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​CHAPTER ONE

A FRIDAY IN OCTOBER
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05.50.

Sikwehle Road in KwaMashu seemed unusually deserted. Collins Khumalo was not a local resident, but he had used the road more than a dozen times over the previous two years. He thought it was a useful route for traversing Section K and following its entire two-kilometre length eastward toward the M21, from where he had an easy drive southward to Durban. On each of those earlier occasions he remembered having seen at least a few early morning pedestrians out and about at this time. 

Today was different. Was it simply the total absence of anyone out on the street, or was it the hastily drawn curtain he half-noticed in the house on the left that made him think something was different? Was it the old woman on the right, at her front gate, retreating suddenly back toward her front door as Khumalo approached in his ancient white Citi Golf? Or was it the fact that he caught both these sudden movements at a glance at precisely the same moment he saw the smouldering remains of a fire some twenty metres ahead of him, just off the right-hand side of the road?

He slowed down not because the remnants of the fire posed any danger, but because there was something interesting about the smoking blackened heap of charcoal spanning an area of three or four square metres on the grass verge of Sikwehle Road. Somebody had thrown a shop mannequin on the fire. How can people burn junk in an open fire at the side of a residential road? He was pleased he didn’t live in a neighbourhood like this. The barbed wire protections perched on the walls of most of the properties seemed incongruous against the well-kept gardens, manicured lawns and colourful flowerbeds. Something about it all, thought Khumalo, suggested menace lurking under an aura of peaceful domesticity. 

Having satisfied his curiosity about the mannequin, Khumalo was about to accelerate again when he saw a third neighbour further down the road also dash back suddenly, running from the wire fence at the front of her property back into her house. It was the speed of the movement that made Khumalo pay attention. What was she running from?

Instead of pulling away from the scene, Khumalo stopped the car right alongside the smoking black coals. What was it about this fire that had produced these reactions from the local residents? He wound down his window to have a closer look.

Khumalo’s jaw went slack as he stared at the shape protruding from the thin wisps of smoke. He felt a pulse in his right temple throbbing as blood coursed its way through the restricted opening in the vein. He stopped breathing. He went ice cold as he made out the features of the mannequin.

Not a mannequin, but a man or a woman, now little more than a blackened skeleton with minimal covering of tissue, the remaining tendons charred almost entirely into ash. The skull devoid of eyes, and devoid of most of its nose and surrounding features except for a few strips of flesh and gristle. Its jaws stretched wide apart, exposing long teeth no longer protected by pink gums but still anchored by blackened remnants of flesh. Teeth displaying a mocking smile. A grimace.

A grimace that spoke of screaming agony in the final moments of a fiery death. 

08.55.

Genevieve Ndebele, Forensic Analyst at the SAPS Forensic Science Laboratory, was one of the busiest members of the team in the Durban area. She preferred the name Genevieve. Thobekile, her given name at the time of her birth in Zimbabwe, was an appellation she seldom used, although from time to time a close friend would address her affectionately as Thobe. She told friends the original name signified she who is polite, and she had no intention at all of being pigeonholed as a polite person. On the contrary, she had a reputation for always speaking her mind forthrightly without recourse to any social niceties.

Like many of her colleagues Genevieve had a pipeline of cases bursting at the seams. Like many of those colleagues, depending on the circumstances pertaining to specific cases, she would lift evidence and she would test evidence from crime scenes. But she would very seldom both lift and test from the same scene. The importance of cross checking was crucial, in her experience. A second pair of eyes had to guard against the temptation to confirm one’s own assumptions and preconceptions notwithstanding where the evidence might appear to be pointing.

There were always many assumptions being made in this kind of work, Genevieve mused, and here she was making a very large assumption about the burnt corpse in front of her.

As she squatted before the charred remains in Sikwehle Road, she needed the powerful penlight torch, despite the bright morning sun already high in the sky. She focused the beam onto the dark object inside what remained of the skeletal mouth. It stands to reason, she thought, that the tongue would survive longer than most of the surrounding flesh, especially if the mouth had been forced into a closed position by the contraction of sinews, tendons, muscles and gristle trying to withstand the intense heat. At some point those same tendons and sinews would then have given way, and the jaws would have relaxed.

