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THE ICING UNIT, NOVEMBER 1977





They come down the street in a baby-shit yellow Ford Granada, going slowly, checking out the houses. A whisper of exhaust smoking from the tailpipe. A growl like the pipe is rusted, holed somewhere near the box.


Four men in the car, all wearing sunglasses. The driver’s got on racing gloves, olive-coloured racing gloves. The thing about him, his face’s huge and red, he’s known as the Fisherman.


The man behind him’s leaning back, his face in shadow. A cigarette hanging on his lower lip. A cigarette he keeps there like he’s breathing through it. He’s got mad wild surfer-blond hair.


The one in the passenger seat has his fingers steepled, but not in prayer or contemplation.


The man behind him sports a rictus grin standard on his face, his arm’s out the window, big glitzy rings on every finger.


They rumble at a crawl down the street in their baby-shit yellow Ford Granada.


The men are all carrying Browning HPs modified for screw-on silencers. Special issue for the job. The one with the rictus grin also carries an Italian stiletto, his weapon of choice. This one a nine-incher with a hilt inlay of mother-of-pearl. Very snazzy to his way of thinking.


They approach the house. No car in the driveway, the gate in the low wall is open onto a short slasto path to the front door. Rictus Grin and Blondie get out, their soles slap on the crazy paving.


Rictus knocks. Sees the bell push, jabs it with a thumb: bing-bong.


They wait. Hear a woman’s voice talking on the telephone, saying  goodbye.


Rictus looks at Blondie, raises his eyebrows. Who’s this?


Key turns in the lock. A woman opens the door: short hair, pretty face, long eyelashes, green eyes, no colour on her lips. Wears a brown dress to her knees, bare feet. Says brightly, ‘Hello, menere. What can I do for you gentlemen?’


Rictus doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Mevrou?’


‘Ja.’


‘Mevrou, we’re supposed to meet your husband at quarter past six.’ He glances at his watch. ‘Five minutes ago. Sorry, we’re late.’


‘You’re early, he’s late,’ she says. ‘He’s not here yet.’


Rictus with his hands bunched into the pockets of his bunny jacket. He and Blondie not moving.


‘Is it about constituency matters?’


Rictus nods. ‘Ag, it’s not that important.’


The woman smiles. ‘Why don’t you come in and wait? If he said quarter past six, I’m sure he won’t be long.’ She leads them into a dining room, the table piled with stacks of papers. ‘This’s his office,’ she says, closing the curtains. She turns to face them, palms out towards two easy chairs. ‘Make yourselves at home.’ In that moment seeing the gun in Rictus’s hand, the fear ritzing her face.


Rictus shoots her one time, chest shot, straight through the heart. What the newspapers will call point-blank. Then he’s at her with the stiletto. Grunting with each stab and pull.


Blondie’s rooted to the carpet. The speed of the other man’s mania brings a sourness to his mouth. He lurches towards his partner, pulls him away from the woman’s body. She’s on the floor, ripped and still. Her face untouched, her eyes open, pearly teeth glinting between her lips.


Rictus wrenches himself free, bloody stiletto in his right hand, the Browning HP in his left. Blondie hadn’t seen him pull either weapon.


Blondie shouting, ‘Stop, stop, bugger it, stop.’


At the same time the bell’s bing-bonging because the other two, the Commander and the Fisherman, are outside the front door.


‘Okay, okay.’ Rictus bends down to wipe the knife on the woman’s dress, comes up folding the blade into the hilt, crimson stains on the mother-of-pearl.
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He watches from his car at the far end of the gravel parking lot. Watches through a night scope the white Subaru stopped facing the beach.


A hard southeaster’s blowing, hazing his windscreen with sea spray. So bad he switches on the wipers to clear his vision.


He’s been there half an hour, on the west side of the Sunrise Beach parking area. Was there twenty minutes before the white Subaru pulled up. It’s midnight, moonless.


Ten minutes later he sees a car peel off the traffic circle, dim its lights, come slowly across the gravel towards the white Subaru. It’s a Jetta, black. Black windows. The waiting man gets out of his car. The Jetta stops alongside. Two men step out.


He watches through the scope. Watches the men talking. Their hand gestures. Like these men aren’t here for a transaction as they should be, they’re arguing. Sees them back off, the two from the Jetta separating either side of the other man. Sees muzzle flash: four shots from the Jetta men, two returns.


‘Jesus Christ!’ Fish leans forward to start his car.


‘Don’t,’ says the man in the passenger seat. The man holding the .45 at his head. ‘Keep watching, my friend. This is what happens when you play shit with us. You get fucked up.’


There’re two bodies on the ground. The Jetta man hauls his mate into the car, spins off, showering the other body in dust.


‘We know you, Mr Fish Pescado,’ says the man with the gun. ‘You are the next one. You kill one of ours, we kill one of yours. Last time, the man you shot died, Mr Pescado. Bad luck for you.’ He opens the passenger door, backs out. Leans in again, opens the glovebox, takes the gun stashed there. Looks at it. ‘What old rubbish is this?’ Pockets it.


‘Leave the gun,’ says Fish.


 The man says, ‘You better call Emergency for your friend, my friend. They can fill out the, what’s it? … the declaration of death.’


Laughs: ha, ha, hey.


 


Surfers’ Corner, Muizenberg, with a working sea. Waves: deep ocean storm outriders, metre and a half, two metres slamming in, breaking right. Got punch and power behind them, enough to give you the willies on the drop, a thrill across the face.


Fish Pescado and Daro Attilane in wetsuits paddle their longboards to the backline, feeling the sea surge going through the white water. When they get out to the swells and troughs, beyond where the peaks form, they’re aching.


Three sets roll under them.


They let them come, go, not talking, taking a breather. Sit on the ocean in the late afternoon, in the mountain’s shadow.


Then Daro says, ‘I’ve got something to ask you.’


‘Sure,’ says Fish, ‘long as it’s not personal’ – grinning while he says it.


He turns his longboard till the nose is pointing at Daro.


Daro Attilane, car dealer, member of the community police forum, veteran surfer. Short grey hair, tanned face, pale blue eyes, built like a rugby flanker.


‘This is about my daughter, Steffie. Teenage stuff. Someone selling dagga at school.’


‘A regular dealer?’


‘Uh huh, Steffie bought some. I caught her with it in her bedroom, blowing the smoke out the window.’


‘Nice one,’ says Fish. ‘I did that too. She give you a name?’


‘Kid in her class.’


‘You want me to talk to the kid, find out his supplier, I can do that.’


‘I know who’s the supplier. Seven’s the supplier.’ Daro gesturing at the beach. Fish follows his arms to the line-up of SUVs: every four parking bays more than two or three million bucks’ worth of hardware. Daro’s is a Nissan X-Trail. Fish’s a rust-bucket Isuzu two-by-four he inherited, a good few notches outside the financial bracket of his surfing buddy. Fish frowns, realises it’s not the beachfront Daro’s referring to but the warren behind the upmarket apartments.


‘Problem is,’ says Daro, ‘dagga’s just the start. Next it’s pills, methamphetamine, tik. It gets to tik, you’ve got a major show. That meth bites.’


Fish looks at Daro, Daro not meeting his gaze.


‘Thing is, you know I’m on the forum.’


The forum wanting to clean up the resort. The scene in Muizenberg being hectic. Back in the warren behind Atlantic Road, crack houses, dagga dens, prozzies, young and old, putting out on the street, in the gang houses, anywhere for a globe of tik. And lord of it all, Seven. The bane.


