors on her dresses, slacks, jackets, glancing at the racks of shoes stacked at the bottom. She watched him run his hand over one of her evening dresses. Imagined she was wearing it, his hand gliding down her back. Sometimes she thought of him like that. His hands hard against her breasts, hard on her buttocks pulling her into him. She shook her head to throw the thought. Flushed by the thrill of it.


There was the man she wanted to kill with his hands in her underwear, coming out with one of her thongs, satin, red, holding it up, crushing it into his fist. He threw it back into the drawer. Sat on the edge of her bed, bounced like he was testing the comfort factor. Fell backwards against the pillows, his hand sliding underneath, finding a black negligee. Holding it up. Silky. His torch beam sliding from it to the photograph on her bedside table. Pity she couldn’t see his expression.


He dropped the negligee, grabbed the photograph for a closer look. Brought the torch up to the glass. Stared at himself: that strong body dripping water, that small costume. Then put the photograph back on the table, carefully. Shot off the bed fast, closed the drawers in the cupboard, shut the doors. Buried the negligee in his anorak pocket, heading out the apartment. The screen darkened, the camera switched off.


Sheemina February fetched a white wine from the fridge, took her time drawing the cork, thinking, he’d aroused her taking the underwear. Something secretive about it. Exciting. Lustful. Sex and death.


She poured a glass: De Grendel sauvignon blanc, tasted it, let the wine lie in the bowl of her mouth before she swallowed. Got herself settled. Thing was, why had he treated the photograph like it didn’t matter? She’d expected some violence. Wanted some violence, the glass smashed, the picture ripped out. Which was why she’d set it up. Instead he went Mr Ice. She sat again at her desk, replayed the disc.


Halfway through, her cellphone rang.


‘Mart,’ she said.


‘Just checking in,’ said Mart Velaze against a background of music, voices. Mart the government man. National Intelligence Agency. Who’d called her out of the blue, given her the heads-up on a deal that’d gone down even better than she’d hoped. A deal that’d done for Mace Bishop. Mart who’d handled matters in recent days like he couldn’t put a foot wrong. Efficient Mart, looking after her interests. The man with the wide white smile. Except you never knew, was it a smile as in friendly, or a smile as in deadly? The only black man Sheemina February had encountered who’d never pulled a move on her. Which made her wonder: why not? ‘Keeping an eye out,’ he said.


‘There’s no need.’


‘Part of the service.’


‘Not on this score.’ Giving him the back-off but holding her voice light all the same. ‘Where’re you?’


‘Not far away. In a cafe opposite the beach. I can come over.’


‘Best if you don’t.’


‘In case something goes wrong.’


‘Nothing’ll go wrong.’


‘You can’t be sure in a situation like this.’


‘You can’t be sure ever, Mart, but you can load the dice.’


‘He’s going to be focused. In the kill zone.’


‘You think I’m not?’


Sheemina February waited for his answer. Heard the cafe music, Tina Turner doing the only Tina Turner anyone played, Simply the Best.


‘I’ll call you,’ she said. ‘As we agreed.’


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Just get in first, okay. Don’t give him a chance.’


‘I’m a big girl, Mart. I’ve been waiting for this for a long time. I’m not going to freak out.’


A pause while Tina Turner had her say.


‘Till later.’


Mart said, ‘Right.’


She thumbed him off. Useful guy.


He’d got her the gun. The .38 Smith & Wesson. The revolver lying beside the laptop. The gun that would be within reach every moment of the next six, seven, eight hours, however long it was before Mace Bishop rocked up.


Sheemina February took her wine onto the balcony. Stared out over the ocean, a flat glassy sea sliding against the rocks below to break with a crack. The sun lowering, its warmth gone. Tomorrow when it came up everything would be different.


Between then and now all she had to do was wait for him. Mace Bishop. But she was good at waiting. 


Tuesday, 12 July
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No one knew where he was.


He’d been careful.


He was in a pension in Berlin, on Knesebeckstrasse, off the Kurfurstendamm, registered under a false name, J Richter. One of those family hotels.


Pension Savigny. Entered through an unpretentious door on the street, up a flight of stairs. No lift.


The proprietor apologised for the room. If Herr Richter had phoned earlier to make a reservation he could have had a better room. In the summer the hotel was always full. Would have been full had it not been for a cancellation. Herr Richter was very fortunate.


The room was long and narrow. A window into the branches of a plane tree. He couldn’t see the street.


He stood at the window. Over the city a thunderstorm crashed, jags of lightning revealing the buildings in white relief. He closed the curtains, eased off his shoes, lay down.


He was on the run. A pity. Another two days he would’ve been away, off the radar again. What had tipped them off? His mother’s death. Of course. He should’ve been more careful. Should’ve anticipated that they’d find out. He was careful. Had been careful.


Aka J Richter rubbed his eyes. He needed sleep. Nor was there any point to working out what he’d done wrong. It didn’t matter. They’d found him, he was on the run. At worst an inconvenience that required a plan. Tomorrow he’d come up with a plan. A way of getting away. He had time on his side.


He could feel the drowsiness dragging behind his eyes. Being on the run had never troubled his sleep. Not then, not now. He closed his eyes. Fully clothed he drifted off.


Fourteen hours earlier, the man, aka Herr J Richter, had returned from his morning jog to be attacked at the entrance to his mother’s apartment block. Two men trying to hustle him into a white Audi. Except a neighbour with a broom came to his rescue, beating at the men. A wild violence that brought others out. The men gave up and drove off. To Richter’s surprise they hadn’t waved guns around. Usually the Albanians weren’t so polite.


‘Criminals,’ said his neighbour. ‘Russians most probably. They want ransom money. Anything. Even a few hundred euros.’ He offered tea. Said they should call the police.


The man, aka Herr J Richter, said, no, it wasn’t necessary. He would go later to report it. Right now he needed to calm down. Get his breath back. Steady his shaking hands.


‘Tea with three sugars,’ said the neighbour. ‘And some schnapps.’


Upstairs aka Richter found the apartment trashed. At first wandered around in the chaos panting from the shock, the attack, the hour’s jogging. Control, he kept telling himself. Stay alert. Clear-headed. Think about this carefully. They want you to run.


He didn’t, wouldn’t run blindly. Next time they’d be brutal.


He cleared up the mess, put everything to rights. Packed his suitcase and an overnight bag. Decided he would wait till dark. Do not panic, he told himself.


The hours of the morning passed minute by minute, sometimes he watched the second hand go round on the grandfather clock, thuk, thuk, thuk in the quiet. The chimes on the quarter hour. Sitting there waiting. He tried to read. Fetched the book beside his bed, settled in his mother’s armchair. Found his place: chapter thirty-one. ‘He knew he was dreaming, knew he couldn’t stop.’ Carried on to the end of the chapter: ‘Ed changed and taped his spare key to the door. He left a light burning.’ What had happened in between he couldn’t say. His eyes sliding over the words like there wasn’t a story in them. He put the book aside. He needed activity. 


Richter sat down at the piano. His fingers flat on the keys. The deformed little finger of his left hand, too short to touch the ivory. But he’d learnt to compensate. He could play a jazz tune and fool most everyone. He started in on Gershwin, Summertime. Only it’d been a long while since he’d played. Too long. The notes cracking, off-key. The phrases impossible, taunting him, out of reach. He kept running through the phrases again and again until he slammed the lid down. Sat there staring at the blur of his body in the varnished wood. For half an hour he didn’t move. Eventually he got up, went to the window, checked the street. The car hadn’t moved. Throughout the afternoon he checked the street.


The white Audi parked a hundred metres down towards the river didn’t leave all day.


They wanted him to make a move. Run scared. Make their job easier to pluck him off the street. To have him disappear.


On a Thursday like any other in Frankfurt an der Oder.


He watched the street: pedestrians, pensioners pulling shopping baskets, boys on skateboards, girls in skimpy clothes with cellphones. Traffic. A van offloaded vegetables, fruit, crates of milk at the supermarket. Municipal men repaired a water main. At the small cafe opposite, the pavement tables filled during lunchtime. Come four-thirty the owner shut up shop.


He thought about making a phone call. Throughout the day he’d thought about making a phone call. The landline would be tapped. His cellphone too. There was his mother’s cellphone, he could use that. An old model. A brick. Pay as you go. But it would be unexpected. Short and sweet might be too fast for them.


He hoped there was airtime.


He put through the call. In English said, ‘Quickly. They have found me. I will need help later.’ He disconnected. Switched off the phone.


He doubted the men in the Audi were scanning the building but you never knew. It didn’t take much equipment. If they picked up the call they would pick up the destination too. Not a happy thought. Perhaps it had been a mistake to phone. But he’d needed to. Needed to talk. Even a few words.


He told himself to calm down. He walked around the apartment touching objects. The brass candlesticks. The carriage clock. Ornamental art deco figurines. Small busts of composers. His father’s pipes on a wooden stand. The cushions his mother embroidered. The family photographs in silver frames on a silver tray with bone handles. His father, aged twenty-five, twenty-six, holding a bunch of fish. His mother, about the same age, wearing a nurse’s uniform. The young family on a beach when he and his sister were children in the 1960s. His graduation day.


He poured himself a short vodka, wished his mother had kept whisky. Forced himself to sit down and drink it slowly.


July’s long light was a downside. But the man Richter sat it out. With the twilight, switched on lights in the apartment for the benefit of the two men in the Audi. Ensured they saw his shadow pass across the windows.


In the dying day, fifteen minutes before the train was due, he left the apartment. Paused once in the doorway to look into the sitting room, a sentimental moment. Quickly he pulled the door closed, locked it.


He left the block by a back exit through a park. Only groups of teenagers still on the grass. Drinking beer. Smoking. Listening to loud rap music. He came out three streets from the station. Quiet streets where a man could hurry past the open doors unnoticed. He took the last train to Berlin. Easy as that. From the train’s phone made the hotel reservation.


Heard the proprietor’s bluster, ‘This is very late for a reservation.’


‘I’m sorry. Can you help me?’


The tutting. ‘Ja, gut, we have one room only. A single room.’


‘That is all I need.’


At Berlin Zoo the man Richter left the suitcase in a locker, walked up the Kurfurstendamm while the storm rumbled nearer. No reason to think anyone knew where he was. 


He went for a run early the next morning. Along Knesebeck to Ku’damm, up the slow rise to Halensee. Running easily, sweating in the hot and humid dawn, the city unrelieved by the rain storm. At the lake he watched the swimmers, pale flesh in the brown water, couldn’t see what pleasure they took. Most of them naked. Older people, impossible to tell the genders apart.


By now the men in the Audi would be hunting him again. They would know he’d caught the Berlin train. They would be here watching the airports. And the stations, Haupt, Zoo. Richter decided he would take buses, then regional trains to a big city, Leipzig maybe, hire a car there. Keep moving. It was best to keep moving. Drive to Vienna. They would not be watching that airport. Get a flight to Dubai. A link to Johannesburg. Ja, gut, to quote the pension proprietor. Why not? By Wednesday he would be home in Cape Town. A different man.


Smiling, Richter left the swimmers of Halensee, jogged easily up the hill to the interchange, crossed the railway bridge, loped down the wide pavements. Antsy to be on the stir again.


At the pension he showered, changed into a golf shirt, brown chinos, moccasins, no socks. Stuck his sunglasses in the neck of his shirt. A man with casual business in the city. Perhaps in tourism. Or sports accessories. An unpretentious man who preferred quaint pensions to the big hotels. A man relaxed in the breakfast room, admiring the high moulded ceilings, photographs of old Berlin on the walls.


In English he advised a young American couple to take a booze cruise along the Spree. They looked like kids, early twenties at best. ‘Not long ago there were gunships on the canal,’ he told them, ‘now it is a tourist pleasure. The world changes.’


The couple laughed. The boy-man said, ‘Great, hey thanks, man.’ The girl-wife doing a full teeth display.


The couple went off.


Richter smiled. What was great? The world changing? The gunships? The outing? Perhaps it was George Bush-land made them peculiar.


The proprietor approached, offered a coffee refill. Asked if mein Herr would like the room for another night? 


Richter said, unfortunately, no. A lovely hotel – made an expansive gesture round the room – but he was on his way to Hamburg. To spend the weekend with family. A sister’s brood.


Ja, gut, said the proprietor, he would make out the bill.


An hour later aka Richter sauntered along Knesebeck towards Zoo. A man seemingly at leisure, except the man wasn’t. The man watched ahead. Checked in shop windows at those behind him. Stopped suddenly to search in his bag, took time to scan the street. Ten paces on did it again. And at the railway bridge. You couldn’t be too careful.


Not in this heat. Not when you sweated just walking fifty metres. The heat made you fuzzy. Inattentive. Likely to make mistakes. Better to be on a bus, minimise the risk. But first there was his suitcase in the locker. His laptop. The files.


On the corner of Kant a man grabbed his overnight bag, wrenched it from him, threw it into the back of a white Audi. The man shoving him after it. Richter sprawled onto the seat. The man ducked in behind him, pushed a gun into his kidneys.


The car pulled off slowly. A pedestrian running alongside, knocking on the window. Shouting, ‘Halt, halt.’


‘Polizei,’ the driver shouted back. The citizen stopped, stood watching the car merge into the traffic.