Relaxed? No, she thought. Why was she imagining that word? Anything but relaxation had been involved in this process. Those teeth. Why am I thinking this corpse is smiling at me, and what is it about that tongue? There was something about the shape of that tongue. Partially burnt away, charred black, but a strange shape, nevertheless.

She peered more closely, the torch playing over the cavity between the jaws.

Twenty paces away two Zulu detectives, one tall and thin and the other rotund and much shorter, were talking to four of the neighbourhood residents. Standing five or six metres apart from them, listening, but not questioning, was another detective. He was a giant of a man. At six feet and five inches he would be imposing enough, but in addition to his height his two hundred and sixty pounds were tucked into a frame that might have been imagined by Dr Frankenstein if he had had another chance to improve on his original effort and create the perfect male physique. 

The two detectives finished with their four interviewees, who walked away down to the corner of the street, whispering to one another. As they did so, the giant turned and stood with his back to the two detectives, watching the four young men walk away. One of them, wearing unusually tight powder-blue jeans that emphasised the muscular thighs of the man, seemed to be the leader of the group, judging from the almost deferential way in which his three companions spoke to him and listened to his replies. 

The four men stopped to talk to a sixty-something woman who addressed them over a garden fence. She was small and thin but with arms that looked wiry and muscular. She seemed to fire a number of quick questions at them, receiving short replies as the young men each in turn looked back up the street at the policemen as they responded to her. 

The giant watched them as the woman opened her garden gate and beckoned them into her property. Then he crossed the road and looked up and down the street before turning to face the house opposite, as if he was some land surveyor checking sightlines and the positions of the houses. The short detective watched him, and admired the way he had walked across the road: like a black panther he had once seen in a television programme.

‘The guy’s a champion swimmer, you know,’ said the thin detective, speaking isiZulu, and assuming from his companion’s gaze that he was marvelling at the physique of the giant opposite them. ‘I saw him at the gala in Durban North last month. He won every damn race he entered. We were all talking about the guy’s body. He sports a six-pack like a heavyweight boxer, biceps like a weightlifter in the same division, and thigh muscles like a centre-forward.’ 

The two detectives each had their own reasons for envying the shape of the man opposite them. What they didn’t know was that the torso and limbs they were observing had also been toned by months of daily early-morning efforts in the surf, and if there was any significant subcutaneous fat at all in the man’s body, observers might conclude that it could surely be no thicker than cling-film. 

‘Who is he?’ asked the portly detective, also in isiZulu. ‘I tried to speak to him when he arrived and all I got was a few grunts. But his eyes were constantly moving, looking at everything as if there were clues in every damn blade of grass. He did mutter to me, though, that he was based at Durban North. What’s he doing all the way up here?’

‘I meant to tell you. The War Room told me before I left to come here that they were sending a man up from Durban. I didn’t know it’d be him. Creature of the night is how his colleagues describe him. No joke.’

‘Why’s that? Because he looks like a panther?’

‘I suppose so. At the gala someone said it’s because of his clan name. His colleagues make all sorts of assumptions about his family name and the origin of the clan. Nights Mashego they call him. The nickname’s been there for so long, they say, that none of his fellow cops know him by any other name. He was a bit of a legend in Joburg when he served with the Hawks up there before joining DOC down here. Then, after a while, he moved from there into some post in Durban North.’

‘He left Durban Organised Crime for Durban North?’

‘Ja. So I was told. You know Manaka in Durban North? That skelm constable who pokes into everyone’s business?’

‘Ja! I’ve been told about him. Dangerous guy. They think he leaks information about cops to the gangs. Got to watch out for people like that.’

‘Ja! Well, Manaka was at the gala, too. I got talking to him when Mashego passed in front of us, walking like a big black cat about to pounce on someone. You’ve never seen such muscles. Manaka told me all about him. He’d read the guy’s file because he thought there might be some dirt there. But he was wrong. It was clean. He said Mashego had this amazing reputation in Gauteng. There was a note in the file from the head of the Hawks, apparently saying he was a brilliant detective and a no-nonsense, plain-dealing cop.’ 