‘No secret I’m on the forum. Everybody knows it at Steffie’s school. We’ve done talks to the kids, told the youngsters what’s what. Steffie knows, you get onto the hard stuff, you’re hooked, buggered. It’s that bastard, Seven. He’s targeting her to get at me.’


‘Seven is?’


‘I think so.’


‘You give him that much credit?’


Daro serious, eyes on Fish now. ‘I do. This’s his style. This’s how he does it. The last chairman of the forum’s on tranquilisers, had to move away. What worries me, one day I’ll answer the doorbell there’s a kid, nine, ten years old standing there with a gun. Gang initiation. So long Mr Attilane.’


‘So raid his place again.’


‘Every time we raid, he’s clean. He’s got a source in the cops.’


‘Don’t they all,’ says Fish.


Fish: Bartolomeu Pescado on his birth certificate. Nowadays has this discreet earring in his right lobe. His wild surfer hair, his quick eyes, his earring is how you notice Fish Pescado for the first time. Fish to his friends, for obvious reasons. Bartolomeu after the Portuguese explorer. No one but his mother called him Bartolomeu. By way of earning a crust Fish’s an investigator with not too much work on the go.


Fish stares down at his bare feet in the green water. A chilly sea about twelve degrees C. This sort of temperature he should wear booties like Daro. Except booties upset his balance. Make him trip and stumble. He’s never worn booties. Booties are for older guys like Daro. Barefoot is cool, despite the cold.


He wipes blond hair off his face, looks at Daro, says, ‘This happened before?’


‘What? Steffie and drugs?’


Fish picks at a knob of wax on the board, flicks it away. ‘No. Any kind of threat? Letter? Telephone call? Stalker?’


Daro laughs. ‘Only the sort of threats that happen on a raid. That crazy “I’ll-get-you” stuff.’


Their boards touch, both men backpaddle.


‘Maybe Steffie’s just experimenting.’ Fish keeps backpaddling. ‘You told your wife?’


‘We’ve talked about it.’


‘What’s she say?’


‘Teenage curiosity.’


‘But you reckon Seven’s the issue?’


Daro nods. ‘I do. In the bigger picture.’


‘I can have a word with Seven, if you want. I can say the sort of things you can’t.’


Daro shakes his head. ‘Nah. Maybe later.’


‘So what’s the thing you want to ask me?’


‘What?’


‘You said you want to ask me something.’


Daro’s facing the open sea, points behind Fish. ‘They’re coming. Big ones.’


Fish and Daro see the first of a set roaring at them. Rising up, thinning at the top, feathering in the offshore breeze. You listen you can hear the hiss approaching.


‘Yours,’ shouts Fish, lying flat, paddling to get over the peak. He breaks through, goes down the back, there’s a mother staring him in the face. A huge green wall, foaming to his right.


Fish swings the board round, stroking to get some speed, the water being sucked from under him into that mad crazy moment when the wave takes you, grips you. Fish letting out a long whoop all the way down the drop, getting to his feet, arms flung out, crunching off the pit onto the wall. Glued there, racing ahead of the white.


Fish’s surfed all his life. Started as a five-year-old grommet at this very beach. Fish can’t get enough. If he doesn’t get a surf on any given day he’s seriously miffed. Seriously. Fish drives by the ocean two or three times a day just to eye the swell. First thing in the a.m. he fires up his laptop to check the surf report. The steadycams at the peninsula’s breaks.


Surfers’ Corner his home zone. Okay, the waves don’t carry the kick of Long Beach or Noordhoek or the Reserve, but, hey, they’re a drive away. The nursery’s right on his doorstep. He rides the other breaks from time to time, but for a quick pop and peak, the nursery’s fine. Two minutes from his pad. He can walk here if he wants, which mostly he doesn’t. Fish believes in having wheels ready because you never know when you’re going to need them. A call-out. A chase. A getaway. Fish Pescado, investigator, always has wheels ready to rock ’n roll.


But now he’s surfing. Kicks out of that first long ride well stoked. Paddles through the incoming rollers, taking the first opportunity. This late hour of the afternoon he can’t pick and choose. The grommets and the hot kids are surfing the last light, like waves are never gonna happen again.


A glassy wall comes at him, picks him up, hollows, spits him over the falls. Bang into the washing machine. Fish tumbles, the board jerking at the leash like a wild thing. Fish with his hands clutching his head for protection.


He’s seen plenty guys got hit in the face in this sort of situation. Broken teeth, broken nose, enough blood loss to whistle up every great white in the bay.


He breaks the surface gasping. Another roil of thunder bearing down. Fish takes a breath, dives. Listens as the churn passes overhead, his board tugging at the leash, dragging him. He waits out the set in the foam, then strokes for the backline with the lull.


Half an hour later Fish’s taking a breather, three more rides notched, two wipe-outs that cleared his sinus passages. Daro, kneeling on his board, paddles over.


‘Not bad.’


‘Very cool,’ says Fish. ‘Way to end the day.’ Would’ve been the way to pass the whole day for that matter, he thinks. There not being too much on his plate right now. Not being anything on his plate right now, truth be told.


‘One more then I’m done,’ says Daro. ‘Can’t keep the family waiting.’


Fish squints at him. ‘If this drug thing’s on your mind, you’ll let me know?’


Daro nods. ‘Course. Thanks.’


‘Your call,’ says Fish. Wondering what was the question Daro really wanted to ask.


The two of them sitting there, eyes on the backline, the ridges dark against the horizon. They’re about to line up for the next set when a guy waving calls, ‘Hey, Fish. There’s a chickee on the beach after you.’


‘They all are, man.’


‘Says you should get yourself in chop-chop. Says you’ve got five minutes. Whatta stunner, hey. Nice rack.’ The surfer cupping his hands at his chest. ‘Wouldn’t keep her waiting.’


‘Vicki,’ says Fish to Daro. ‘Keep your mind clean,’ he shouts at the surfer.


Gets as answer: ‘Just delivering the message, bro.’


Then the next set of peaks are on them, Fish and Daro stroking over the first. Fish whooping, pivoting his board, ‘Time to pump my soul.’ And he’s paddling down the drop, feeling the wave thump beneath the board with the gathering speed.
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Vicki Kahn, Vicki with an ‘i’, stands next to her Alfa MiTo, scoping the ocean. The light’s bad, one figure out there much like another. Sees she’s being checked out by two young guys, zipping up their wetsuits. The one staring at her cleavage.


‘Hey,’ she calls to them. ‘You know Fish?’


The boob starer shakes his head like he’s trying to shake the inside bits into place, refocuses, says he does. ‘The tallish blond guy with the earring?’


‘Exactly. Tell him he’s needed, here, now.’


‘Sure, sure.’ The surfer sliding his board out the back of his bakkie.


‘Not in half an hour. Right away.’ Vicki keeping the please out of her request. With waterheads you have to stay direct, simple.


She orders a flat white at Knead.


The Nigerian waitress with the pixie smile who always serves her, them, says, ‘To go? We’re closing up. I’ll bring it to you.’


‘Lovely,’ says Vicki, pointing at her MiTo, the blazing red one. ‘I’ll be there.’


The waitress nods.