‘We are going somewhere quiet,’ said the man in the back seat, speaking Albanian. ‘And no more Herr Richter, okay.’ Pinching Richter’s cheek. ‘What do you like to call yourself these days? Max Roland, isn’t it? We have a lot to talk about, not so, Max?’


‘Tricky Max,’ said the driver, grinning at him in the rearview mirror. Playing with him, reaching over to grab his left hand. ‘Ah, there we are, Max.’ Holding up Max Roland’s small finger. ‘Only one knuckle. This’s how they told us we would recognise you.’ He held up a photograph. ‘In case you were in disguise. But you’re too cocksure for that.’ He flipped the photograph onto the passenger seat. ‘Come, Max, don’t be so disappointed. Be happy it is us. If it wasn’t, you would be in the shit with the guys from The Hague.’ 


‘Locked away forever,’ said the man beside him. ‘What a sad life that would be.’


The two men laughed.


Max Roland swallowed hard, wanted to puke. 


Saturday, 23 July
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‘Mr Oosthuizen,’ the voice said. ‘I think you need my help.’


Magnus Oosthuizen glanced at his cellphone screen: private number.


‘Who is this?’ he said.


‘Right now who I am doesn’t matter,’ said the voice.


A woman’s voice, clear, bold. Slight accent on the vowels, made them too full, over elaborate. Cape Town. Probably coloured, he reckoned. One of the educated ones straining to overcome the nasal flatness of her kind.


‘What matters is that I know about your weapons system and that I know you need fathering – or should I say mothering. Seriously, I’m surprised you’ve managed this long without anyone to smooth your way with the government people, but as you know that time has ended.’


‘I don’t know who you are,’ said Oosthuizen. ‘Goodbye.’


‘If I were you,’ said the caller, ‘I would be curious. I would want to know how this mysterious person got my cell number. How she knew about the weapons system. How she knew that once I had the ear of the right government men. And I would want to know what was meant by “that time has ended.” With so much money at stake, I would be anxious. Like you I would huff and bluff, but I wouldn’t let this unexpected conversation end, shall we say, inconclusively.’


Magnus Oosthuizen closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose. Released his fingers. Shivered, turned up the temperature on the heater. Damp Cape Town winters got into your bones.


‘Who are you?’


‘One thing you will have to learn about me, Mr Oosthuizen, is I’m not big on repetition.’


Oosthuizen rose from the couch to stand at the window looking into the garden: long bright lawn edged with lavender bushes, at the far end the gardener skimming leaves from the pool. Might have been poling a gondola down a Venice canal with that action. John the Malawian. Probably got the motion growing up on the lake, Oosthuizen liked to joke to his cronies.


‘Shall I help you out, Mr Oosthuizen? Shall I answer some of those niggling questions for you?’


Niggling. Truly a jumped-up lady.


‘Ja,’ said Oosthuizen. ‘Okay.’ He sat down again. Chin-chin his Chihuahua in a tartan jacket pawed to be picked up. Stared at him goggle-eyed, whining. ‘Ag, no, man,’ he whispered at the dog, brushing it away. Chin-chin came back, snapping at his fingers.


‘Let me give you the name Mo Siq.’


‘What about him?’


The dog yapped, high-pitched, insistent. Oosthuizen bent over to scoop him up, settled the animal on his lap.


‘Is that a Chihuahua?’ said the woman.


‘It is.’


‘Horrible dogs,’ she said. ‘Very northern suburbs.’


‘Mrs,’ said Oosthuizen ‘I …’


‘Ms. But we’ll get to my name. Back to Mo Siq. Government front man on the arms deal, till he was assassinated. Before that your advisor. Proposer. Guardian angel. Inside man. How you’ve managed these last few years without him, I don’t know. Congratulations, Mr Oosthuizen. You survived the vipers. That took some doing. And fancy footwork. Perhaps you are a ballroom dancer. Any questions so far?’


‘How did you get my phone number?’ 


The woman laughed. A light gentle laugh. ‘That’s an easy one. It is right here in Mo’s laptop. Let me put it this way: Mo’s laptop was one of the things I inherited on his death.’


‘You stole it.’


‘Inherited, Mr Oosthuizen. There are circumstances you are not aware of. Now …’ – she paused, he heard the splash of a drink being poured – ‘prost, Mr Oosthuizen …’ – he heard her sip – ‘nothing to beat the sauvignon blanc, when it’s good.’ Another sip. Oosthuizen checked his watch. Wine at eleven-forty on a Tuesday morning! ‘Now, Mr Oosthuizen, what you should want to know’ – her voice more liquid, oiled – ‘is what do I know that you don’t?’


‘Listen, Ms …’


‘No, you listen, Mr Oosthuizen, this will be worth your while. You see I know that the Europeans have an offset budget as part of their tender for the weapons system.’


‘That is no secret.’


‘By offset, I mean, not to be prissy about it, bribes. Not promises of stainless steel plants. Not aluminium smelters. Not condom factories. Bribes, Mr Oosthuizen. Money in the back pockets of the government men. In Cayman accounts. Or Channel Islands, Iceland, Barbados, wherever their back pocket happens to be. The sort of back pockets you cannot fill, Mr Oosthuizen, which is why you need me.’


‘And what can you do?’ Oosthuizen snorted, squirmed to resettle the dog from squashing his balls. Chin-chin grizzled.


‘A lot,’ said the voice. ‘Believe me. Keep your scientist Max Roland alive for one thing. Get him freed for another. Even help you bring him home.’


‘Where are you?’ said Oosthuizen.


‘In the same city as you, Mr Oosthuizen. How about a drink this afternoon at the Waterfront? Den Anker. We have much to discuss. Why don’t you join me?’


‘How will I recognise you? I don’t even know your name.’


‘You won’t. And admittedly, you don’t. Much better you don’t know my name until we meet. All very mysterious, I realise, but that’s my style, Mr Oosthuizen. Shall we say at five? I’ll be the blonde with the rosebud. But don’t worry, I’ll recognise you.’


3


Sheemina February switched off the handset.


Mr Magnus Oosthuizen, one of the world’s survivors. Like her. Like her, an operator working the system, except he didn’t know how the system was about to work him. And the attractive Max Roland. The ladies’ man.


She put down the phone, went to stand on the balcony with her glass of wine. Rested her rigid left hand on the stainless steel railing. Looked down at the sea, still wild from the last storm, still lathered with brown foam, still pounding on the rocks three storeys below. She could have bought that apartment, the lowest one: had seen it on a calm day with the sea a slow gurgle along the rockline. Very beguiling. Seductive. To sit on the balcony so close to the water, like being on a boat. But she knew the Cape Town seas, knew they could rise up with power and destroy. Hadn’t happened yet but the chances were it would one day.


She took a sip of the wine, held it in her mouth to absorb the flavours.


The pity of it was she would have to leave her lair. Her white lair, this cave in the cliff face. A luxurious cave in a cliff of expensive caves owned by film stars, rich business machers, trust babies, highflying models with too much money too soon.


But for her plans to succeed she had to leave the flat and wait. Ever the black widow under the eaves, waiting for the fly, Mace Bishop.


For years she had treasured the apartment. Allowed no one into it. Not even casual lovers. Lair and sanctuary was how she saw it. All that was ended now, now it was a web.


She turned to face the room: the white couches between white flokatis on ash flooring. On most surfaces, white votive candles that she lit at night. Limewashed dining-room table and chairs. Her haven. Her large, open-plan ritual of white.


Except she wore black: boots, slacks, a roll-neck top. A black leather glove on her tormented hand when she went out. A long black coat against the cold. Sometimes a pashmina under the collars hanging down. For flair. For her tall elegance. Black to sharpen the ice-blue of her eyes. Black in this bright white world. Apart from her short blond hair. But that was temporary, a disguise of sorts. Not her colour or her style, just an expediency. Times would change she’d go back to the black bob.


She sipped again at the wine. What a wonder was life?


Sheemina February smiled at her reflection in the plate-glass picture windows. Gave a flick to her blond hair. Sometimes life played into your hands. Hand. Magnus Oosthuizen and Max Roland were prime candidates for Mace Bishop’s services. How convenient. And at a time when Mr Bishop was staggering with grief, mourning for his lovely Oumou, and slowly losing his daughter. Poor man, this couldn’t come at a worse time for him. If she could swing it his way which she was sure she could. Magnus Oosthuizen would be clay. Like the clay Mace’s lovely wife Oumou had used to make her little pots.


‘What’re you but a matchmaker, Sheemina,’ she said aloud. ‘You should get a commission.’


She went inside, drew closed the sliding door. On her laptop were pictures from Mart Velaze, pictures of Max Roland, a completely naked Max Roland. The background was a white tiled wall, his hands were raised above his head, tied with plastic straps to a shower nozzle. The position gave excellent definition to his body: the line of his arms, chest, flat stomach, strong thighs, although his calves were too small. A well-toned body that needed more work on the calves. A runner, they said. Sometimes runners had surprisingly small calves. Swimmers, too. Like Mace Bishop. For a long-distance swimmer he had thin calves. The longer she stared at the body of Max Roland the more his physique reminded her of Mace Bishop. Perhaps that was the attraction. 


She sat down at the dining-room table, pulled the laptop closer.


A series of four photographs, taken over some hours, she imagined. In the first there was still strength in Max Roland’s body. Resignation on his face, his feet planted apart. In the second: his right leg bent at the knee to prop himself against the wall. Something starting in his face: a tightening at the eyes, his lips slightly parted. The next showed his hand clasping the showerhead as if he were trying to hold himself upright. His mouth open. She imagined he was panting. Sheemina February zoomed in on his nostrils. Examined how they flared wider in each of the pictures. Also his lips were dry. She could see the tip of his tongue in the third photograph. And his eyes had gone feral: tiny black pupils staring off to the left. In the fourth he was wet, his blond hair plastered against his scalp. Droplets on his chest hair. His eyes were closed, his mouth gaping. They’d opened the shower to revive him but it hadn’t: he dangled from the nozzle, his full weight dragging on his arms, his body arching forward, his feet buckled under him. He would be hurting. Sheemina February reckoned twenty-four, thirty hours maximum to get him to that state. Probably with some help that was invisible in the photographs. A couple of jabs with a taser worked wonders.


Imagine having Mace Bishop in that condition? In that position?


She zoomed in on the genitals. In number one the scrotum tight, the penis withdrawn into its bush. Reminded her of a moray eel. Number two was different: his sac fallen, his cock thrust forward by the posture. Drooping in the third photograph, thin and useless. Lastly, fallen forward like old fruit left too long on the tree, purpled, stung by wasps and flies.


Sheemina February closed the file, opened the document that contained the other information about Max Roland. For an hour she read through it, too absorbed even to refill her glass of wine.


Afterwards she made a salad for lunch, took another glass of the sauvignon blanc. Undoubtedly Max Roland and Magnus Oosthuizen would make excellent clients for Mace Bishop. How strangely the world worked. How conveniently sometimes. 


She fished from her handbag the photograph of Mace Bishop she kept in a plastic sleeve. Mace wearing a black Speedo about to dive into the gym swimming pool where three times a week he put in the laps. Where she’d go to watch, if the urge took her. Watch without his knowing. Just like she’d snapped the photo surreptitiously. He had a good figure for the most part, perhaps a thickening at the waist, but otherwise trim enough. She held the picture in the fingers of her rigid hand.


At four-fifteen Sheemina February left her apartment. From the marble corridor she activated the alarm system by remote. Took the lift up two flights to the foyer, the stairs to the rooftop parking. Three cars in the visitors’ bays, other than that her neighbour’s Merc, the BMW of the widow below her. Next to it her big BMW X5. The breeze pulled at her coat, a cold viciousness off the sea that made her shiver. She drew closed the coat with her gloved hand. Breathed in deeply the strong tang of the sea.


Twenty-five minutes later Sheemina February took a table in the restaurant facing the door, laid a rosebud across the tablecloth. She was well ahead of time. She had no doubt that Magnus Oosthuizen would be early too. He was that sort of man. Wary. Suspicious.


Sunday, 24 July
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Mace Bishop, an empty coffee mug in his hand, sat on the deck of his house staring over the city. Cape Town on a cold afternoon, daylight fading, rain still in the air. Solid Gold Sunday on the radio. Thought of how it was seven or eight weeks back. How it was before Oumou was killed. Her lovely presence. Her calm. Her quiet. The touch of her. Their daughter Christa standing with an arm around them both for a photograph. Before Oumou was slashed to death downstairs in her own pottery studio, the blood, the blood pouring from her, her body heavy in his arms, on a Sunday like this. Except earlier they’d been laughing. Happy times then.


Now he was alone. Christa with her friend Pumla. Rather there than at home. Yesterday’s music playing. A Rolling Stones number about a line of cars painted black.


Mace hurled the mug against the house wall. One of Oumou’s mugs. The mug exploded, shards ricocheting at him.


He’d have cried if he could.




 





The thing with grief, Mace thought, was the pain. You couldn’t get rid of the ache. It lodged in your chest heavy and throbbing. Every waking moment. One kind of relief was to sleep. A double whisky. One, two, three Ambiens. Go blank on the blood that had pumped out of her.