‘So if he had such a good reputation in Gauteng why’d he come to Durbs?’

‘Personal trauma. Couldn’t get over it. His daughter was raped and murdered. In Diepsloot, I think.’

‘Yissus! Poor bastard.’

‘Poor girl, you mean. Apparently the perp wasn’t satisfied with rape. He also disembowelled her.’

‘Hau! Hayikona! Oh my God!’

‘So Mashego went hunting. According to what Manaka found out – most of this stuff wasn’t in the file, hey, so you have to wonder how the bastard got the information – Mashego went after the guy alone. There were apparently all sorts of formal and informal investigations, but the story is that the circumstances under which the guy tracked down and confronted his daughter’s murderer proved inconclusive. Useful word, that. The headline conclusion of all investigations was that the man was killed while resisting arrest. The fact that the corpse had various broken bones and other signs of physical trauma was explained – not very satisfactorily, but it was all accepted by those in authority – as being attributable to an unfortunate fire during the arrest in question.’

‘How do you get broken bones from a fire?’

‘Right question, bra. Spot on. The formal reports say the fire caused the collapse of the walls and corrugated iron roof, which was weighted down with lots of heavy stones. So as Mashego made his escape the bastard inside was killed by the flames and by the stones falling down on him.’

‘So how many bones were broken by these falling stones?’ The plump detective asked the question with no hint of irony.

‘Ja! Again, right question. Apparently those stones crushed the poor guy’s skull, broke his arms and legs, and flattened every joint in his body. Interesting, hey?’

‘Dangerous to put stones on your roof.’

‘Ja!’ His companion smirked as he replied. ‘But you have to do something to stop the wind from blowing your roof away, you know? Apparently they were really big stones. Lots of wind up there, you know?’

‘So he got through IPID?

‘Ja! A few questions, just for the record. Case closed.’

‘Good.’

‘Ja! Mashego got the bastard. That’s all that matters.’

‘Ja!’ 

‘Anyway, Manaka went on to tell me – and how the hell he gets this stuff I don’t know – according to all the reports from that day on, Mashego changed. He became reclusive. Worked alone. Wife left him and went back to her family in Limpopo. Then the big guy applies for a transfer to KwaZulu-Natal. Becomes known as that guy from Gauteng Hawks. In no time he becomes one of the top detectives around. That reputation went along with having one of the highest kill rates among all detectives. According to Manaka, all of them in self-defence against cornered criminals resisting arrest. As reported by IPID. In each and every case. Apparently.’

‘Apparently.’

‘Ja!’

The two detectives glanced over at the forensics investigator, who was peering forward into the ashes with the assistance of her penlight. Then they walked over to Mashego.

‘Nothing, Captain. Nothing at all,’ said the shorter man, now speaking English. ‘Not one of the people in any one of these houses saw or heard anything. They all say they woke up this morning to the sound of the first responders arriving with their siren.’

‘They all say exactly the same thing,’ added his companion. ‘They went to bed early. They heard no screams. They had no idea there was any fire. The first they knew of a fire was when they came out this morning to watch the constables setting up the cordon.’

‘It’s like they all rehearsed the same speech,’ said the first detective. We’ve been to more than a dozen houses, now, up and down the street, both sides. Nothing. It looks like the first anyone knew anything was when a passing motorist called it in and the cops arrived.’

‘Who’s the woman down there? The one who was talking to those four men?’

‘That’s Mrs Xaba,’ said the thin detective, responding to the big man’s question. ‘She’s head of the Street Committee. Tough woman. We spoke to her earlier. She saw nothing. She doesn’t say much.’

Mashego didn’t reply. His eyes were now on the three houses fronting onto the scene of the fire. The house directly in front had all curtains drawn closed. The houses adjacent, on either side of that house, had all curtains open. He glanced across the road. The three houses directly opposite all had their curtains wide open. He looked back again at the house directly in front of the fire. He noticed a curtain move there just as his gaze returned. But the curtains remained closed.