Vicki crosses to her car, hears her iPhone ping: couple or five emails waiting. One from the senior partner. The smooth-talking, American-twanged, highly connected Clifford Manuel. Not someone she trusts. Not someone you want as an enemy. Guy has family connections that go back into the bad old days of the struggle. Family connections now worth millions in fees, gratuities, introductions, heads-up at the trendy Bolshoi Bar.


She clicks open his email.


‘Hi Vicki.’


Hi Vicki. Approachable, despite he lives in a suit. Impeccable suits. Silk shirts. Ermenegildo Zegna ties. Doesn’t need to but wears braces. Who wears braces? Something he picked up in the States. And brogues. Never anything but brogues.


‘Don’t forget the meeting. This is important.’


Authoritative. Straight to the point. Wouldn’t think that he could be lechie with the young associates. One even laid a harassment complaint. To no effect, except she left for other pastures.


He tried it on with Vicki at a cocktail party, not long after she’d joined the firm. Some time back now. The cocktail party to celebrate the firm’s eighty years of legal practice. Cabinet ministers, MPs, DGs, CEOs, CFOs, ambassadors, consuls, judges, the legal sharks, glitterati all in attendance. And Fish. She got out of Clifford Manuel’s smarm by introducing him to Fish.


Fish said, ‘Howzit, nice place.’


‘Yes, well, I suppose so,’ Clifford Manuel replied, not smiling, trying to withdraw his hand from Fish’s grip. Then massaging his fingers when he did.


‘Impressive,’ Fish said. ‘All this artwork.’


Clifford Manuel smiled, smoothed his tie with his clean hand. ‘Local artists. Kentridges, Goldblatts, Ractliffes. That statue’s an Alexander. It’s called Serviceman.’


‘I know.’


‘You like art, Mr Ah …?’


‘Pescado,’ Vicki said. Repeated.


‘Mr Pescado.’


‘Bartolomeu Pescado, otherwise known as Fish, consults for us,’ she said.


Fish shrugged. ‘I’ve got pictures by most of them.’


‘Have you now?’ Clifford Manuel looking hard at him.


‘Ractliffe’s dead donkey. An Alexander print, a Goldblatt photo of some graveyard. They’re getting expensive. I’ve got to buy younger talent now.’


‘Interesting.’ Clifford Manuel backing away, holding out his right hand limply, like a rag. ‘You’re an interesting fish, Mr Pescado. Please. Have a drink. Enjoy yourself.’


‘Thanks,’ said Fish. ‘I will.’ Turned to Vicki, said, ‘Mr Smooth.’


‘He is.’ Vicki grinning, loving it. ‘But he’s also my boss.’


And now Clifford Manuel so insistent on her being at a meeting. Nothing she’s been briefed for.


‘I just want you there. Want you to meet someone, that’s all,’ he said. ‘Will be a good contact for you. Actually he asked for you, he knew your aunt.’


‘My aunt?’


‘That’s what he said. He’s a client, Vicki. An important client.’


Clifford Manuel being mysterious. Clifford Manuel being Clifford Manuel, never letting out all the information.


‘Who?’ she said.


‘You’ll see.’


‘One flat white,’ says the waitress, smiling her pixie smile. She points at the beach. ‘He’s come in, your boyfriend?’


‘Yeah,’ says Vicki. ‘He knows what’s good for him.’


The two of them watching Fish slide his board onto his Isuzu single cab. ‘Great body in a wetsuit,’ says Vicki.


The waitress giggles.


‘Don’t say anything.’ Vicki waves at Fish and Daro, Fish giving her the thumbs up, Daro mouthing hello, heading off towards his car. ‘Real beach Adonis, you can pick them up any beach around the city. All that lovely blond hair. The blue eyes, the hard bod.’


Fish comes up, peeling the wetsuit off his arms, makes to hug her.


Vicki steps back. ‘Oh no you don’t.’


‘Doll,’ says Fish, ‘where’s the romance?’ He takes a swig of her coffee. ‘That’s weak. Needs two hits of espresso.’ Rubs a towel over his chest. ‘You’re nice ’n early.’


‘I’m not staying,’ says Vicki.


‘No?’ Fish giving a side glance.


‘I can’t. Clifford wants me at a meeting in town. To meet a client. Guess who.’


‘Tell me.’


‘I had to drag it out of him.’


‘Vicki?’


‘Jacob Mkezi.’


‘The big man himself?’


‘The disgraced man.’


‘He’s a scapegoat.’


‘You don’t think he’s corrupt?’


‘Of course he is. But still a scapegoat. Take down the top cop, looks like you mean business. Everyone else in government pulling a scam can breathe easy.’


‘That’s cynical.’


‘That’s a fact of modern life.’ He touches her face lightly. ‘So come afterwards.’


‘I don’t think so. Tomorrow, okay? For the weekend.’ She finishes the coffee. ‘Promise.’ Sees the suspicion in Fish’s eyes, like he thinks something else’s going on here. ‘I’ll call. Soon as I’m home I’ll call.’


 


Fish watches her drive off, the lovely Vicki Kahn. Not like other women he’s had in and out of his life. With Vicki he plays it loyal.
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Daro’s bête noire, Seven, is pulling a number. He and his pellie, Jouma, in the mammal gallery of the South African Museum. Rows of cabinets, rows of stuffed wild animals: bucks, cats, hippos, elephants paused on their savannahs, silent in the dim light. The gallery hushed.


‘No, my bru, not this one. Nay, you’s mad,’ says Jouma.


‘This one, my bru. I got a buyer.’


‘Strues?’


‘Strues, maybe.’


‘Maybe?’


‘Ja, definite maybe.’


The men stare at the rhinoceros in the glass cabinet.


‘We can’t, man, not in here.’


‘Why not? I got a plan, my bru. Everything’s sweet inna street.’


‘What plan?’


‘I tell you.’


The men shut up as tourists approach, the one edging the other to the far side of the cabinet. The tourists, a man and a woman in shorts and T-shirts, read that this specimen is a white rhinoceros, that it is one hundred and twenty years old, that it once roamed in the Cape. That it was donated to the museum by Cecil John Rhodes. The tourists smile at the two men through the glass cabinet, pass on. The two men smile back: the one has no front teeth.


Seven and Jouma are smartly dressed in jackets and clean jeans. Open-necked shirts, black takkies. They’ve been in the museum twenty minutes, paid their way in as good citizens do.


Jouma waits until the tourists have left the mammal gallery, says, ‘Nay, my bru, we’s not in this line.’


‘We’s branching out, my bru,’ says Seven. ‘Freelance onna razor’s edge.’ He comes close to Jouma, whispers in his ear, ‘Twenny grand, ek sê. Now we’s talking bucks.’


Jouma stares at the rhino. ‘How we gonna carry it?’


‘No, my bru, what you thinking, my bru?’ Seven laughs, smacking his thigh. ‘Just the horns. No harm done. They make new ones that looks just like these, so when you’s standing here yous can’t tell the difference. Win-win situation. Who’s the loser?’ He wags his chin at Jouma. ‘No one.’


Jouma says, ‘Nooit, never, nay, my bru.’


Seven points at the rhino. ‘This thing. This is a worthless thing. What they call priceless. Not for sale.’ He comes up close to Jouma. ‘So if it not for sale it doesn’t matter if we take the horns. Like I say, they gonna make new ones.’


Jouma crouches to look more closely at the rhino. ‘Yous don’t know it’s real. Maybe it’s plastic.’