Or keep on the move. Work. Swim. Those long distances, length on length through the pool down the white lane without a thought, without the hurt. Just the mechanics of it, arm after arm coming up and out and down, bubbles streaming away. Until his arms couldn’t take any more. His lungs were good, but his arms slowed first. Got so he could hardly pull himself out of the pool at the rungs. No strength to hold on.


Then the trembling. The muscle spasms. More like shaking than trembling. Only a hot shower could stop it. Afterwards he’d dress slowly. Distracted, remembering the blood. With no reason to go home.


Except there was Christa. When Christa was home. Mostly she seemed to be at school, with Pumla, anywhere but home. And when she was, she was locked behind her bedroom door into her iPod and her novels. She and Mace moving around one another like ghosts. Oumou’s murder pushing them apart.


Earlier, in the morning, he’d swum for hours until his arms gave in. Come back, mooned about the house. Christa on a sleepover. He’d watched movies. Sat in Oumou’s studio with the big clean patch on the floor, staring at the items she’d made arranged along the shelves. The plates, bowls, vases that would never be fired.


Most days he sat there. Sat staring, hurting for her.


Remembered coming down the stairs, seeing the blood first. The smear of it across the floor. Then Oumou’s feet. Then her body, the barber’s razor in her back, her dress soaked red, the blade slashes across her hands, arms, throat. Her face turned to him. Her eyes losing their light.


He had watched more movies. Eventually taken a mug of coffee on to the deck. The mountain behind, grey cliffs rising into mist. Cape Town below wet and glistening, a hard light on the sea.




 





He thought of Christa. Of being father to a daughter without a mother. Could it be more difficult? Her hurt that she kept silent. Except her nagging insistence: teach me to shoot.


‘I do that,’ Mace’d said, ‘you have to be okay about killing someone.’


‘I’m just learning to aim straight.’


‘No you’re not.’


‘I’m not going to shoot anyone.’ She’d turned her back on him, stood staring out the window at the city. Mace’d put his hands on her shoulders but she’d shrugged away. ‘I have to protect myself.’


The unspoken criticism: because you can’t. Or my mother wouldn’t be dead.


Mace’d said, ‘You’re prepared to shoot a human being?’


She’d snapped back. ‘Yes.’


‘Even if they don’t have a gun?’


‘A man threatens me, yes.’


‘The law doesn’t allow it.’


‘Papa,’ Christa’d said, ‘my Maman was killed.’


More unspoken criticism: what’s the use of the law?


Good question, Mace figured. Obvious answer. He’d agreed, yes, alright, he’d teach her to shoot.


Not a thank you. Not a hug. Not a kiss of reconciliation. Just: ‘When?’


‘Can’t be this weekend,’ he’d said. 


‘You see. That’s what you always say.’


‘I’ve got a business to run, C. Clients. I can’t go dashing out whenever I want to. I can’t leave Pylon to manage everything.’


‘I’m your daughter,’ she’d said. Plugged in her iPod, picked up her book, refused to look at him, to answer him, turned away when he’d sat down opposite her to beg, yes, beg for her not to be like that.


That’d been Friday night.


What Mace didn’t know was that she’d cut herself later. Taken one of his three-bladed razor heads, held it between her thumb and index finger, ran the blades gently along her inner thigh for a couple of centimetres, high up just below her panty line. Pain that burnt. Made her suck in her breath, bite on her teeth, ball her free hand into a fist. But for the long moment the blades sliced in, the cut was all she felt.


A longer score than the first one. The old scabs crusted, brushed off, leaving pale stripes. Three parallel lines. The new blood below, beading, rivering down her thigh. She dabbed at the flow with toilet paper, let the cuts bleed until the blood coagulated.


Saturday morning Treasure had called round to pick up Christa. Pregnant Treasure and her daughter, Pumla. Pylon driving his wife and step-daughter. He’d stayed out of it. Treasure hadn’t. When Christa wouldn’t kiss her father goodbye, Treasure’d got out of the car, waddled over to Mace, took him aside.


‘Get your act together, okay. She’s hurting, Mace. Let Pylon run the business. Be with her. Go away with her like you’ve been threatening. She needs closure. Go to Malitia. Let her see where her mother grew up. Scatter Oumou’s ashes, give the girl something. Some emotion. Some memories. You close up. You think it’s macho holding it all together. It’s not. It’s not doing her any good. She thinks you’re cold. That you don’t care. She wants to see you cry, Mace. Be like her, so heartsore her chest wants to burst.’


‘I am,’ said Mace..


‘You could fool me.’


She got into the car. Mace, his hands in his pockets, stood looking at them: the happy family and his daughter. Pylon shrugged in sympathy, fired the car, reversed into the street. Only Treasure waved as they drove off.


Mace gazed up at the mountain’s heights: above the ridge patches of blue opening in the clouds. He needed to do something: swim or climb the mountain. Maybe up there a thug bastard would be kind enough to mug him. He could vent a little. Like bash the dipshit’s brains out with a rock.


The emptiness of the house when he went back in was chilling. A physical cold. And silence. Silence like being in a glass cube: you could see the outside, you just couldn’t hear it.


Cat2 rubbed against his legs, made her strangled cry. As a kitten she’d been hung on the wall of a rave club. Mace stroked her, could feel the lump of scar tissue at the back of her neck where the nail had gone through. Lifted her up, said, ‘This is crappy, Cat2. Crappy as hell.’ Cat2 opened her mouth, gave a soundless pink yowl.


He fed her smoked pilchards, grabbed his kitbag, headed for the Alfa Spider. A swim, long and hard, was the best option. Only thing, the Spider wouldn’t start. Great idea as a car, only it was acting up. Had become unreliable. Temperamental. Then again it was old. Thirty-five, thirty-six years. Except back in the day it hadn’t been as bad.


He had no choice but to take Oumou’s station wagon. He’d driven it a couple of times since. Meant to sell it but couldn’t place the advert. If it wasn’t there, the car in the garage, her absence would be worse. Yet another gap, yet another reminder of the hole in his life.


The car still smelt of her. Of clay and perfume. Even these weeks later. Still had memories of her everywhere. Dry knobs of clay in the boot. In the cubby hole hairclips and sunglasses. Under the front seat a pair of canvas shoes he’d found while trying to stow his gun. Oumou. Put a hand into a seat pocket and there’d be a strand of hair, long, black. Her long black silky hair that she’d waft across his chest. Sitting on him, her breasts pushed through the cloud of hair, stroking it across him until he had to pull her down, close on her lips. Kiss her, get lost in her.


He snapped away from the memory. Fumbled the key into the ignition, started the engine. Revved the motor harder than he had to.


For the rest of the weekend Mace watched movies, slept, again went swimming to keep the blood from seeping into his mind. Thing was he could’ve taken Christa to the range in the quarry. Done something for her.


Instead sat flopped before the flat screen: Once Upon a Time in the West, episodes of Deadwood, The Outlaw Josey Wales.


Slept. Swam. Ended up on Sunday afternoon, Cat2 in his lap, watching the beginning of Once Upon a Time over and over again. The first six minutes with the three shooters at the station. The rhythmic screech of the windmill, the buzz of a fly. The guy on the bench trapping the fly in the barrel of his gun. Holding the gun against his cheek, smiling at the angry buzz. Until the train’s whistle cut the quiet. The piston thunder of the train coming across the flats. And the gunmen checking their hardware, walking out onto the platform as the train pulled in. A man got off. Not their man. The men relaxing, moving away while the train draws out. Then the harp, the loud strong call of the harp and the men turning to face the Bronson character – Harmonica.


The long wail gave Mace chills down his spine. Thrilling. The sort of signature tune you needed.


Harmonica drawing it out, unhurried. Eventually letting the mouth organ dangle on the lanyard round his neck.


‘Where’s Frank?’


‘Frank sent us.’


Harmonica’s stare, eyes shifting to the three horses roped to a railing. ‘Didn’t bring a horse for me?’


‘Looks like we’re shy one horse,’ says fly catcher, the men laughing.


Harmonica slowly, barely shaking his head. ‘You brought two too many.’ The flat no-nonsense: ‘You brought two too many.’


Mace loved it. Legendary. The tight moment before the gunfight, and after the bullets only the creak of the windmill turning. Then Harmonica slowly sitting up.


Five times he watched those six minutes. Afterwards he’d sat in Oumou’s studio, then gone upstairs, switched on Solid Gold Sunday, made coffee, taken it outside. Sat there in dark self-pity while the Stones sang Paint it Black. Hurled the mug against the wall. An overwhelming sadness filled his chest.


He phoned Christa.


Her reluctant, ‘Papa.’


‘What’ja doing?’


‘Nothing. Watching movies.’


‘Yeah, what?’


‘Scream 3.’


‘Again?’


‘It’s cool.’


He could hear how cool the screams were in the background. What was it with teens and slasher films?


‘You haven’t been out anywhere?’


‘It’s been raining.’


‘Not all the time.’


‘Most of the time.’


A pause. Mace gripping the cellphone tighter.


‘You’ve done your homework?’


She sighed.


‘Have you?’


‘Friday night, Papa. You saw me.’


‘Just checking.’


‘You don’t have to.’


‘I know, C.’ He wanted to say, ‘I miss you not being here’ but didn’t.


If he’d said that, she’d have said, ‘Why? We don’t do anything together.’


And there was no answer to that.


Instead he said, ‘Has Pylon left yet?’ 


Christa said, ‘I think so. Hang on.’ Then: ‘Not long ago.’


‘We’re picking up clients from the airport,’ said Mace. ‘Should be finished by eight, then I’ll fetch you.’


‘Can’t I stay here?’


‘It’s school tomorrow.’


‘I can go through with Pumla.’


‘I don’t think so, C.’


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t want it that way. We’ve got to be together on this.’


A silence. Long enough to make Mace edgy but he held off breaking it.


Then: ‘Pylon’s got hair clippers. Electric ones. Pumla can shave my head.’ Mace frowned. ‘What for?’


‘For Maman. It’s like tradition for people in mourning.’


‘Whose tradition?’


‘Pumla says people do it.’


Mace thought, Jesus Christ! Said, ‘No, C. It’s not something we do.’


Silence again. He could imagine the sulkiness in her mouth.


Then: ‘Take me shooting.’


This was something he could relate to. ‘Next Saturday.’


‘Promise.’


‘Of course.’


‘Promise.’


‘Promise, C.’


‘I’m going now,’ she said.


Mace nodded. Couldn’t get any words out to say goodbye before she disconnected.


He put down his cellphone, let the wallow engulf him. In the midst of it thought of Sheemina February. Like she was standing nearby in her long black coat, black gloves, holding out to him a red rosebud. A smile on her lips showing the tips of perfect teeth. Her eyes ice blue. He got out the photograph the German woman had taken: he and Christa on the mountain at the cable station, not long after Oumou’s killing. Despite the grief, a good picture of them. Except there in the background, the figure of Sheemina February, watching them.
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The first morning Max Roland thought God was calling. He woke to a voice. Loud. Insistent. Booming out from speakers. Filling his hotel room. An amplified God. A voice joined by other voices.


Max Roland lay on a single bed covered by a sheet. His arms hurt. The weals around his wrists were livid. Otherwise he was okay. Over the ordeal.


Except now there was God.


He propped himself up, groaned at the ache in his arm muscles, collapsed back on the bed.


There was light at the open windows. Dawn with the heat pressing down.


Not God but the mullahs calling the faithful to prayer. He listened. Wondered why they needed loudspeakers? Why their voices were no longer enough?


Max Roland could see a blood-red dawn behind the far hills. At any moment expected the sky to crack, God’s mouth to appear. This was how the world would end. Fire in the morning, a voice across the sky. Angry. Demanding obedience. Obeisance.


He’d quickly got used to the dawn chorus. There was no sleeping through it, but afterwards the city rested. Stasis in the moments between the prayers and the traffic.


He would read. A thriller he’d bought at the airport. He would soon finish the book. He would have to start it again.


Before breakfast each morning, Max Roland jogged into the souk, quiet and shut, jogged up to the Great Mosque. At first the alleys had been confusing but he soon figured them out. Enjoyed this time in the praying city before the sun set fire to the heat. With every morning his mind running away from the room of white tiles, the patient, insistent men. 


Now, on the fifth night, he phoned Magnus Oosthuizen from the hotel phone in reception. What passed as a reception. A counter with a registration book on it. A languid young man in attendance. Men chewing qat lay about the room on cushions. Sometimes they talked. Mostly they chewed with a slow concentration. Watched scenes from a war on television, the sound turned down. Listened to a pop singer wailing the anguish of love on a portable radio.


‘Max,’ said Magnus Oosthuizen, ‘for God’s sake.’


‘I thought so,’ said Max Roland. ‘On the first morning definitely that is what I thought.’


‘What?’ said Oosthuizen. ‘What are you talking about?’


Max Roland told him about the voices of God.


Oosthuizen said, ‘Where are you?’


‘Sana’a,’ said Max Roland. ‘Yemen.’


‘Yemen. How the hell did you get there?’


‘By plane, of course.’


‘I thought … I thought you’d been caught.’


‘Yes, that is true. But then I got away. They were careless. These Albanians think they are too clever but they make mistakes. So I walked out.’


‘With money to buy an air ticket?’


‘With my suitcase, yes.’