Mashego’s attention was drawn away again, this time by the voice of Genevieve, who was approaching the three of them. She, too, addressed them in English. 

‘I see you’re as interested in the curtains over there as I was, Nights. Morning, detectives. I’m afraid I’m going to need a bit more time here. The poor guy in the coals was left with not much more than a hard metal core protecting the heels inside his fancy boots. Looks like parts of his feet were spared the worst of the flames. Along with a few internal organs and tendons and hard gristle. I’ve called in a colleague. There’s some stuff that worries me. I want a closer look before we disturb anything.’

‘What stuff, Genevieve?’ 

‘Hard to say, Nights. I’ve got a thought about it, but I don’t want to go there until I’m sure. Bear with me, OK? I’ll let you know as soon as we get something specific. What have you got from the neighbours?’

‘Nothing,’ said the first detective. ‘Nothing at all. Nobody saw or heard anything from dusk yesterday till dawn this morning.’

‘Nothing?’ replied Genevieve. ‘I reckon the fire started no later than dusk. You’re not telling me that in a street like this no-one looked out of their window, let alone stepped outside, for twelve hours?’

‘That’s what they all say,’ said the second detective. ‘Every single one of them. Eighteen people so far. Every single one of them has the same story.’

The four of them paused for a moment, looking at one another. Then they all turned to look back at the skeleton propped up in the heap of charcoal. 

The skull smiled up at the wisp of smoke spiralling slowly out of the ashes and heading for the clear blue sky.

11.50. 

Mashego had spent a largely fruitless morning in the Sikwehle Road area. He had parted from the other two detectives, moving further down the street in one direction while they approached the residents in the opposite direction. Every household produced the same response. Nobody was aware of what happened during the night. The first they heard of it was when police sirens sounded in the neighbourhood and then the forensics people started investigating and neighbours started talking about the fire.

He gave up after a couple of hours, conferred briefly with the other two detectives, had a final word with Genevieve, and drove away. He went almost to the end of Sikwehle Road then took the dog-leg down Fukwe Road to the M21. Heading south he soon ran into a traffic jam, with some problem up ahead.

Halted by the traffic, he stared out across the wasteland near one corner of Section K. The dusty gullies, dried-out watercourses and stony crevices had turned the ground into little more than an informal dumping-ground. Dust hung in the air. The sun baked everything in sight. To Mashego’s blank gaze it seemed as if the sun had already drawn up from the earth every vestige of moisture, prying its way into the rotting humidity of discarded vegetables in the gutters at the side of the road and in the gullies leading from the road into the wasteland. It seemed to him that the oppressive heat had sucked out any hint of bacterial life, leaving nothing more than empty husks, cracked brown leaves and lifeless bits of grey straw. 

He looked at a gnarled tree displaying dried-out branches devoid of leaves, with crooked roots scuttling like a crab above the ground. Having been exposed to the dry air for far too long, they looked brittle and arthritic, as if they were clutching in vain at something – anything – in the stony rubbish that might provide the tree with sufficient sustenance to continue the precarious act of living. 

In the little bark that remained on the tree bored children had dug in with knives and other sharp instruments, carving their names and whatever lewd words they could call to mind. One of them, long ago, had carved out the fantasy word freedom and another had scratched through the English word and written above it the equivalent in isiZulu: inkululeko. Someone else had scrawled an obscenity over both words.

Sitting there in the traffic, with cars both in front and behind him hooting in impatience at whatever had caused the hold-up ahead, the detective felt perspiration trickling down his back. He wiped the beads of moisture from his forehead. The air-conditioning in the car was no match for the KwaZulu-Natal sun at noon. Was it now warmer inside than outside? He opened his window. No difference. It was like a furnace both indoors and outdoors. He sat there, melting into the leather.

As he stared at the lifeless tree, his thoughts returned to his daughter, long since dead. Memory and desire clutched at his throat as he remembered the night, many years ago, when she had hugged him with such determination. You must be careful, daddy. I know you want to help the people. But you must be careful of the bad men.