‘Ag, no, my bru. Why’s a museum gonna have a plastic rhino? This’s for real. Check.’ He squints at the legend. ‘Donated by Cecil John Rhodes. This thing walked the earth, my bru, that’s why it’s here.’ He jabs his finger at the legend. ‘It says, mos. Roamed in the Cape. It’s real, my bru. Real like you and me. This thing was alive. Now it’s inna exhibition. Stuffed by Cecil.’


Jouma nods, looks round at the rows of silent animals. ‘I suppose.’


‘Better than killing a live one. No animals hurt in the making of this fortune.’ Seven cackles, beckons Jouma out of the gallery.


 


They’re playing dominoes in the security guard’s office when the museum closes. Seven has won every time.


‘How long we gonna wait?’ says Jouma.


‘There’s still people working, moegoe,’ says Seven. ‘Yous a stupid or something?’ He wins another game. Says to the security guard, ‘Don’t you play dominoes in Malawi, Paul?’


‘Mozambique,’ says Paul. Paul’s a big man, tall, muscular, his shirtsleeves tight over his biceps.


‘Ja,’ says Seven. ‘There.’


‘We play dominoes.’


‘But you don’t win.’


‘Sometimes I win.’


‘Except, my bru, against an ace champion.’ Seven laughs, slides tiles to Jouma and Paul.


Nine o’clock, Paul the security guard gives the thumbs up, fetches a two-kg club hammer from his locker, a small handsaw, gives them to Seven. The three men go down to the mammal chamber, the security guard leading by torchlight.


‘Aaa, my bru, this is spooky,’ says Jouma, the animals looming and vanishing in the beam of the torch. To Paul says, ‘You like this job?’


‘Not so much. Your money is better.’


‘Fat bucks.’ Seven holds out the hammer to Jouma. ‘Take it. Come on Mr Demolisher.’


Jouma shrugs off his jacket, spits on his hand, lifts the hammer above his head. ‘Here goes, meneer.’ Whacks the hammer into the glass case. The glass cracks but doesn’t break. Jouma drops the hammer, rubs his arm. ‘Jusses.’


‘Security glass,’ says Paul. He hands the torch to Seven, takes the hammer from Jouma, brings a blow down on the wooden frame that shatters the glass.


‘There’s it,’ says Seven.


Paul clears away shards of glass, reaches in to break off the horn. A couple of pulls, it doesn’t budge.


‘That’s why we’s got a saw’, says Seven, taps it against Paul’s elbow.


Paul takes the handsaw, goes at the base of the big horn, Seven encouraging him. Halfway through he rips it off. Holds the horn in both hands. ‘Beautiful.’


‘Aitsha! How’s that?’ says Seven, taking the horn. ‘We got nine kilos here.’ He passes it on to Jouma, adjusts the torchlight for Paul.


Paul starts on the smaller horn with the handsaw.


‘Careful, my bru,’ says Seven. ‘Yous don’ wanna damage it. Yous damage it, who’s gonna buy it then? Softly, my bru, slowly.’


Paul keeps on with the saw, cutting through the skin, through the model stuffing. When he’s almost done, grips the horn with both hands, pushing, yanking. His wrestling with the horn topples the rhino against what’s left of the glass cabinet.


‘Agge nee, my bru! Now look what you’s doing? You understand English, my bru, slow, hey, softly.’ Seven flagging him down with an outspread hand. ‘You must hold the horn, push back the head, saw some more. Ja, this makes sense?’


Paul grunts, does as Seven says, cuts off the small horn.


‘What I say, my bru? What I tell you?’ Seven takes the small horn from Paul, shines the torch on it. ‘Very nice.’ He weighs it in his hand. ‘How much you say, maybe three or four kilos?’ Seven whistles. ‘Jackpot in one night. Everyone smiling.’ He hands it to Jouma.


‘Where’s the money?’ says Paul, puts down the handsaw.


Seven shines the light in Paul’s face. ‘Like I told you, my bru. We’s got to get paid first. Doesn’t happen all in a rush.’


Paul stands over Seven, reaches for the torch. ‘You must not lie to me.’ He twists the torch out of Seven’s hand.


‘Nee, my bru, never,’ says Seven. ‘In a few days everything’s sweet.’


Paul puts the light on him. ‘I come with you. To your house.’


Seven nods. ‘Yes, my bru. Okay, okay.’ He holds up a hand to shield his eyes. ‘Time to go, hey.’


Paul leads them out of the gallery. Seven behind him, Jouma last, carrying the horns. Jouma complaining in Flats-speak about being the slave, about this Mozambican coming home with them. Not noticing Seven make his move, going round Paul. Jouma crashing into Paul as the big man stops, dropping the torch, his hands clutching at his chest.


In the darkness Seven dancing away, springing forward to put the flick knife in a third time. The Mozambican folding to his knees. Seven sticking him in the neck.


Jouma says, ‘Yusses, my bru. You’s fast.’


‘Part of the plan, no foreigners,’ says Seven, panting, picking up the torch. He turns it on Paul’s jerking body. They watch until the security guard lies still.



















THE ICING UNIT, NOVEMBER 1977





‘He should of been here twenny minutes ago,’ says Rictus Grin, moving into the room, flopping onto the couch. ‘We had an appointment.’


The Fisherman stands, shifts aside the curtain to take a peek out the window. Black outside. Streetlights dull in the darkness. ‘He’s a politician. Politicians get held up. People wanting to shake their hands.’


‘For how long?’


‘For how long, what?’ The man drops the curtain.


‘For how long’re we gonna wait?’


‘All night if we have to.’


‘Shit, this’s up to shit.’


‘Thanks to you.’


Rictus mumbling, ‘Wasn’t my fault.’


‘Chrissakes. Leave it, okay?’ He looks from one man to the next. ‘Gloves,’ he says. ‘You put them on. You wipe down the door handles. The tap.’ Pulling a pair of surgical gloves from his jacket pocket. The others dragging out their issue. Except Blondie.


‘I left them in the car,’ he says. ‘In the boot.’


‘Go ’n fetch them. Bring the spray can, too. May as well get that done. And go carefully, okay. You see a car you keep out of sight.’


Blondie comes back with the spray can. ‘You do it,’ he’s told. ‘In the kitchen, I’ll show you.’ They go through to the kitchen, all four men. ‘Okay. Big letters right across the wall, across the fridge. Nice big red letters against the white. The first three together like it’s a word, then a gap, then the next three. Okay? RAU TEM.’


‘Rautem, what’s that mean?’


‘Just do it.’


‘Fokkin nonsense.’


‘RAU TEM, capital letters, only that. No poetry.’


Blondie shakes the can. ‘Like this?’ Makes the downstroke of the R. Stands back.


‘Keep going, man, don’t stop.’ The man talking, the Commander, jerks a thumb at Rictus. ‘Stay in the lounge. We don’t want him walking in surprising us.’


‘Yes, baas,’ says Rictus. ‘Whatever you say, baas.’


The Commander glares at him. ‘Enough. Okay? Enough.’


Rictus salutes with two fingers to his forehead.


Blondie completes the letter, does the A and the U across the kitchen cupboards. Glances at his superior. ‘You want it over the fridge, really?’


‘I do.’


‘Fokkin childish,’ says the Fisherman.


‘Not your problem. Not my problem either. Or any of us. It’s an order. Ours not to reason.’


Blondie lets loose on the fridge, the letters dropping lower. Runnels of paint dripping down from the overspray. He stands back. The letters are manic, mad, angry.
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Night comes down on the city.