Max Roland heard long distance telephone crackle, one of Oosthuizen’s silences. He waited.


‘Just like that?’


‘I told you. They are stupid.’


‘Maybe they let you go,’ said Oosthuizen. ‘Maybe they followed you.’


‘Bah!’ Max Roland pinched some fresh leaves off the qat twigs, stuffed them in his mouth. Chewed.. ‘That is why I am in Yemen. To make sure they did not. It is the last place on the earth they would think of.’


‘I’ll send someone,’ said Oosthuizen, Max Roland smiling to himself at how Oosthuizen had lowered his tone, calmed his voice. ‘Are you alright?’ 


‘Oh ja,’ said Max Roland. ‘I like it very much here.’


‘And you haven’t been followed.’


‘No, no. But now it is time to move again.’


‘Give me a day,’ said Oosthuizen. ‘I’ll get back to you. On this phone.’


‘Of course,’ said Max Roland, tasted the bitter qat in his mouth. Five days is too long in one place.’


‘I’ll get you home,’ said Oosthuizen. ‘Believe me, we have to move quickly.’


‘You can call me in the afternoons. I am in the garden then. Reading. In the afternoons.’


Magnus Oosthuizen didn’t respond. Max Roland said, ‘I am getting anxious.’


‘Are you eating?’ Oosthuizen asked. ‘What time is it there?’


Max Roland looked at his wrist watch. Frowned. Said, ‘Eleven twenty.’


‘You’re eating supper?’


‘Leaves. Qat,’ said Max Roland. ‘Everyone does from lunch time into the night to slow down the city. A most wonderful habit. We all have green teeth.’ He laughed.


‘Stay there, in the hotel,’ said Magnus Oosthuizen. ‘I will phone you tomorrow afternoon.’


‘Please,’ said Max Roland. He smiled at the languid young man. Replaced the phone in its docking station, took his branch of qat into the garden.


A small garden lit by candles. A garden lush with trees and shrubs, protected by high walls from the street. An oasis in a desert city. Yet as hot here, even at this time of night, as anywhere in the crumbling hotel. He sat on a bench. Wondered why the Albanians had been so careless. Wondered how close they were to tracking him down. By now they would have made the links. Definitely it was time to be on the move again. He tore off more qat leaves, stuffed them into his mouth. Chewed. Sometimes in transit was the safest place to be. Sometimes in transit felt like prison. 
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Mace’s cellphone rang. ‘Old son, Dave here,’ the voice said. ‘I’ve got something for you.’


What he had was an address.


‘I’m not saying it’s her, my son. I’m saying it could be.’


A Bantry Bay address.


‘Very nice apartment. Very nice block. On the rocks. You stand on your balcony you could be on a ship. Know what I mean? Ocean, my son. Miles and miles of ocean. All the way to the horizon. Pad like that’s worth a mint. Sort of place the rich Jews buy. As a summer hangout. They come back for Christmas from Tel Aviv, Toronto, Sydney, wherever the hell they’ve buggered off to. Well, not exactly for Christmas. Though I’ve known some celebrate it on account of the presents.’


Mace said, ‘How’d you know it’s hers?’


‘That’s it, my son. I don’t. I’m guessing. On account of there’s no title deeds, no transfers, no paperwork. Deeds office’s got zilch. Everything misfiled I reckon. Nudge, nudge, wink, wink. Only thing, my son, Dave’s an estate agent with connections. Turns out I know the agent who sold the flat. Asked her if the buyer was a coloured lady, a lawyer, black hair, startling blue eyes. Bingo. Number one ID. Except the agent says she’s a blondie now. Got rid of that black bob a few weeks ago, got it short like what d’you call that style, pageboy.’


‘All the same, no doubts?’


‘Not a one, son.’


Mace took down the address in ballpoint on the palm of his hand.


‘I get any thanks for this?’ Dave said.


‘Sure,’ said Mace. ‘Thanks.’


‘Make it Johnnie Walker, Black.’


‘Don’t push it.’


‘What you want her for anyhow? This Sheemina February.’


‘For killing my wife.’ 


A pause. Then Dave hesitant: ‘I thought …’


‘What?’


‘The papers ran it as a robbery. That she’d surprised the bugger. Your wife.’


‘Was a hit, Dave. Ordered up by one Sheemina February.’


‘Why?’


‘Call it history.’


The house bell rang.


‘Got to go,’ said Mace. ‘Pylon’s here. Celebs flying in we have to collect.’


‘Wait, my son, hold on …’ said Dave. ‘Listen, if you wanna sell your house I’m your man.’


‘Why’d I do that?’


‘You know … On account of your wife’s murder. Still living there. It’s weird, my son.’


‘Happens I don’t think so.’ Mace disconnected. In his head a refrain from the Stones’ song on a loop: ‘hmmm, humm, until my darkness goes.’
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Four men in a shack, drinking Blackie quarts. A corrugated iron shack, the walls papered in magazine covers, mostly of cars. Two men sitting on an car bench seat, one in a wingback chair, the short-arse propped on the bed. Keeping them warm a paraffin heater up full. On the table at the door, four guns, neatly arranged side by side.


The men dressed in black tracksuits, red stripes down the sides. Black anoraks. All wearing beanies. On their feet, black Hi-Tec trainers that might’ve come out of the box that day.


The men relaxed. Kicking back. Chilling. Smoking. A wet Sunday afternoon in the township. Zola on the Sony ghetto blaster. Soccer on the TV, the sound turned low. The brother in the wingback half watching the action on the box. 


A cellphone rang. The man in the wingback answered. All he said was, ‘Ja.’ Listened, disconnected. Set down his quart. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We have the address.’


‘My brus,’ said one of the men on the bench, ‘quick picture.’ The four of them going into a huddle, the brother holding his cellphone at arm’s length to get in their heads. ‘For the record.’ The men grinning, gung-ho for the show.


Short-arse turned off the paraffin heater, waited while the men each took a gun from the table, ducked out of the door into the rain. The cameraman took the Beretta. Short-arse about to say something, then didn’t. That left an H&K. He could live with it. Was a good gun to have in your hands. People saw any gun they took you seriously. He switched off the Sony, the TV, the single light, grabbed two quarts, ran out to the Citi Golf he’d jacked earlier in the day. Sort of car no one was going to notice.
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In the big Merc going down Molteno Road, Mace’s first words to Pylon: ‘I’ve got her address. Dave came through.’


Pylon glanced at him. ‘You can’t take his word.’


‘An agent friend of his sold Sheemina February a Bantry Bay flat. Confirmed. Dave describes Sheemina February, the agent says, that’s her. What more do I want?’


‘And you’re going to do what? Stake out the place? Break in?’


‘Confirm it first,’ said Mace. ‘Then I don’t know. Disappear her like we should’ve done all those years ago. In the camp. We knew she was bad news. A spy. We’d shot her then, I would have Oumou now. Christa would have a mother. This’s because we let her walk.’


‘We weren’t sure, Mace.’


‘We bloody were.’


‘Not as I remember it.’


They’d smashed her left hand trying to get the truth out of her. Broken every bone in it with a mallet. ‘She’s a government spy,’ their commander insisted. ‘We know. Make her confess.’ They couldn’t. Even through all the pain she kept her story: I want to join MK, be a guerrilla fighter. Mace had watched her taken away to the Membesh camp. Nights of rape ahead of her as the big boys had their way. The big boys now MPs, government men, oligarchs. Was hardly a wonder he and Pylon went off to run guns. The camps weren’t a picnic.


‘What I recall is someone knew her handler.’


‘So they said.’


Mace turned sideways. ‘Shit, Pylon what’s it matter? The bitch is a killer. Had a go at killing me. You and me both. That doesn’t work, she kills Oumou. I don’t need any more reasons. She’s history. Dead.’


They drove not talking, Mace hearing Paint it Black looping through his head, looked down on the city buildings shining white as whale bones on a beach. City of the dead. And the blood seeping across his mind. Thought, why’re we arguing about this? This’s not about the past, this’s about now. Just get out there and do it. Move on.


The silence holding between the men down hospital straight, under the railway bridge, over the Black River before Pylon broke it.


‘Okay. What I’m going to say is this: you don’t go alone. I go with you. Maybe she’s been after you. Maybe she’s got a thing about you. But we started this together. We finish it that way.’


Mace considered the option. ‘I’m fine with that. First though I get the details. Confirm the address.’


‘Without funny stuff.’


‘Sure.’


‘I mean it.’


‘Sure you do.’


The partners going quiet again to a love song on the radio and the hiss of tyres on the wet surface. Mace kept away from the words, staring maudlin at the decommissioned cooling towers, the squatter camp, the shacks strung with washing. In the gloom, Pylon switched on the headlights, muttered about the winter dark.


Said, ‘Time we thought about the Cayman money again. I am so sick of this.’


‘No kidding. Let me tell you about my overdraft.’


‘Overdraft? You’re on overdraft again! Shit, Mace. That’s what I mean? How long’ve we been doing this? Nine years. Ten years. Forever. You’re on overdraft. That’s bullshit. There’s got to be a way to bring it in, that money. Without the tax guys jumping us.’


Mace shrugged. ‘I’m the one that’s broke. You’re the finance man.’


‘Who’s out of ideas. Out of tolerance. Not sure how many more of the bright and beautiful he can take. That’s what we are, Mace. Goons for the rich and famous. Where’s the advantage in that?’


‘No advantage. Only bucks.’


‘Scrape-along bucks. This isn’t money. This isn’t making us rich. Treasure’s going to pop soon. This week I’m a father. Probably. Most likely. Almost certain. Then we have to get the Aids orphan. Not forgetting young Pumla or me. That’s five mouths I must feed. What I call a big deal for one bread-winner.’


‘Treasure not going back to work?’


‘Nurses earn shit, Mace. And how’s she going to work with two babies? Next we’re employing staff. More of my earnings blowing away. This’s rubbing my face in it because we’re rich on paper. Government men, all the old strugglistas, get fatter by the minute with their deals and schemes. But us, who earned it the hard way in hard times, we’re penalised.’


‘I suppose,’ said Mace. His cellphone vibrated in his hand. A no number advice showing on the screen. Mace connected, pressed the phone to his ear, turned down the heartache duet on the radio. ‘Talk to me.’


‘Mr Bishop?’


‘Sure.’


Silence. Except the wheel drums of the big Merc on the highway. The highway surface at this section rutted and torn up, stones clattering against the chassis. Pylon clucked at the noise.


‘Mr Bishop of Complete Security.’ The voice of an Afrikaner, deep toned. A voice of earth.


‘Exactly.’


‘Your Colindictor gave me this number.’


Colindictor? Who used the word any longer? Mace wondered. Only a dinosaur.


‘Interesting name for an answering machine,’ said Mace. ‘Haven’t heard anyone call it that since 1985.’


Again the silence. Like the guy didn’t know which way to go with this.


‘You talking?’ said Pylon, glancing at Mace, keeping the speed steady onto the airport slip road. ‘Ring him back.’


Mace shook his hand, no. Gravel voice saying, ‘My name’s Oosthuizen. Magnus Oosthuizen. That mean anything to you?’


It did. To Mace a name that came up alongside the name of Dr Death, the chemical-warfare scientist. Mace paused, said, ‘Can’t say so. Any particular reason?’


‘If it doesn’t, it doesn’t,’ said Magnus Oosthuizen. ‘That’s good. I like a clean slate.’


More unused airtime. Mace thinking, what’s with the man he can’t get to the point? But holding off. Not making it easier for Magnus Oosthuizen.


‘You were recommended. You and the darkie, your sidekick.’


Mace said, ‘Goodbye, Mr Oosthuizen,’ – thumbed him off.


‘And now?’ said Pylon.


‘Magnus Oosthuizen,’ said Mace. ‘Recall the name? Linked into the germ warfare unit. Cholera, anthrax experiments in Angola. Tied up with Wouter Basson.’


‘Dr Death.’


‘The very one. Dr Only-Following-Orders Basson. This’s his chommie. Got the manners of an arsehole.’


‘And he wants what? … Our protection?’ Pylon laughed. ‘There’s a thing. Like we’re gonna do that!’ He smiled at Mace. ‘On the other hand, why not for the right tom? Make a change from the botoxed.’


Mace’s cellphone rang. ‘Persistent bugger. Called you a darkie.’


‘I am,’ said Pylon.


‘Not in that sense.’


Pylon held up his hand. ‘Pink one side, black the other. Take your pick. Talk to him. Like we can turn down a job.’


Mace answered. ‘I’m listening.’


‘I don’t like being cut off, Mr Bishop.’


‘No, don’t suppose so,’ said Mace. ‘It’s bad form.’


The Oosthuizen silence. Mace broke it as Pylon stopped the Merc at the entry boom to the parking lot. Reached out, took the ticket, cursing at the rain sluicing down.


Mace said, ‘You want to set up a meeting, name the time and place? I can’t hang on longer. Can hardly hear you in this downpour.’


‘Your place,’ said Magnus Oosthuizen. ‘Tomorrow. Ten o’clock. I want to see what kind of outfit you run. Big time or small fry. Need to know you’ve got the balls for this, Mr Bishop. You and your pellie. How big’re his nigger balls, huh?’ He laughed. Not a laugh so much as a rasp without mirth. Put Mace in mind of waves sucking at a pebble beach. He cut the connection. It was dead already.


‘What a gentleman.’


‘You get them,’ said Pylon.


They found parking at the back of the lot. He and Mace hurrying off through the rain towards international arrivals.
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Four men in a Citi Golf, streaming along the highway in the rain at sixty. Sixty-five tops, anything faster the wheel-shudder was disturbing. Short-arse in the back with the H&K at his feet, an open quart in his hand. The other quart with the brother in the passenger seat. The driver pissed off with short-arse, pissed off that the wipers didn’t work properly. Pissed off with the car. Calling it a skorokoro. A rustbucket. A crock. A heap of shit.


Number four doubled up with laughter.


The driver swearing in Xhosa. Cursing short-arse for a fool. Wanting to know did he get the car from a scrap yard?


Short-arse looked hurt. Said high-voiced, ‘Outside a church, my bra. A Pentecostal. To get their blessings.’


Number Four beside himself, smacking his knees at the expression on short-arse’s face.


Short-arse: ‘Wena, my brother, what kind of moegoe you think I am?’


The man in the passenger seat also shaking with laughter.


The driver reached back, slapped at short-arse. ‘You went to church?’


‘No, man. When they came out I asked them for the keys. Nicely. Not even showing them the knife. The old man says, It’s all we have. I tell him not a problem. When I’m finished the emergency the police will call him to come and fetch his car. His wife says, thank you my son. The Lord will bless you.’


The driver going into Xhosa about the blessings that would rain on short-arse’s head if the car broke down.


The laughter died, the men passing the quarts between them. They didn’t speak again, listened to a man on the radio talking about the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama.


The driver said, ‘That’s crap. When you die, you’re dead.’


‘You go to the ancestors.’ Short-arse squirmed on the back seat, could feel the springs through the plastic.


The driver snorted. ‘Wake up. You think somewhere there’s ancestors herding cattle?’


‘The ancestors are close.’


‘Watching now.’


‘They watch for us.’


The driver banged his head on the steering wheel. ‘Moegoe. A moegoe fulla shit.’ 


The men went quiet again, the man on the radio saying it was the Dalai Lama’s fourteenth reincarnation. That in Tibet he was a sacred man.


The driver said, ‘This car goes any slower we’ll be late.’ Going past the airport, squatter settlement, the cooling towers, Black River, up Hospital Bend, taking the Eastern Boulevard into Woodstock.


‘This’s the place?’ said short-arse.


‘For some more beers,’ said the driver, turning left into a narrow street, cars parked against the kerb. He cruised slowly, checking out the lighted windows, every one barred. Stopped at a dark house, two straggly trees in the front yard, thick beds of cannas beneath the windows. Kept the engine running.


‘No one’s there,’ said short-arse.


‘Always someone here,’ said the driver. He got out walked up to the door, a metal door, pressed a button on the buzz box. A voice said, ‘Hoezit?’ Queer tone, a coloured moffie to the driver’s ear. The driver said, ‘Two Blackie quarts, four white pipes.’ The voice said, ‘Bottleneck or finger?’ – drawing out the ‘er’ like a long ‘a’. The driver said bottleneck. The voice told him how much.


The driver said, ‘No, man, that’s double.’


‘Sunday night prices,’ said the voice. ‘Okay, my sweetie. You want it still?’


The driver said yes.


The voice told him to pull out the tray at his feet, put the money in it. The driver bent down, dropped the notes in the tray, pushed it back in.


The voice said, ‘Wait, sweetie.’


He could hear them other side of the door putting his order into the tray.


‘Okay, now,’ said the voice.


The driver pulled out the tray: two quarts rolling about, in a plastic bag four bottlenecks stuffed with dagga and mandrax. Even a plug of tape over the broken ends to stop the mixture spilling out.


The voice said, ‘Enjoy.’ 


The driver picked up the items went back to the car.


They drove out of Woodstock along Main Road, came into the city at the Castle. Only people in the rain were the vagrants: bergies in the doorway of the City Hall, some street children outside a fish-and-chips takeaway. No traffic in Adderley, the lights in their favour up past the Slave Lodge into Wale, left into Queen Victoria.


‘Where’s the job?’ said short-arse.


‘Not far.’ The driver reached forward to wipe condensation from the windscreen. Cursed in Xhosa the car’s failings – no heating, no power, no lights in the dashboard. He tried to wind down the window, the handle came off in his hand.


‘Not my fault,’ said short-arse. ‘You must be careful with old cars.’


The driver hurled the handle over his shoulder, short-arse ducked.


‘Just a joke, my bra. Just a joke.’ He used his sleeve to clear his side window, peered out. Said, ‘This’s Nigeria-town. Those brothers catch you in the street, they’re cannibals, they eat your heart while it’s still beating.’ He fished for the H&K at his feet, placed it in his lap.


The driver clucked his tongue. Told short-arse he was missing out. ‘Nigerian women,’ he turned round, wagging his tongue at short-arse, ‘hey la la, you taste that flesh you want more. Those ones with the stuff cut away. The best.’ He kissed the tips of his fingers. ‘Tight, my brother.’


The men laughed, uncapped one of the beers.


They drove off into the Gardens backstreets: Victorian rows, gracious homes behind high walls. The driver stopped in a street hung with dripping trees, pointed at a gate up ahead.


‘How long?’ said one of the men.


‘One hour. Two hours. We are here,’ said the driver. ‘We can wait.’


The men lit one of the pipes, handed it round, each taking two hits.


On the radio the man from Tibet said the Dalai Lama was the living Buddha. His words were powerful. He said the Buddha says, ‘The purpose of our life is to feel happiness, joy, satisfaction and peace.’ 


Short-arse let the smoke trickle from his nostrils. Said, ‘I can feel the satisfaction, my bra.’
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Mace and Pylon were late. Passengers streaming out of customs, off to the side their celeb clients marooned among suitcases. More suitcases than would fit in the Merc’s boot. Enough suitcases to fill a small van.


Pylon groaned. ‘Would you look at that? What’re we supposed to do with them?’


The woman, seeing the two dudes dressed in black, shouted, ‘Yo, you guys, over here.’


‘We’ve got to stop dressing like this,’ Mace said to Pylon, giving the clients a once-over: the woman in a dark suit, a necklace of small bone beads; the man in a coat looked like it might once have been a bear. Underneath that a suit, his shirt fastened with a turquoise-inset bolo tie.


‘It’s the image, remember,’ said Pylon. ‘It’s why we do it. Snappy dressers.’


Mace unsure who the last referred to. The woman standing pert before him, her hand outstretched.


‘I’m Dancing Rabbit,’ she said, bright smile, lovely face. ‘Right here’s my husband, Silas Dinsmor – Dinsmor without an e. You’re Complete Security, right? Mace and Pylon?’


‘We are,’ said Pylon. ‘Didn’t know you were Red Indians.’


‘Choctaws,’ said the woman. ‘We don’t use that term anymore.’ She looked Mace in the eye, not letting go of his hand. ‘There’s a hurt in you,’ she said. ‘And anger. You need to de-stress, my friend.’


Before Mace could respond she’d released his hand, was shaking Pylon’s. Mace stood hesitant, not sure what to say. Heard Pylon asking, ‘That’s your name? I call you Dancing Rabbit?’


‘That’s what I answer to. Also Veronica. But I prefer the other.’ She glanced from Pylon to Mace. ‘Which one of you’s Pylon, which Mace?’ 


‘I’m Pylon,’ said Pylon. ‘After the electricity pylons. He’s Mace. After the ornamental staff, not the chemical.’


‘You know the movie, Bandolero?’ said Silas Dinsmor, talking to Mace.


Mace shook his head, looked up at the big man, a good head taller, broad shouldered. One thing: outsize ears. You couldn’t help notice.


‘James Stewart played a hangman name of Mace Bishop. Not a good Western. Funny to start with then goes foolish. But you got Stewart and Dean Martin playing the heroes it’s not gonna work. You like Westerns?’


‘Some of them,’ said Mace.


‘Give me three.’


Mace frowned. Gave it a few seconds thought. ‘Probably Unforgiven first off. Then Tombstone. Maybe Peckinpah’s Wild Bunch a close third. Also the first six minutes of Leone’s Once Upon a Time …’


‘I could live with that,’ said Silas Dinsmor, folding his arms over his stomach. A stomach as large as a Zulu belly. ‘Thing about Unforgiven I most appreciated was the sheriff saying his life shouldn’t of ended that way because he was building a house. Spoke of the complexities in the world.’


Mace nodded. Like the complexity of Oumou being cut to death. Just when she’d won an award. Not the way her life should have ended at all. Mace could imagine being Unforgiven’s William Munny though, standing over Sheemina February, taking her out with a face shot. Put blood into her ice blue eyes.


‘Perhaps,’ said Pylon, ‘we could talk movies in the car. Not sensible to be standing here. Except we have a problem.’ He pulled out his cellphone. ‘We need to call the cavalry to help with the suitcases.’


Ten minutes later Pylon had the luggage delivery sorted with a courier company. He brought the big Merc round to pick up the couple and Mace outside the terminal. The rain drumming down.


‘See the black guy still does the work,’ said Silas Dinsmor.


Mace held the door open for Dancing Rabbit, the woman winking at him. Said, ‘Some things never change.’ Whupped the door closed, taking his position shotgun beside Pylon.


The big Merc set off, the courier van following through the traffic lights down the straight towards the highway.


On the overpass Silas Dinsmor gestured at the shackland below lit up by mast lights. ‘About as pretty as a reservation.’


‘Reservations I’ve seen were a lot prettier,’ said Mace.


‘Government started clearing it up,’ said Pylon, catching the eyes of his passengers in the rearview mirror. ‘Wants to build a project called Gateway in a place we’ll pass down the highway. Trouble is, soon as the shacks are cleared off, other squatters move in. Holds up proper housing schemes.’


‘Story of the poor,’ said Silas Dinsmor.


‘We have the same problems,’ said Dancing Rabbit.


Silas Dinsmor reached forward, tapped Mace on the shoulder. ‘Your movie choice,’ he said, ‘goes for a lot of wild justice.’


‘I suppose,’ said Mace, shifting sideways in his seat to look back at the couple.


‘Honour and revenge.’


Mace nodded. ‘You should think of it another way, the kind of official justice we get these days isn’t worth talking about. Also, security’s what we do. Cos the cops can’t. We’re keeping you safe, sometimes that means being the law.’


‘With all due respect,’ said Dancing Rabbit, ‘you could call it vigilantism.’


‘You could,’ said Mace. ‘We like to think of it more as being proactive.’


‘Talking about honour and revenge,’ said Silas Dinsmor, ‘there was another Bishop in those movies. Called Pike.’


‘In The Wild Bunch.’


‘Sells out his buddies.’


‘No relation,’ said Mace.


They all laughed.


Pylon said, ‘Hasn’t sold me out yet.’ He caught the couple’s eyes again. ‘Can I ask you something?’ 


They answered sure.


‘We do a lot of celebrities, our line of work. Can’t see that you fit the profile.’


The two laughed.


‘Celebrities, we ain’t,’ said Dancing Rabbit.


‘That’s what your PA said.’


‘Her opinion. Pumps up her job.’


‘So what’re you then?’ said Mace. ‘To need us.’


‘Casinos.’ Dancing Rabbit, fidgeted in her handbag, pulled out a leaflet, handed it across. ‘Our experience, when you’re talking casinos, you’re talking about tough people. Ourselves excluded.’ She giggled. ‘Most of the time.’


‘What we’re here for,’ said Silas Dinsmor, ‘is an investment opportunity. We’ve heard some folks aren’t pleased about this. Folks don’t like foreign money coming in. They feel they’re not getting their slice of the pie when the dollars flow. Some folks told us, stay away.’


‘Told you how?’


‘Phoned us.’


‘Death threats?’ Mace turned so he could see Silas Dinsmor. The expression on the man’s face impassive.


‘Sounded like that.’


Mace heard Pylon mutter, ‘Save me Jesus.’ Said, ‘Maybe you should have told us. Sort of thing puts you in a different category for us.’ He faced forward. ‘In our books you weren’t high risk.’


‘In our books,’ said Pylon, ‘you were rich and famous coming here for a good time. Just needed the edge taken off the street life. No big deal.’


‘Still not,’ said Dancing Rabbit. ‘In our experience people say they’re going to scalp you, they’re generally blustering.’


‘Not here,’ said Mace. ‘People here say that’s their intention, most often it is exactly.’


‘We have this problem,’ said Pylon, ‘called xenophobia. You might’ve seen clips on the news. People being necklaced. Burnt to death with car tyres round their necks. Makes good TV footage.’


‘We’ve seen that,’ said Silas Dinsmor.


‘Then you understand the type of situation we might have going here,’ said Mace.


‘What we understood,’ said Dancing Rabbit, ‘was you had rule of law. A constitution. Bill of Rights. A democracy.’


‘We’ve got all those, ma’am. On paper. Just doesn’t mean squat in reality. What we’ve got in reality is another way of conducting ourselves.’


Pylon broke in. ‘You’re looking at a two-tier society: what we aspire to, and what we are. What we are can be ugly.’


The couple in the back took this in without comment. Mace glanced over his shoulder, saw them staring out at the lighted suburbs either side. Said, ‘Where’s your appointment tomorrow?’