Fish Pescado, home alone, no work, dwindling bank balance, listens to Shawn Colvin’s sad take on life, hits up the regular doob buyers on the list he’s inherited: some lawyers, couple of ad executives, clutch of asset management types, two doctors. But everyone’s stocked. No big parties coming up for the weekend.


Next taps on some uni guys, no takers. Tries the doctor of classical something or other, always a buy when he calls. No answer. Leaves a message. These people all high-end, the sort who don’t want to handle the street. Fish’s their buffer. Fish’s their man.


Brings him round to Professor Summers, professor of political science. Professor of bullshit, Fish reckons, but likes the man. The prof’s got this fuck-you attitude. A short fellow, food stains on his ties, shirts, trousers. House stinks of cat piss and damp. And something mouldy, lingering, dead rats under the floorboards. But he buys without fail, weekly, since Fish took over the list.


Professor Summers opens with, ‘Ah, Mr Pescado. Good to hear from you. A reminder to purchase, no doubt?’


‘Part of the service.’


‘That jerk, your predecessor, Mullet Mendes, never thought so. Not surprising he got killed. What a jerk. But there we are. “He that killeth with the sword must be killed with the sword.” Revelation, Mr Pescado. The only book in the Bible worth reading.’


‘I don’t know it.’


‘Not many do.’


‘So how many, Prof?’ says Fish.


‘Two baggies. That’s it. That’s what it’s going to be every week. With your predecessor, every week he’d ask me how many. Every week I’d tell him two baggies. For I don’t know how long now. But that’s over now. Two baggies every week, Mr Pescado.’


‘Just checking. Case you’re going large. You know, for the weekend.’


He hears the professor laugh. ‘Brilliant, Mr Pescado, I must get with this street language. Going large, is it?’


‘Can I deliver tomorrow?’


‘Of course. Your predecessor always kept me waiting, that’s the kind of jerk he was. Since you took over it’s been a pleasure.’


He’s gone before Fish can reply. In the contact list he inherited from Mullet Mendes, Professor Summers is listed under Arsehole.


Fish takes a Castle milk stout from the cupboard, room temperature his preference, stands at the back door gazing into his yard at the boat, the Maryjane, another thing he inherited from Mullet. Along with the rusty Isuzu bakkie. Next to that’s his Cortina Perana V6: red with a black interior, black stripe over the bonnet, alloy wheels. A mean machine which gets the chicks hopping. Fish’s retro indulgence. These toys and the house, the sum total of his assets. Still. No bond on the house. No finance on the Perana.


And then there’s the inheritance. From a guy he hadn’t known more than a year. They’d partnered up on some investigative jobs. Talked about opening a joint operation. Mendes & Pescado. Joked that it sounded like a Porra fish ’n chip shop. Joked that maybe Mullet & Fish would’ve been good. This weird alliance in their names.


Then Mullet takes a bullet. Two bullets, actually. Pops his clogs in the ambulance.


His last words, ‘Titus Anders. Untouchables.’


Fish wants to tell him, yeah, we’ve met.


Next thing Fish knows he’s the heir to a list of dagga clients Mullet used to run, a very nice sideline thank you, and a boat, a bakkie, assorted firearms. Also has to clear out the rest of the guy’s life but that’s another story.


Now the poor fucker’s ashes are in a box under Fish’s kitchen sink. He’s been meaning to take out the boat, sprinkle Mullet on the waters of False Bay. Problem is the surf. It’s been hot lately. And Fish would rather be surfing than blowing off ashes. The dead can wait. Mullet’d understand.


So Fish stares at the Maryjane, takes a gulp of stout. Thinks, Gumtree, the online sale site. He could advertise the boat there. The bucks would come in useful.


Takes another swallow from the bottle. Thinks, a shag would’ve been nice. Pity Vicki couldn’t stay. He can feel her skin under his hands. Imagine sliding between those thighs.


Cool. Very cool.


His phone rings: his mother. Estelle. As she wants him to call her.
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Vicki’s at the Cullinan, hanging out where the bling set hang out, watching Jacob Mkezi approach.


He’s come purposefully up the steps from the underground parking into the hotel foyer. A man who looks like he has a sadness on his mind. He pauses two steps from the top, straightens the knot of his tie. The foyer tinkles with piano music, the occasional splutter of female laughter. She reckons this isn’t Jacob Mkezi’s venue of choice. But that’s Clifford Manuel for you. Clifford always on to the hip spots.


 


Jacob Mkezi steps onto the marble flooring, hears the crunch of grit beneath the soles of his shoes.


‘Jacob.’


There are three men sitting on the couches, and the woman, Vicki Kahn. All rise. Clifford Manuel’s first on his feet, beckoning him over. Next to him is Cake Mullins, which does not thrill Jacob Mkezi. Cake Mullins means the discussion’s not about a building tender, a golf estate development, a toll road scheme. Cake Mullins means the discussion’s about moving items.


The third man’s tall, thin. Dressed casually: his shirt loose in the current style, a light jacket, jeans, loafers, no socks. Probably in his late forties. Has a tanned face. Tanned hands. An outdoor man. Maybe a bush man? Jacob Mkezi thinks. A game ranger? Cake Mullins is a bush man, always sourcing product in remote places. Might be another reason why Cake Mullins is warming a chair.


He shakes hands with his lawyer. Says, ‘What’s happening, Clifford?’


Clifford introducing Vicki Kahn. Jacob Mkezi takes her hand, cool and smooth, firm, gripping his hand tighter than he holds hers. ‘What a pleasure.’ Watches Vicki Kahn looking at him. Appraising is the word he thinks of. Wonders what it would take to get her away from Clifford Manuel, get her on board full-time to handle his legal business?


‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Ms Kahn. And not only from Clifford. From other corporate lawyers as well. You are developing a reputation in the legal world,’ he says, not letting go of her hand. ‘Sharp as your aunt, I’m told. I knew her, your aunt, Amina Kahn. When she was in Paris. She was my lifeline until they murdered her.’


Sees Vicki Kahn frowning. ‘Really. My aunt Amina? These days nobody wants to talk about her. Just the mention of her name brings death threats.’


‘I can imagine.’ Jacob Mkezi releases her hand. ‘Remind me to tell you about her one day. Her tragic story. We were in exile together, you know. Have you read Goethe, Ms Kahn? I learnt German during my time in that country. There is a line of Goethe’s: Träume keine kleinen Träume … dream no small dreams. Your aunt found out about men with big dreams, and she didn’t like it.’ He smiles at her. ‘I’m being deliberately mysterious. We need to talk.’


He turns to Cake Mullins, takes his hand next, strong, sweaty. Says, ‘This’s a surprise.’


‘Been a while.’ The men making quick eye contact, Jacob Mkezi glancing at Vicki Kahn, ‘You’ve been introduced?’


‘We know one another,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘Poker addicts. We sit at the same tables.’


‘Sat,’ says Vicki Kahn. ‘I’m off the cards now.’


Cake Mullins grins. ‘I’d forgotten. Gamblers remand. One day at a time.’


Jacob Mkezi catches the undertow, says to Cake Mullins, ‘Maybe you should try it, Gamblers Anonymous,’ looking away at the third man.


Clifford Manuel saying, ‘Let me introduce you, Dr Tol Visagie.’


‘Doctor?’ says Jacob Mkezi. ‘Medical?’