‘Place called Grand West,’ said Dancing Rabbit.


‘You’re buying in there?’


‘No. No shares on offer,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘Our interest is new ventures. Development ventures. That’s our expertise.’


‘Back home, you see,’ said his wife, ‘on the reservations there’re casinos. Some profitable, some not so. We’re in the first category. We got experience situating these sort of ventures in unusual areas.’


‘It’s a two-way thing,’ said Silas Dinsmor, ‘you got to know how to trickle down some money, upgrade the locals. Win-win, all round.’


Pylon took the car into the fast lane, said softly to Mace, ‘I’ve got the courier van in the rearview all the time. Can’t see what’s behind them.’


‘You think there’s a tracker?’


‘Could be.’


‘See anything?’


‘Only far back. Too far to tell. We’d of known about this, we’d of done it differently.’


Mace didn’t respond, said to the two in the back, ‘Your PA didn’t say anything about your business. She should have.’ 


‘Ain’t no stress,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘We get this all the time.’


‘This’s under our watch, that’s the difference,’ said Mace. ‘You need us for the meeting?’


‘We do. What our PA was supposed to contract you for,’ said Silas Dinsmor, ‘was twenty-four/seven guarding. Don’t say it’s not so.’


‘It’s so,’ said Mace, although it wasn’t. ‘What we need’s an updated schedule. Where you’ve got to be, when.’


‘You got it,’ said Dancing Rabbit.


She spoke to her husband in a low tone, though Mace couldn’t make out a thing she said. He glanced at Pylon. The glance that said, suckered.


Silas Dinsmor answered his wife in the same language. Then said, ‘Our first appointment is noon tomorrow. Like I said, at Grand West.’


Mace and Pylon said, ‘No problem’ – Mace thinking plenty of time to handle Magnus Oosthuizen first. A silence settling while the Merc powered up the rise, Devil’s Peak above, the road going into the snake curves of De Waal Drive, the city below.


‘That’s the city?’ said Dancing Rabbit, leaning over her husband.


Pylon launching his history spiel about a town built by slaves, their bones still part of the foundations, saying the disadvantage of coming in by night you didn’t get to see the drama of the mountain, the city, the ocean. Dancing Rabbit saying the lights were pretty though in the valley.


‘We call it the city bowl,’ said Pylon, his eyes flicking onto the rearview mirror.


‘Anything?’ said Mace.


‘Not as I can tell.’ Pylon cursing the courier van for sticking so close behind.


For the rest of the ride along De Waal, Mace and Pylon shut up, the Dinsmor couple talking in their own language like fluttering doves. No cars overtook them, the rain eased off to a drizzle which Mace liked. In the dip Pylon accelerated up onto Jutland, came off at the slip road to zigzag into the suburb. Deep in they stopped at a security gate, waited for it to roll back, the van tight behind them.


‘These gates,’ said Pylon, ‘are the worst. They take forever to open, eternity to close.’ They drove in up a short drive to a cottage back among trees and high shrubbery.


‘Looks cute,’ said Dancing Rabbit.


‘Cute alright,’ said Mace. ‘Has a heated pool if that takes your fancy in winter. Quiet, secure. Close to the Gardens Mall. You want to go there we can make arrangements.’


‘I’ll open the house,’ said Pylon, heading up the stairs to a wide stoep. Mace going round the van to help with the luggage, noticed the gate hadn’t closed. He walked down, pressing the remote to activate the mechanism. Could hear the motor whining. At first thinking, damn it, before the realisation clicked in, the gate was jammed. Mace stopped. Scanned the darkness. Listened to the whisper and drip of wet trees, the distant drone of the city. From where he stood he couldn’t see into the street. Behind him could hear the van driver asking where to leave the luggage, Silas Dinsmor’s response, Pylon calling from inside the house for the couple to come in out of the rain. Then a shout, and the high pitched scream of Dancing Rabbit cut off. Mace stepped sideways into the shadows, wet foliage slapping at him. And stopped. Drew the Ruger from under his arm. Racked the slide.


How many? he wondered. Two or three? More likely three. Three’s what it usually took. One to keep everyone under the gun. The others to pull off the robbery. Supposing it was robbery. He crouched. Went slowly forward, thankful that the damp had soaked the fallen leaves, made the ground spongy. He circled to the left, away from the street towards the side of the house. From there he reckoned he could look on them unseen. Still puzzled: was this a syndicate job? Cherry pick the victims at the airport. And the Dinsmors were easy targets. All that luggage. A syndicate looking for a pushover, these two were it, and stuff the security. Track them back to the accommodation. Maybe even know their destination in advance. If they had someone inside trolling through the landing cards, no need to even set up a following vehicle then. All you’ve got to do is send round the welcoming committee, wait for everyone to arrive. Walk up, wave some hardware, drive off with the cars and the bounty in the boot. Couldn’t be easier.


Mace kept to the shrubbery, thick either side of the driveway. Ideal for a waylay. Could hear Pylon saying, ‘Okay, guys, let’s stay cool. You take the cars, no problem. Release the people.’ The hijackers responding in Xhosa, calm, assured. So it wasn’t a coloured gang. Coloured gang the issue was robbery. Black fellas it could be anything. One thing it wasn’t was a hit. A hit there’d be no messing about. Pop, pop, the screech of getaway tyres. Though Mace knew sometimes the hitmen got greedy. The amateur jacks. Went for a little search and seizure on the side. But this wasn’t one of those. This, Mace believed, was a scare job. Bit of rough stuff. Fire a clip into the trees. Whisper a few words in the large waxy ears of Silas Dinsmor. Enough said. Have the Dinsmors checking into international departures toot sweet. Complete Security’s rep in tatters.


The van’s engine fired. Then the Merc’s.


Pylon said, ‘You don’t need them. Leave the people here. You don’t want to get involved in hostage-taking.’ Not speaking vernacular, keeping to English for the Dinsmors’ sake.


Mace thought, shit. Kidnapping. Maybe weren’t three but four men. One each for the Dinsmors, one to drive the van, another to take the Merc. From the garden had no clear view of the driveway. No idea of the positioning except of Pylon on the stoep. Could see him standing backlit. An easy target for anyone wanting to up the ante. No chance of getting to the side of the house either without the kidnappers seeing him. Mace looked round. Didn’t want anyone surprising him. Nothing moved.


Heard Pylon saying, ‘Wait, wait.’ Saw him start forward. The crack of a Magnum, saw Pylon hurled backwards. Mace went into instinct, fought the urge to rush out. Crept forward. Doors slammed. The van reversed, tyres skidding before they gripped on the cobbled drive. The Merc’s engine revved. Mace stepped onto the driveway, put a nine-mil hollow-point through the passenger window into the driver’s head. The Merc roared back, left the driveway smashing up against a tree. A rattle of Beretta fire in there too. Mace circled towards the car through the garden’s darkness. Stopped metres away. The back windows sprayed with blood. He peered forward. Unsure. If the shooter popped out with the Beretta on auto, he was going to take at least one smack. Mace moved behind the car. Waited.


The far passenger door opened, Silas Dinsmor heaved himself out.


‘Poor bastard shot himself,’ he said. ‘The other one, you killed him.’


‘I’ve always been lucky that way,’ said Mace. ‘You okay?’


‘Full of his gore,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘Where’s Veronica?’


‘They got her.’ Mace backed off towards Pylon, digging out his cellphone. ‘And the van. And your luggage.’


Heard Dinsmor groan, say something in his strange language.


Pylon had taken a shoulder hit, was lying propped against the stoep wall, gun in hand. Said, ‘Just my luck, the arsehole can shoot.’


Mace bent down to his friend, a lot of blood, but nothing life-threatening. ‘Don’t move. Let me get the emergencies.’


Ten minutes they had to wait before a cop van pitched. Another few minutes for the ambulance. In Mace’s estimation not a bad response time. He called Captain Gonsalves too. Always best to have a friend on the scene.
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Captain Gonsalves, in a plastic mac, hands in the pockets, spat a tobacco plug into the shrubbery below the stoep. He and Mace standing out of the rain. The cop scrimmaged deeply in a pocket for his cigarettes, drew out a crumpled packet. The two of them looking down on the crime scene activity. Men and women in jumpsuits getting the bodies out of the car.


‘Trouble with rain,’ said the captain, ‘washes everything away. The evidence.’ 


‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Mace. ‘You got my statement, Pylon’s statement, the American’s. What more evidence d’you want?’


From behind them in the house came the loud voice of Silas Dinsmor demanding action.


Gonsalves said, ‘Sounds like your Yankee doodle’s raising merry hell.’


‘Can’t blame him.’


The captain shook out a cigarette, stripped it, rolled the tobacco in the palm of his hand. ‘I was in a foreign country my wife got abducted I’d be calling on the embassy.’ He popped the pellet into his mouth. Sucked hard on it. ‘Then again, maybe not.’


Said, ‘Ja, your statement. This’s a difficulty, Mr Bishop. You might’ve used too much force here, in the eyes of the law. Know what I mean, you weren’t under threat. Technically. Nobody about to shoot you.’


‘My client was,’ said Mace, ‘under threat. Was being kidnapped by two armed men. That piece of shit’ – he pointed at the body being zipped into a bag – ‘had already shot Pylon. Killing him wasn’t using too much force. Was the only way to go.’


‘I tell them,’ said Gonsalves, working the pellet round his mouth, ‘our legal eagles that is, I tell them that they’ve gotta change the law. Maybe not back to the good old days when we used to tell the crims run ’n shoot them in the back, end of story. Suspect died attempting to escape, your honour. If it ever got that far. Often saved the justice system, saved a forest of paperwork too.


‘No, what I mean is, we’ve gotta stop hounding the good guys. See, we’re going to have to charge you. Manslaughter. Sort of as a matter of course. Nothing personal. Usually in the end prosecution drops the charge. Calls it self-defence before it gets to court.


‘Though,’ he chewed, ‘I heard of this case, a businessman gets hijacked. Senior executive type. Also fancies himself on the shooting range. Steps out of his car like the darkies tell him, only in his hand’s a fancy target-shooting pistol. Three monkeys facing him. A Z88. A .38 S&W. A niner Browning. Dot, dot, dot, goes the executive type, takes them out one by one. The action boys don’t get a look in. Three to us, nil to them. Except the law pulls rank, hey, buddy, nobody shot at you. Two years on, two hundred grand down in legal fees, our hero is finally let off a three times manslaughter.


‘Get the picture, here’s this happy camper driving off to golf on a sunny day, a family man, responsible citizen not thinking of harming anyone, out of the proverbial he gets jumped, the good man does us a favour, for which the law skins him. That’s our justice, hey.’


A man in a yellow jacket shouted up that they were taking off the bodies. Captain Gonsalves raised an arm in response. He and Mace watching the ambulance reverse down the drive, following two cop vans. The scene suddenly quiet. Only Silas Dinsmor ranting in the house. Gonsalves pointed at the Merc slammed into the tree. ‘Got a bit graunched. Like your reputation.’


Mace sighed. ‘Like we needed either.’


‘Word’s going to get around. After the last time with the German guy taking a hit in your car, this’ll wag tongues.’


‘I suppose. We’ll ride it.’ Mace leant against a column at the top of the steps. ‘I need that gun back.’


‘You know the scene.’


‘Which is why I’m asking,’ said Mace. ‘For some leeway.’


‘Ja, Mr Bish, Mr Bish.’ Captain Gonsalves chewed vigorously, saliva glistening in the corners of his mouth. ‘Listen, man, what’s the real story with the other chappie?’


‘What Mr Dinsmor said. The stupid shot himself up.’


‘Serious?’


‘Serious.’ Mace brushed distemper from his jacket sleeve. ‘I told you, I’m ducked down round the back of the car figuring an angle, the next thing there’s brains all over the rear window. Moment later Mr Silas Dinsmor emerges, picking the grey stuff off his lapels.’


‘No, man.’


‘Yes, man.’


‘That’s how it went?’ 


‘Scout’s honour.’


Gonsalves spat out shreds of tobacco. ‘Amazing.’ Touched Mace on the arm. ‘You want me to shepherd this?’


‘What else?’


‘For the usual. Say a grand.’


‘Jesus, Gonz.’


‘You heard about inflation? Rampant, I tell you.’


Mace shook his head. ‘Give me a break. All this shit hitting the fan, what I need’s stress release. I don’t need extortion.’


‘Come on,’ said Gonsalves. ‘Look at the sunny side, you shot one of the baddies.’
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Mace checked Silas Dinsmor into a small hotel lost in a horse-and-hound suburb. A safe haven he and Pylon used for clients wanting peace and quiet. Good perimeter security, tight in-room systems. Not that Mace was taking chances, had called Tami to babysit. Tami the receptionist at Complete Security.


‘What?’ she’d said. ‘I don’t do guarding. What’s wrong with the boys?’


‘I don’t want one of the boys,’ said Mace. ‘I want you. Someone discreet.’


‘Very nice.’


‘It’s a compliment.’


‘On a Sunday night. When I’m home in my flat, warm, relaxed, cuddled up. I don’t need compliments.’


He’d begged.


She’d said, ‘You owe me one, big time.’


Mace grinned at himself in the foyer mirror. Pocketed his cellphone, steered Silas Dinsmor into the hotel’s sitting room where a log fire crackled. No one else in the room. Mace ordered brandies. The two men sinking into leather armchairs before the fire.


‘Prime fools, our consulate,’ said Silas Dinsmor, accepting a snifter, a good measure of fine amber in it. ‘We’re doing all we can, Mr Dinsmor. The South African police are doing everything possible. Huh! Does it look like it? Do you see a US presence? Do you see cops?’


‘You’re safe here,’ said Mace. ‘We know this place. Use it often.’


‘I’m not talking my security. I’m saying is this the way people take it seriously? My wife’s kidnapped. No one cares.’


Silas Dinsmor swallowed a hefty slug of brandy. Serious ten-year-old KWV, matured in French oak. He placed the glass on a side-table, stared at Mace.


‘This happen often here, these kidnappings?’


‘Not that much,’ said Mace. ‘Usually it’s straight robbery. The planes come in, a gang selects a tourist going through customs, follows to the hotel, gets you in the car park, even in your room. That’s what I thought this was. Standard procedure.’


‘Except it’s not.’


‘No,’ Mace signalled a waiter to refill their glasses. ‘I would say you’re not going to hear a word till after your meeting.’


‘Wondered about that,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘You’re telling me the casino people snatched her?’


‘Most probably,’ said Mace.


Silas Dinsmor frowned. ‘It has a logic.’


‘Depends how they want to play it.’


The big man rolled the brandy round the glass, sniffed the aroma. Said, ‘Mmmmmm.’ Drank off a mouthful. ‘Damn good.’ He cradled the glass in the bowl of his hands. ‘On the phone, these people I spoke to didn’t strike me as doing business that way.’


‘The problem,’ said Mace, ‘was we didn’t get the right info about you. We’d got that we’d have handled things differently. Could have advised you.’


‘I acknowledge,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘My fault. Veronica’s low-profile demands.’


‘Issue is, Silas,’ said Mace, ‘doing business here has complications. Lots of people want in on the act. People who maybe won’t add value, but you’ve got to have them because they’re related, you know, to government people.’


‘You talking bribes?’


‘We got another name. Here it’s black economic empowerment.’


‘No problem there.’


‘Except mostly it’s the ones that’re rich already that get the deals.’


‘This happens.’


‘They’re fronts, Silas. Stooges. Dished out shares for a buy-in. Except it isn’t a buy-in. Not a proper one with incoming cash. Instead, the company issues paper IOUs, the old directors strip out the cash assets as payment. But hallelujah, the company’s compliant with legislation.’


‘The black fellas get a hand-out just like that?’


‘Payback time. For centuries of suffering.’


‘We been through the same, didn’t get diddly.’


‘You need to write the rules.’


‘That’s a point.’ Silas Dinsmor sniffed at his snifter, took a swallow. They sat not talking, listening to the fire snap and pop, and outside, against the shutters, the tick of rain. Silas Dinsmor turned to Mace. ‘So what’s going on here?’


Mace pursed his lips. ‘My guess, you’re up against a local consortium who believe history owes them recompense and your dollars are foreign interference.’


Silas Dinsmor blew out his cheeks. ‘I’m Choctaw. Native American. Redskin if they want it that way.’


‘Doesn’t matter which way you put it. Maybe they’ve figured you’re fronting for white men in suits sitting in boardrooms high up a New York skyscraper. To their way of thinking you’ve come to plunder.’


‘You’re kidding me?’


Mace thought the strange thing about Silas Dinsmor was that apart from what he called hollering at the consul he didn’t seem overly cut up about Veronica’s situation. Not agitated or anxious, sitting there knocking back vintage brandy like Veronica was upstairs waiting to put out. When Christa was kidnapped, Mace recalled, the world went brittle. He’d been almost too smacked to act. He and Oumou both immobilised. Dazed. Dry mouthed. Staring walleyed at nothing. Not talking, not even able to hold one another. Silas Dinsmor wasn’t in that space. Mace wondered why not.


Said, ‘These sort of situations, kidnapping situations, generally they work out. Nobody gets hurt.’


‘Sure,’ said Silas Dinsmor. ‘We’ve been here before.’


Mace glanced at the man, nothing moving in his face. You wouldn’t want to play poker against such a face. ‘That so? You have?’


Silas Dinsmor leant towards the fire, rested his elbows on his knees. ‘About five, six years ago Veronica was kidnapped. In Bogota. Same scenario. We’re negotiating a deal with a casino, so happened some locals aren’t impressed. That time they lifted her off the street. Wanted a million bucks for her release. Myself I thought she was dead. In that country no one plays soft. In a kidnapping in Colombia, most times, the hostage dies. Also, how’m I going to rustle up a million? In two days? Or they send me her fingers, one at a time. Not original but not nice. I’m up the creek. Can’t get the money, have no way to contact them, nothing I can do. Soon they’ll send me her pretty little digits. Couple of hours before the horror show starts, I’m sweating, panting, can’t sit still, she walks into the hotel, says she couldn’t have been hosted by a nicer bunch of people. Her word, hosted. Didn’t hurt her, gave her good food, talked to her. Trusted her. We did what they wanted, cut them into the deal.’


Silas Dinsmor stared at the fire.


‘What I’m thinking this is the same play. Poker without cards.’ He stood up, turned his back to the fire. ‘You play poker, Mace?’


Mace shook his head.


‘In poker you need four things: the will and the patience, up front. The face thirdly. What you don’t need is a tell. You got that, you’re not a player.’


‘The fourth thing?’ 


‘Luck, Mace. Blind luck. The cards don’t fall for you, nothing else matters.’


‘The cards fall for you, Silas?’


‘Usually,’ he said. Smiled at Mace. ‘That’s why I’m not concerned. Also it’s Veronica they’ve got. Veronica has a way with these sort of people. With incidents like this. Veronica’s not somebody you want to kidnap.’ He forced a chuckle. ‘What’d she say to you? You got too much anger bottled up?’


‘Something like that.’


‘She reads people. Pushes their buttons. She looks at you sees a bundle of pain and rage. Damn right. Got to have anger to shoot someone in the head. Whup. Hey, toast’ – he clinked glasses with Mace – ‘when you said “I’ve always been lucky that way” that was the line William Munny used?’


‘It was.’


‘You had occasion to quote him before?’


‘No,’ said Mace. ‘Never anyone around who’d recognise it.’


Silas Dinsmor sat down again. Mace heard his colleague Tami making her entrance.


‘Come,’ he said, ‘meet Tami, she’ll be staying with you.’


Before they could move Tami was there. Hands on her hips glaring at them. Small package of dynamite.


‘This’s nice,’ she said, ‘on a Sunday evening.’


‘Emergency,’ said Mace.


‘Emergency! Pylon’s shot up. The client kidnapped. Fancy service we’re offering.’


‘Shit happens sometimes.’


She stuck her hand out at Silas Dinsmor. ‘I’m Tami. Usually the receptionist.’


‘You’ve been promoted,’ said Mace, hauled out Pylon’s gun, gave it to her.


‘What’s this? Acceptance into the club? One up for the sistas?’


‘However you want to think of it,’ said Mace.


‘Never been guarded by a receptionist,’ said Silas Dinsmor.


Tami slipped the pistol into her belt, snapped the American a smile. ‘Don’t think I’m gonna answer your phone.’


‘Be warned,’ said Mace. ‘She bites sore.’
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‘Hit her. Hit her. Shut the bitch up.’


The driver ducking, fists slamming the side of his head.


‘Get her off me.’ Losing his beanie in the fray, pulling the woman’s hands off the steering wheel.


The driver turned the minivan into the industrial estate, drove slowly to a warehouse at the end of a street, stopped. Beyond was darkness, rain, vlei, bush, rapists.


The bitch, Veronica Dinsmor, Dancing Rabbit, kicking out, flailing her arms, bouncing all over the back of the minivan as the short-arse attacked her.


Short-arse showing his crack as he leant over the woman, pounding her with the butt of his gun. Didn’t seem to alter her attitude.


The driver shook his head. Went up the ramp to open the warehouse doors. He got back the woman was quiet, lying between the seats. Short-arse panting.


‘She’s dead, bru, you’re mincemeat.’


Short-arse glared at him. ‘She’s not dead.’


‘Better not be.’


Short-arse came out of the van. ‘This’s up to shit.’


‘Yeah, how?’


‘The others, my bru, we can’t leave them.’ He grabbed at the sleeve of the driver’s cammo jacket.


‘No?’


‘No.’


The driver shook free his arm. ‘Here. This place’ – he stamped his foot – ‘is where we must wait. This is the address she told me. Drive here, into the warehouse, lock the doors, wait. That’s what she said. That’s what’s happened.’


‘It’s up to shit.’


‘I heard you.’


The driver drove the minivan into the warehouse. Short-arse dragging his feet up the ramp, pulled the doors closed, locked them. Looked around. A shithole. Some crates stacked near the doors. Empty pallets. At the back end a cupboard, a gas heater, desk and chairs, small fridge, on top of it a kettle. A door onto a toilet. Piss and a cigarette butt in the bowl.


‘What’s this place?’


‘Storage.’


‘Doesn’t look like storage.’


‘Hey, man.’ The driver swore in Xhosa. ‘I don’t know. It’s what it is. This is where we are. Okay?’ Advancing on short-arse. ‘Okay?’


Short-arse holding up his hands, backing off. ‘Okay.’


The driver said, ‘You with me, my brother? I don’t want kak.’


‘Okay, my bru,’ said short-arse. ‘No problem.’


The driver told him in the cupboard was duct tape, plastic ties with grips.


‘You’ve been here?’


The driver held up his cellphone. ‘Hey, wena. What is this?’ Pointed at the phone. ‘She told me, okay. Is that clever?’


Short-arse turned away. Mumbled again: ‘This is up to shit.’


They lifted the woman out of the minivan, tied her to one of the chairs. Taped her mouth. Her face streaked with blood. Bruised. A cut in her cheek. Another, still oozing in her scalp. Blood stains on her jacket.


‘I’m gonna phone the lady,’ said the driver.


Short-arse didn’t respond. 
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Mace drove away from the hotel through empty streets. Wet, dark roads overhung with trees. Puddles glistening in the headlights. Paint it Black still in his head. Almost midnight but he felt no fatigue. At the intersection to the highway stopped on the red, checked the approach, accelerated across. This time of a Sunday night only the innocent and the optimistic waited at red robots.


He thought of Silas Dinsmor. Brandy quaffer. Victim of a botched kidnapping. One man shot in front of him; another beside him. His wife abducted. Three hours later Silas Dinsmor could drink vintage brandy beside a fire. Like an untroubled businessman.


He thought of Veronica Dinsmor. Dancing Rabbit. Snatched away as if he and Pylon were not a consideration. Pictured her tied to a chair in an empty factory. Pictured her ordering room service in a fine hotel.


He thought of Pylon. A bullet hole in his arm.


He thought of the dead men. Tags on their toes in the Salt River mortuary.


He thought this wasn’t a job he wanted to do much longer.


Mace Bishop, disgruntled, drove into the hospital parking lot. Rain drummed on the car. He killed the headlights, the ignition, rested his forehead against the steering wheel. Closed his eyes. In that moment he smelt the perfume. Her perfume. Oumou’s. He groaned. Deeply. Sadly.


Pylon was in a private ward, sitting up in bed, his arm bandaged in a sling, a drip leaking into the back of his good hand. Pregnant Treasure preparing to leave. Mace came in frowning concern.


Pylon took a look at his face said, ‘I’m not dying. Or dead.’


Treasure said, ‘It’s not a joking matter.’ She put her glare on Mace. ‘And you’re not to stay long.’ Went up on her toes, leant forward over her stomach to kiss Pylon goodbye. Pylon turning it into a smooch. Treasure pulled back. ‘Where you think you are?’ she said. ‘Our bedroom?’ 


‘Ah, baby,’ said Pylon.


‘Ah baby nothing.’ Treasure rounded on Mace. ‘Up to you to get Christa and Pumla to school tomorrow, mister.’


Mace shook his head. ‘No ways. How’m I supposed to manage that? Come’n Treasure, help me out. We’ve got a situation.’


‘I am,’ she said. ‘I have been all weekend, trying to help you out. Trying to get your daughter to ease up on her father.’ She headed for the door. ‘They’ll be ready, Mace, seven-thirty. Don’t be late. Situation or no situation.’ Blew kisses at them both.


‘There’s a gal,’ said Pylon. ‘Fulla goodness and joy.’


Mace slid a chair to the side of the bed. ‘What’s it with black women? First I have to take Tami’s lip. Now Treasure gives me a hard time.’


Pylon shrugged. ‘Don’t let it get to you.’


Mace gave him the frown. ‘Huh! What’re you on?’ Gestured at the drip. ‘Morphine?’


‘Smells like you’re on brandy.’


‘Had one or two with Silas Dinsmor. To settle him.’


‘How’s he?’


‘Settled. Never was unsettled really.’


Pylon grimaced at a sudden pain flash. ‘That wasn’t a set-up. Couldn’t have been. Not a chance.’


‘Except it looks like it,’ said Mace. ‘Our clients pitch up without a full brief so we walk straight into it. We don’t even know who these people are we’re supposed to be protecting. We think they’re celebs. But, no brother, they’re casino hustlers. Big difference.’