Tol Visagie laughs. He’s loose-limbed, gangly, his arms moving like there’s a puppet master pulling strings.


‘Not for humans.’


‘A vet.’


‘Ja,’ says Tol Visagie. ‘Wild animals.’


Clifford Manuel signals a waiter, places Jacob Mkezi’s whisky order.


The group settle into the couches, Clifford Manuel doing icebreakers with the wonders of his new car, the Lexus RX. ‘Rides like you’re gliding.’


Cars one of Jacob Mkezi’s favourite topics. ‘You like cars, Vicki?’ he asks.


‘If a red Alfa MiTo turns you on,’ says Clifford Manuel.


‘That’s what you drive?’


‘The only car I want to drive.’


‘Nice,’ says Jacob Mkezi. ‘I’d have said you were a Cooper girl.’


‘Why?’ Vicki Kahn coming back at him, Jacob Mkezi unsure if she’s flirting.


‘Why?’ He laughs. ‘It’s what young women drive. Fast. Going places. Wanting to be chic.’ Likes the flash it brings to her smile.


‘Too obvious,’ she says.


‘How’s the Hummer?’ says Cake Mullins, swirling the ice in his drink.


When Jacob Mkezi was police commissioner his Hummer became national news.


‘As good as they said in the papers?’ Cake Mullins chuckles, gets a frown from Jacob Mkezi, a squirm out of Clifford Manuel.


Clifford Manuel coming in fast, ‘And you, Tol, what’s your car?’


Tol Visagie snorts. ‘A bakkie. Nissan double cab. Perfect for my work.’


Again Jacob Mkezi ignores the opening, leans forward, taps Cake Mullins on the knee. ‘A favour?’


‘Sure,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘Your word is my command.’


Jacob Mkezi doesn’t crack a smile, keeps tapping at Cake Mullins’ knee. ‘My boy needs a car. Something fast.’


‘I know a man’s got a lovely little boutique showroom. Daro Attilane. He can get amazing cars.’


‘Nothing amazing. Just something flashy for the kid.’


‘Daro’s the man.’ Cake Mullins takes a sip of his drink, brushes off Jacob Mkezi’s tapping finger.


‘You do that.’ Jacob Mkezi withdrawing his hand.


‘I know Daro Attilane,’ says Vicki.


‘You do?’


‘He’s reliable. He organised my Alfa.’


‘Really?’ Jacob Mkezi smiling at her. ‘Not only a recommended lawyer, a discerning taste in cars, but connections too.’


Clifford Manuel clears his throat, moving on to cricket, the wonders of the new team. Jacob Mkezi couldn’t give a flying fig for cricket but he’s sat through Clifford Manuel’s cricket spiel often enough to know the lawyer’s marking time.


Tol Visagie’s a cricket man, it gets him going, talking overs and balls. Cake Mullins adds his two cents about how they’re not going to shape against the Aussies. Probably be wiped.


Jacob Mkezi half-listens, watches through the tall windows the young and the beautiful around the pool drinking cocktails, whiskies, shooters. Soft winter night outside, imagines them getting among one another. Fantasises Vicki Kahn into that mix too.


His drink comes, they toast good health.


Clifford Manuel says, ‘Jacob, as I told you on the phone, it was Tol asked me to arrange this meeting. He’s got Cake on board already. What little I know of the project sounds exciting. Sounds very profitable. Any legal work you need me for, I’m a phone call away. So’s Vicki. We’re there whenever you need us, our professional opinion. So.’ He raises his glass. ‘To your venture. We’ll leave you guys to it.’


They clink glasses, take a quick swallow.


Vicki Kahn stands. ‘Don’t get up.’


The men do anyhow.


‘I’ll be in touch,’ says Jacob Mkezi, taking her hand again. ‘To tell you about your aunt.’


‘You want to feel the baize once more, you let me know,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘A table’s not the same without Vicki the poker chick.’


‘Thanks, Cake,’ she says, easing her hand out of Jacob Mkezi’s grasp. ‘But no thanks. This time I’m through.’


‘Of course,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘Why’m I doubting it?’


Jacob Mkezi takes in Vicki Kahn’s figure in the black suit. Good hips, good boobs. He nods at Clifford Manuel slipping away with a little bow, smiling like a Buddha, his hands in prayer.


Jacob Mkezi thinking, the lawyer ducking because there’s a stink on the wind. He sighs, turns to Tol Visagie wondering where this one’s going. ‘So, Tol. What’s your story?’


Tol leans forward, his elbows resting on his knees. Goes through the polite spiel, an honour to meet you, kind of you to see me, grateful for your time, know you’re a busy man, got a lot on your plate.


Jacob Mkezi holds up his hand, stop. ‘Hey, my friend, enough. What’s the juice?’


‘A proposal,’ says Cake Mullins.


Tol frowns at Cake Mullins. ‘Something I wanna show you.’


‘Now?’


Tol laughs, shaking his head. ‘No, no-no, not now. It’s a bloody long way away. I wanna offer you a break, out of the city.’ He shifts to the edge of the couch. ‘You’re a birdwatcher, hey, that’s what I read?’


‘When I get a chance.’


‘Here’s it: this weekend I take you to the Caprivi.’ Tol sitting back with a grin. ‘Wonderful birds there. The feathered kind too.’


Jacob Mkezi stares at him. ‘You know the sort of trouble that’s in my life right now?’


‘Ja.’ Tol Visagie brushing it aside with a wave of his hand. ‘The weekend, Mr Mkezi. That’s all it’s gonna take. We fly there Friday afternoon, fly back Sunday. It’ll give you a break. Take you out of it in the bush.’


Jacob Mkezi keeps up the stare. ‘You’re a vet, you said? Wildlife?’


Tol Visagie nods. ‘I work in the bush.’


‘Then what’s the story, my friend?’


‘You have to see it. You have to come and see this.’


‘You do, Jacob,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘Believe me, you’ve got to see this.’


‘You’re not going to tell me what it is?’


‘No.’


Tol Visagie’s shaking his head like a noddy dog. ‘We can’t.’


‘It’s just a weekend, Jacob.’


‘All the luxuries,’ says Tol Visagie. ‘Five-star lodge on the river. The best meals.’ He keeps the eye contact. ‘It’ll be worth your while, Mr Mkezi.’


‘But you won’t tell me what it is?’


‘No, sir.’ Tol, sucking on his lower lip. ‘It’s not the thing we should talk  about here.’


You’ve done that lip-suck twice, Jacob Mkezi thinks, still giving Tol Visagie the full eyeball. The first time when you mentioned the birdwatching. Not exactly a poker player are you, my friend?


‘Look, Jacob,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘It’ll take you out of this situation.’


‘You think I need that?’


‘I would.’


‘But I’m not you, Cake. I don’t run.’


Cake Mullins sets down his glass. ‘This’s not running.’


‘It’s a break. Just a weekend break,’ says Tol Visagie.


‘You heard the man,’ says Cake Mullins. ‘A weekend break. With a business proposal on the side. It’d be worth your while, as he said.’


‘Oh you know that? You know what’ll be worth my while?’


‘It’s a manner of speaking, Jacob. Hell, man, what’s your case?’


‘Perhaps you haven’t noticed my case. All over the newspapers.’


Cake Mullins throws up his hands. ‘Oh for God’s sake.’


The men sit silent. Jacob Mkezi thinking, mightn’t be a bad idea. A change of scenery. Time to relax completely out of it. Maybe take Mellanie along.


‘This weekend?’ he says to Tol Visagie.


Tol Visagie coming back, ‘No strings. On the house.’


Jacob Mkezi turns to Cake Mullins. ‘This car man you know?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Where’s his place?’


‘Tokai. You want me to set something up?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon. Two thirty at your place. Court doesn’t sit Friday  afternoons.’


‘And the weekend, Jacob?’


Jacob Mkezi stands. ‘Bit bloody late notice.’


‘Ja,’ says Tol Visagie. ‘Sorry.’


‘What time you want to fly?’


‘Five, would be good.’


‘Alright.’


‘Alone?’


‘Maybe. Depends on Mellanie. Depends on her attitude.’


‘No hassles either way,’ says Tol Visagie.


Jacob Mkezi raises his left hand, goodbye. Walks off across the marble flooring, no crunch of grit under the soles of his shoes.
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‘Bartolomeu,’ says the voice on his cellphone, ‘have you got a moment.’


‘Hey, Ma,’ says Fish, uncapping another milk stout, ‘Yeah, I reckon.’ Fish still not able to call her Estelle.


His mother coming in fast before he can get into the how-are-you?-I’m-fine exchange. Saying, ‘I was talking about you to some clients just now.’


‘Uh huh?’ says Fish, imagining his mother and the clients in the small boardroom in the London office of Invest South Africa, High Holborn, somewhere like that. His mother out there on one of her overseas jaunts selling investment opportunities. ‘Someone’s got to get this country on its feet. Someone’s got to help black businesses.’ His mother spinning stories of wonder and wealth to her clients.


‘I was telling them, Barto, that you run a paralegal research firm.’


Fish laughed. ‘That’s fancy. I wouldn’t have thought of it that way, Mom.’


‘That’s how I’d like to think of it, if you’d only finish your degree.’


‘Don’t start.’ Fish taking a swallow of stout. This pet subject of his mother’s: when’re you going to complete your degree? You’re thirty-three, you should settle down: career, family, children. You only need to write your majors. Really, Bartolomeu, is that too much to ask of you? Get the LLB. You can raise your fees. Get some real money for the work you do. And stop doing the work you do. All those boys’-own investigations. For heaven’s sake, Bartolomeu, when’re you going to join the adult world? Become a professional.


‘I’m not starting, Barto, I’m reminding you of your obligations towards me and your father, may he rest in peace.’


‘Mom …’


‘Estelle.’


‘Mom…’


‘Mom nothing. Now listen, this is business. Have you got a pen and paper?’


Fish rolls his eyes at the ceiling, brings the bottle to his lips but doesn’t drink. His mother’s saying, ‘Prospect Deep, it’s a gold mine, not in our portfolio, I need a full report on it. We’re commissioning you, Barto.’


Fish thinking, This’s close to home. Says, ‘Isn’t that a bit unprofessional? A bit like nepotism?’


He hears his mother sigh. Imagines her walking around the room. Smiles at the thought. His mother the businesswoman, in her lingo talking up blue-sky projects.


‘For heaven’s sake, Bartolomeu, it’s a simple job. Don’t get all coy on me. I can ask any researcher I like. You’ve done this sort of thing for me before. You can do it again. Besides, you need the money.’


True enough, thinks Fish. Says, ‘Okay. Who’re the clients?’


‘Two Chinese gentlemen.’


‘And?’


‘And they heard about Prospect Deep, read there is some black economic empowerment deal in the wind, and want in. Simple.’


‘Can’t you just google it?’


‘You don’t think I’ve done that?’


‘No.’


‘I have.’


‘So?’


‘It’s not enough. I need a bigger picture. Who owns what? What are the projections? Who precisely will be empowered in this deal? BEE’s not simple, Barto.’


Fish lets it go, not saying anything, waiting for his mother to keep at it. But she doesn’t.


She says, ‘You still there?’


Fish says, ‘Okay.’


Hears Estelle say, ‘Thanks. Thank you, Bartolomeu. I appreciate this. What’re your fees?’


‘Five hundred rand an hour with expenses.’


‘Make it three-fifty.’


‘Jesus, Mom.’


‘You said it, Bartolomeu. We don’t want any hint of nepotism.’


‘I thought …’ Fish is going to make a point about nepotism being like pregnancy but goes with: ‘… nothing.’ Hides behind a long mouthful of stout.


‘You’re drinking, Bartholomeu,’ says Estelle.


‘Yeah. Cheers, Mom.’ Fish takes another pull.


‘You sound like you’re alone, Bartholomeu. Men who drink alone are sad. Sad and lonely. You should get a girlfriend.’


‘I have a girlfriend.’


‘That Indian girl?’


‘She’s thirty-five.’


‘You know what I mean. You’re still seeing her?’


‘Uh huh.’ Fish stares into the gloom of his back yard; the boat catching the light from the kitchen window like an accusation.


‘It’s your life, Bartholomeu. Prospect Deep. Write it down please.’


Fish does. Which is where Estelle leaves it, leaves Fish holding a dead phone, looking down at the words he’s written: Prospect Deep.
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Jacob Mkezi kerb-crawls his Hummer on Long Street direction the mountain, swings up Hout, back down Loop towards the harbour, goes left at Riebeek, takes a slow corner into Bree. Finds what he’s looking for over Strand beyond the Castle intersection: bunch of boys in a doorway. He stops. They’re huddled there under cardboard sheets, two lying down, three sitting, watching his black car with its black glass. He slides down the passenger window, holds up a pink fifty, waggles it. Knows the boys can see it. The boys don’t move. Sit staring at him. He waggles it some more. Nothing. The boys dull-eyed. He disappears the note into his fist, slides the window up. Pulls slowly away, his eyes on the group, knowing they won’t let it go.


Two boys jump up, run towards him. He stops the Hummer. Two would be interesting. They push their faces against the glass to see in: pretty boys both, despite their street life. The one with a swollen eye, a bruise on his cheek.


Again he slides down the window. Says to the one with the swollen eye, ‘Just you, okay. Net jy.’ Shoos the other one off with a dismissive hand.


The boy protests, says, ‘Blowjob. Blowjob.’


‘Away, away.’ Jacob Mkezi shouting at the boy. The boy backing off, giving him the finger. The rest of the group in the doorway, standing up, ready to flee.


Jacob Mkezi waves his fingers at the one with the battered face. ‘Net jy, with the sore eye. Open the door.’


The boy does, climbs onto the seat.


‘We go for a drive, okay?’ Jacob Mkezi speaking in Afrikaans.


The boy nods, staring out the windscreen at the quiet street, not looking at Jacob Mkezi.


‘You like to have a drive?’


‘Cheeseburger,’ says the boy.


‘You want a cheeseburger? Where’s a cheeseburger this time of night?’


‘McDonald’s,’ says the boy. ‘There near the stadium they’re building, my baas.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Double-thick shake. Chocolate ’n banana.’


Jacob Mkezi clucks his tongue. ‘You want to eat at the Mount Nelson?’


The boy doesn’t respond.


Getting to the McDonald’s is through a mess of bollards, slip roads, mud, the cranes over the stadium like marabou storks on a rubbish site. The burger joint an island in the chaos. At the teller’s window, Jacob Mkezi gives the order, gets a Coke for himself.