‘Why I don’t think it was a set-up,’ said Pylon, ‘is because of my wound. You know what made it, the bullet?’ Not waiting for Mace’s response. ‘Magnum .45. That’s not play-play. Person with a gun like that means business. Could shoot straight enough to hit me, too. Those guys were for real. Absolutely.’


‘He’s dead,’ said Mace.


Pylon toyed with the drip line. ‘Thought he might be.’


‘So’s the one with the Beretta. My take on that, you want to hear it?’ 


‘Tell me.’


‘My take: Big Silas leaned on the chappie, pressed his finger and viola, ran most of the clip into the guy’s face. By useful accident. All in a day’s living.’


‘You reckon?’


‘I do.’


‘Mr Silas Dinsmor’s up for these kind of events?’


‘Mr Silas Dinsmor and his spouse Dancing Rabbit.’


‘Interesting,’ said Pylon.


‘Like a hole in the head.’


‘Or one in the arm.’


Mace crossed his legs, shifted on the hard-back chair. ‘What’s the damage?’


‘Missed the bone. Took out some muscle tissue. Not so much a hole, more a gouge.’ He stretched his neck to get an angle on his wound. ‘What’s that? Ten, twelve centimetres to the right it would’ve been a heart shot?’


‘It isn’t,’ said Mace.


‘Isn’t what?’


‘Isn’t twelve centimetres to the right.’


‘Could have been. That’s the point. For Treasure.’


‘Shit,’ said Mace. ‘What if this? What if that?’


Pylon laughed. ‘You said it.’


‘So?’


‘So I’m stitched up. Can’t drive for a while. Can’t shoot a gun. Stitched up.’


Mace thought, lovely. A wrecked car. A kidnap. A weird redskin. A pissed-off daughter. A murdered wife. A pain in his chest like he was suffocating. How grand was his life?


‘Have to get one of the boys or Tami to help you out,’ said Pylon. ‘For tomorrow at least.’


‘Then what? Tuesday you’re going to be back ’n up to speed? Play receptionist.’


‘I can answer a phone.’ 


And make coffee.’


Pylon snorted. ‘When last did Tami make coffee for you?’


‘Friday.’


‘Not her job description, she told me.’


‘Depends on how you ask.’ Mace grinned. ‘Know what I mean?’


‘You mean I ask her, I’m a black dude playing the patriarch. You ask her, you’re the white boss.’


‘Something like that.’


‘In this day ’n age? Bullshit.’


Mace stood. ‘Call you tomorrow.’ As he turned, said, ‘Oh, yeah, I gave her your gun.’


‘What?’ Pylon sat up from the pillows, gasped at the movement.


‘Gave her your gun.’


‘Save me Jesus. No. No, tell me you didn’t.’


‘For the night. While she’s babysitting the Red Indian. Isn’t a big deal. And she needed something.’ Mace stuck both hands into the pockets of his jacket. ‘Couldn’t lend her mine, could I? The cops have it.’


‘She gives it back,’ said Pylon. ‘Tomorrow. I’m not having her wandering around with my gun. It’s special, Mace. You know that. The sort of item you don’t dish out to anyone.’


‘Tami’s not anyone.’


‘She’s twenty-three. People that young haven’t got zip in their heads. Especially Tami.’


‘Thought you said she could hang out with me.’


Pylon groaned. ‘No, no, no. Save me Jesus.’


Smiling, Mace held up his hand, goodbye.


‘You bring it to me,’ said Pylon. ‘To my house.’


Mace headed down the dim corridor, the wards in darkness either side. At the nurses’ station, said goodnight to a nurse stuffing soiled sheets into a plastic bag. Someone had to do the job. Always best that it was people who felt inner reward.


Outside the rain had eased off to a fine drizzle. You stopped to listen, you heard frogs everywhere. Mace didn’t stop to listen. Got into his car, was about to turn the ignition, saw a rosebud held by the wiper straight up on the windscreen. A blood-red rosebud. The sort of rosebud Sheemina February used to send from time to time. Except there hadn’t been one since Oumou’s funeral. And now again. The night he gets to know her address. Coincidence? Coincidence, hell. Mace didn’t stop to think about it. Shot out of the car, scanned the parking lot.


At the hospital reception desk he asked if anyone’d seen a woman walk through, long black coat, black gloves. A striking woman. Very elegant. Impossible not to notice her. The duty staff shook their heads.


Mace went back to his car, pulled the rosebud free. He smacked it on the palm of his hand, felt the thorns bite. No ways she could’ve been following him. Yet she must’ve been. And he didn’t notice. Mace snapped the stem. Jesus! Step it up, brother, get her. He threw the flower into the shrubs. Quietened the frogs for a moment.
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On the day after Oumou’s killing Mace’d gone quietly into the offices of Fortune, Dadoo & Moosa. Dressed in black but then black was usual. His Ruger in his belt. No clear plan of action in mind. He’d approached the receptionist, asked to see Ms Sheemina February.


Who shall I say’s calling?


Had given a false name: Holden. Bill Holden.


One moment, Mr Holden.


Watched her buzz through, say, I have a Mr Holden for Sheemina. Be told something, glance at him. An okay. She’d clicked off, smiled at him. I’m afraid Ms February isn’t in. She has an office here but with all her other commitments, her other companies, we don’t see her often these days.


Mace asked if she had an assistant?


Got a nod and a smile. 


Could he see her?


A young woman came through, said she was Ms February’s assistant, what could she help him with. Mace told her it was urgent that he contact Ms February. Got a bright reassurance that messages would be forwarded, Mr Holden.


Look, Mace’d said, perhaps you don’t understand. I need to contact her, speak to her myself. Urgently. Mace earnest, stressing the importance, keeping everything cool, calm and collected. Which of her companies should I contact?


You could try Zimisela Mining.


They’re out of town?


Johannesburg.


She gave him the phone number. Also that of West Coast Dev, a property company developing a golf estate on the West Coast. The young assistant smiling at him, glistening purple lips. Perhaps if you could tell me what it’s about, Mr Holden?


Sure, said Mace, my wife’s death.


The assistant shook her head, puzzled. I’m sorry.


Mace saying, My wife was murdered. Stabbed to death.


The assistant slapping her hand over her mouth, staring wide-eyed.


Yes, said Mace. Ugly. Tell Ms February I called. Give her this. Holding out a business card. Ask her to phone me. Urgently.


He left it there, the assistant’s latte face gone a whiter shade.


He’d walked out of the office reception. Waited at the bank of lifts. Watching them watching him. Before he got into the lift he phoned Zimisela Mining. A receptionist told him Ms Sheemina February was not expected. He could leave a message. Mace left his name and number.


The same at West Coast Dev.


What’d happened was nothing less than he’d anticipated. But Mace reckoned one thing: Sheemina February was probably in town. She’d want to be, to watch his pain.


Since then he’d shaken down the city. Rattled a long list of florists. Rattled some of her known associates. Staked out her townhouse. Staked out her legal office. Driven the streets day and night on the off chance of a sight of her.


Niks.


Yet he could feel her. Sense her. He walked the city’s pavements. Imagined she lurked behind him. Sometimes he spun to surprise her but she was gone. A figure disappearing into the crowd. He chased ghosts. Apologised to strange women. Believed he saw Sheemina February everywhere.


Might be no evidence that she’d ordered the hit on Oumou but Mace knew it in his gut. Was convinced. Certain he had to kill her because she was hunting him.


Whenever Christa was elsewhere, Mace was on the prowl, in the Spider mostly, hoping it wouldn’t cause any grief. Once it broke down, he had to call a vulture to get him home. The tow-truck driver giving him endless jokes about the Spider. Mace got the car fixed, went back on the scour.


Niks.


He knew she had another apartment, he just didn’t know where. He put Dave the estate agent onto finding out.


And Dave came through.


Now, on the way back from the hospital, he hit that address. Victoria Road, Bantry Bay. In Mace’s book, the cliffhanger’s paradise. One side, block after block of apartments fastened to the cliff going down to the sea. Other side, block after block of apartments fastened to the cliff going up the mountain. In Mace’s opinion, owned by rich merchants mostly. Mining executives. Industrialists. Old politicians. Foreign celebrities. Foreign trash with cash. He cruised slowly, side window down so he could see the numbers. Here people fancied names rather than numbers. Rain spattered his shoulder, cold against his face. A strong smell of the sea came up on the gusts, kelp, salt spume, red bait, the tang of ozone.


The address was a seaside block. Roof parking ramped one level up from the street, entered through a security boom. Probably room for twenty cars on the deck. Only cars there now four German makes and one Swedish. All the latest models. Had to be one of the cars was hers. Assuming she’d delivered the rosebud. The thought clenched Mace’s fists on the steering wheel. Nothing he could do about it. He could wait. He could come back. He relaxed, eased his fingers. Took another look at the situation.


From the deck you entered the building down a flight of stairs into a street-level foyer. In this weather all the moneyed classes getting soaked between their cars and the foyer. Mace wondered how come they enjoyed paying millions for the pleasure. Door there was probably opened by a smart card or buzz-through for guests.


The foyer gave onto the street through glass doors. Armour-plated glass doors. A buzz phone or keypad got you in. No guard on duty but Mace reckoned the security company would be working this angle. Raising the residents’ paranoia levels. Not difficult to do in this sort of setting. Couple of flyers detailing break-ins involving rape and murder convinced most. Trade up the neurosis, offer twenty-four/seven guarding as the solution. Usually your client said where do I sign? Standard industry strategy. One Mace and Pylon had laid out a couple of times.


He stopped opposite the apartment block, kept the engine running. Wondered if somewhere in the block Sheemina February was asleep. Not that there was anything to be done if she was. He wasn’t prepared. No gun being a major drawback.


When it came to it though, the obvious problem was getting in. The random buzz claiming to be maintenance, cops, estate agents, door-to-door couriers, a florist, worked most of the time but no guarantee. Sometimes the one you hit on was a cynic. Not often but sometimes.


An issue too would be internal security. Ms Sheemina February’s alarm code. Then again that was easily solved. Get her code from the security company. He had leverage there, could grease it with a grand or two. Dealing with the locks on the apartment door Mace didn’t see as too hectic. Even double cylinders weren’t the end of the world, you knew what you were doing. 


Best thing was not to go in balls out, get the lay of the land, a sense of her schedule. Then, wop, wop, two .22s to the head. Classic. Exit Sheemina February. Brought a twitch to his lips that was half smile, half sneer.


‘Got yer, bitch.’


Mace left the car idling, jogged over to the parking deck, snapped each of the cars on his cellphone camera. Checked for CCTV cameras: only one in the entrance that could be easily blocked. Back in the warmth of Oumou’s station wagon, he checked the pictures. The number plates all legible. Some admin work for Tami later.


He drove off, a Grim Reaper cast to his face. Played out scenarios in his mind: trap her in the apartment, no need to say anything. Give her a moment to adjust to the gun. A moment to know terror. Then: overs-cadovers. Over cadaver more like it. Brought a smile to Mace’s lips. He eased back in the seat, wondering which of the cars was hers.


The picture-taking triggered a thought: a nag that’d been at the back of his mind over the hours. As he’d left the kidnap scene, the sight of a sad red Golf in the street. Parked way down in the deep shadow of the trees. Almost unnoticeable on a wet night. Suppose there hadn’t been a fifth man to drive off their car. Suppose that was it. Then the car’d still be there. Cops hadn’t checked out the street. It was worth a look. Was on his way home anyhow.


Mace drove out of Clifton along the twisty Victoria Drive, took the Round House road through the stone pines up to Kloof Nek. Not another motorist to be seen. Going down Kloof the same: the city quiet, glistening under the rain. He threaded his way into Gardens, found the red Golf still there beneath the trees, about fifty metres down from the crime scene tape. Mace opened a door, stuck his head into the car, coughed at the stench of white pipes and beer. Had to be theirs. He took a picture of this car too.


At home 2:10 on his kitchen clock. Cat2 pleased to see him, mewing soundlessly. Mace talked to the cat to fill the silence of his house. His angry grieving house.


‘We’ve got her, pussy cat, got her at last. End of story.’ He flopped down on a sofa. ‘Ms Sheemina February’s had her day.’ Lifted up the cat. ‘What a night, hey! Bloody red Indians, bandits, kidnappings, gunslingers, bodies, the law, straight out of a western.’ Cat2 stretched up to rub her face against his chin. Her claws hooked into his chest and thigh. Mace grimaced. ‘Eina.’ Gently massaged her paws until her needles retracted. He put her aside, stood up. Went to the kitchen, switched on the kettle, turned it off before the water boiled. Back in the lounge poured a two-finger Johnnie Walker Black. Slotted Willard Grant Conspiracy into the sound system. Regard the End. Took a pull at the whisky then thought to chase it with a beer from the fridge. He flipped the cap, sucked back a long slow swallow. Using the remote he skipped the tracks on the disc to Soft Hand. Almost too sexy to listen to. Pure Oumou.





OEBPS/9781906964818_cover_epub.jpg
A CAPE TOWN THRILLER

mike

- black
' heart

‘Read Mike Nicol now, before
everyone else starts telling
you how wonderful he is’
JOHN CONNOLLY
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