They sit in the parking lot in the dark. Jacob Mkezi watches the boy eat, the boy stuffing the food into his face. ‘Somebody hit you?’ he asks. Touches the skin beneath his own eye. The boy nods, his cheeks bulging.


Jacob Mkezi reaches over, caresses the boy’s face with his fingers, softly, a tender touch on the bruised cheek, the swelling around the eye. His cock stirs. He can see it, the fist. A man’s fist slamming into the boy’s face, once, twice. The boy knocked down, scrabbling away, crab-style. Where would this be? In a room? On a pavement? In a lane behind a club? The man flicking his fingers after the impact. Swearing at the boy. Walking off. Turning as if to continue the beating. The boy fleeing, running, into the dark, into the alleys.


‘Did it hurt? Does it still hurt?’


‘Yes, my baas. It’s very sore, my baas. Burning.’


‘You need some muti, medicine.’


When the boy’s eaten, Jacob Mkezi drives to a night pharmacy, leaves the boy in the Hummer. ‘Wait. Okay. I’ll get you medicine.’


He buys a tin of Zam-Buk salve, a tub of painkillers, a bottle of water. Has the boy swallow two tablets. Gently rubs the ointment into the boy’s cheek, his fingertips tingling at the touch. The boy reeks of smoke, his hair exuding a mushroom odour. Jacob Mkezi breathes in the heady smell. He wants to feel the boy’s hair, knows it will be coarse with dirt. Wants to run his hands over the boy’s body, get the thrill of young skin, electric.


‘Okay. That feel better?’


‘Yes, my baas,’ says the boy. ‘That’s very nice, my baas.’


Jacob Mkezi can’t resist, he runs his fingers into the boy’s hair. It’s short, knotted, gritty. ‘Now we can go for a drive.’ He pats the boy’s head, leans over to breathe in the tang of the boy’s hair.


‘Yes, my baas. My baas’s got a larney car.’ The boy fastens his seatbelt. ‘Is there music?’


Jacob Mkezi presses buttons, brings up Brenda Fassie’s ‘Weekend Special’.


The boy says, ‘Ma Brenda.’


Jacob Mkezi laughs, slaps the steering wheel. ‘How’d you know that?’


‘I know Brenda.’


‘Ah, come on, you’re too young. Brenda’s from a long time ago.’


‘I know Brenda. We have a tape, this one, “Weekend Special”.’


‘A tape?’


‘And a blaster just no batteries, my baas. Sometimes we find batteries to play it. Sometimes. Brenda’s our mother.’


‘Brenda’s dead.’


‘I know, my baas.’ The boy fiddling with a hole in his jeans.


‘Here.’ Jacob Mkezi gives the medicines to the boy, the boy stuffing them into his jacket pockets.


‘Put more Zam-Buk on later.’


‘Yes, my baas. My baas is very good.’


Brenda sings of love gone, of being a weekend special.


‘We’ll drive now,’ says Jacob Mkezi.


He heads up Kloof Nek above the city, at the circle taking a left along Table Mountain Road past cars with people making out, past the cable station. No one about. Where there’s a clearing, he fronts the Hummer onto the view. Below, the city, yellow, growling. Above, the mountain.


It’s warm in the car, he keeps the engine idling, the heater on. Motions the boy into the back. Says, ‘Undress.’


‘All my clothes, my baas? It’s cold.’


‘Bah. There’s a blanket.’


While the boy’s undressing, Jacob Mkezi gets out, unzips, pisses a hot stream into the sand. The night’s cold, his breath visible. He looks down on the city, the tower blocks of light, spits, the Coke gone stale in his mouth.


In the back of the Hummer he has the boy sit beside him, the boy clothed in the blanket like an initiate. Brenda Fassie sings ‘If I Hurt You Little Boy’. Jacob Mkezi gets his hands wandering: shoulders, stomach, thighs, into the crotch, the small genitals, the little stiffie.


The boy says, ‘What you want, my baas?’


‘Just sit,’ says Jacob Mkezi. He eases back, undoes his belt, shifts down his pants. ‘You know what?’


‘I can do it, my baas.’ The boy leaning forward, his tongue out, licking.


Jacob Mkezi sighs. Looks out at the city bowl, this city where he’s on trial, being held to account for doing his job. For fixing a broken country. Him, a comrade, a struggle fighter. In court before a prosecutor. Before a judge. Explaining himself.


He clenches his thighs, takes his eyes off the city, stares down at the head of the boy moving slowly.


Brenda sings.


He runs a hand along the boy’s back over the spine bumps to the cheeks of his bum. Fastens his grip there. Pulls the boy towards him. His breath quickening, rasping in his throat.


‘Suck,’ he says.
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Long way down the peninsula, in the dark dark night lurk Seven and Jouma.


‘No, my bru, you’s got to be out of your head. Nay, you’s mad.’


Seven holding open the fence for Jouma to squeeze through, says, ‘You think I’m mad. You think so, hey? You think what will happen if the forum come knocking. Like theys do. Like two nights ago. Hey, you think about that?’


Jouma hauls the black bag with the rhino horns through the fence, the plastic snagging on the wire.


‘Yusses, man, watch it,’ says Seven. He’s got a torch in his hand, clicks it on. There’s a long tear in the bag, the tip of a horn showing through. ‘Grab it there,’ he says, putting the beam on the hole.


Jouma bunches up his grip, follows Seven up the path. ‘Where’s it we going?’


‘To hide them, moegoe,’ says Seven.


‘We can hide them in the ceiling. Safe and sound.’


‘I told you,’ says Seven. ‘No. The forum comes, they find these, we’s in big problems.’


‘You leave them out here, someone’ll find it.’ Jouma beginning to pant with the uphill climb.


‘Nay, my bru, no one’s here. I been watching this place. We can hide them good.’ He stops to catch his breath. Turns the torch on Jouma’s thin face, Jouma’s mouth open sucking in air, his chest heaving.


‘You’s battling, my bru? Yous need a workout with a active virgin.’


Jouma gasps, says, ‘How long? How long you’s going to leave them?’


‘Dunno. Till tomorrow. Tomorrow we can fix it.’
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They sit in the lounge for the next hour, two hours, the four men, crushing out the butts on a plate, sliding the stompies and ash into a plastic bag. The Fisherman mostly glued to the box: the news in English, some stupid medical programme afterwards.


‘Mondays are crap,’ he says. ‘Waste of time’ – reaching over to kill his cigarette.


‘Don’t watch it.’


‘I don’t, at home. Except The Villagers.’ He blows out smoke, gets up to switch off the set, stands there unsure.


‘You watch Derrick? Bonanza? Charlie’s Angels? Rich Man, Poor Man?’


‘All of them.’


‘Why’re you complaining then?’


‘That’s four shows. Inna whole week.’


‘You want in?’


The Fisherman scratches his armpit. ‘Nee wat! Cards aren’t my thing.’ He sags back onto the couch. ‘A drink woulda been nice.’


‘No drinking,’ says the Commander.


‘A dop, one shot, man. Oke’s got to have some Klippies somewhere?’


‘No drinking.’


‘Fokkit. What’s the problem with a dop? A dop’s not gonna hurt. Steady our hands.’


‘No.’


‘Where’s this oke anyways?’ Blondie says. ‘Supposed to be here quarter past six. It’s what, bloody four hours later.’


‘He’s got a girlfriend.’


‘Ag kak,’ says Rictus Grin, looking at his cards, looking at the Commander. ‘True’s? That’s where he’s? Right now?’
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