Mashego gripped the steering wheel, leaned forward, and banged his head against it. Then he sat there, his forehead against the wheel, breathing slowly and deeply, as if the struggle with these emotions required the same preparation he had mustered in the many weight-lifting competitions in which he had participated. Within seconds his thoughts moved away from the trauma to the sweeter memories of his daughter in happier times. Her laughter. Her smile, brighter than any he could remember. Her hugs.

‘Sawubona, baba!’

Mashego was shocked out of his reverie by the voice. He turned to see a little boy at his window, holding out his hands, cupped together, begging. The boy was no more than eight or nine years old. He was barefoot, with tattered shorts revealing legs as thin as bamboo, and with bamboo nodules at the joints. A shirt that had probably been handed down from more than one older brother, thought Mashego. 

He addressed the boy in isiZulu.

‘What’s your name, son? Where do you live?’

‘I’m Two-Jele, sir. I live in Section K, sir.’

‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at school?’ 

‘I don’t go to school every day, sir. Only some days. My father he died and I must help my mother and my sisters and my brothers.’

‘Oh. OK. I see. Tell me about your family, boy.’

Within seconds Mashego heard the full story as it bubbled out of the boy’s mouth in a stream of richly-textured isiZulu laced with proverbs and metaphors, a strain of the language that one seldom found in the cities but which the detective had encountered on occasion in the deep rural areas in the north of the province. Mashego couldn’t help chuckling at some of the child’s more colourful expressions. Upon questioning him about his language, he learned that the boy had only recently moved into KwaMashu, coming from the far north where they had lived in a small village.

‘Say your name again? What did you call yourself?’

‘Me, I’m Two-Jele, sir. My mother she calls me JeleJele. Two times Jele. You see, sir? JeleJele. But everyone else they call me Two-Jele. Sometimes with white people I speak English. I am learning English very good, sir. Then I say to them in English that I am Two-Jele Jackson. Then they give me money. Because the first time, the white man he was only giving me the money after he called me Two-Jele Jackson. So with abelungu I now tell them that my name is Two-Jele Jackson.’

‘Two-Jelly?’

‘Eh-heh, baba!’

‘Where did you get that name, Two-Jellies?’

‘Two-Jele, baba.’ 

‘Sorry. Two-Jelly. Where did you get that name?’

The boy was off again, facts and dates and places and characters’ names bubbling out of his mouth faster than his brain could formulate their connections. Mashego learned from the boy that he was descended from Zwangendaba of the Gumbi clan, known by some as the Jele clan.

‘Zwangendaba he was son of Nonyanda ka Squda Jele, sir. Jele of the Jele clan. JeleJele. The history books they are writing it down wrong. My grandfather and his grandfather they told the story right but the people who are writing the books they did not talk to them. So they put it down wrong, sir. So the grandfathers they were telling us only. Us, the family. My father and his father they were telling the family, and my father was telling me before he died. We know. The books they don’t know, sir. Zwangendaba he was running fast, sir. Like me. I can run fast, sir. I’m going to play one day for Kaizer Chiefs. Centre-forward, sir. Whoosh! I can score the goals. Like this, sir. Whoosh! Me, I’m very fast. Can I have some money, sir?’

Mashego grinned from ear to ear and reached for his wallet. 

‘Here, Two-Jele Jele of the line of Zwangendaba, son of Nonyanda ka Squda Jele. This is a gift from me, Detective Captain Mashego of the South African Police Service. One day I want you to play for Kaizer Chiefs, nè? Centre-forward, nè? You must score against Mamelodi Sundowns, nè? For me, OK? Just for me.’

‘Me, yes, Captain, sir, I will. Big Captain Mashego. You are the Big Chief of the Kaizer Chiefs. I will score for you. I will score for them too, when I am big like you. Whoosh! I will score two times. One penalty and one header like this, sir: Whoosh!’

Mashego handed over a hundred-rand note and from the boy’s reaction it seemed to the detective that he had never before held one of those in his grubby hands.

‘Hau! Bayete Nkosi!’

The boy dropped to his knees at the side of the car. There was no mock-obsequiousness in his reaction. He was truly astonished and praised Mashego as if he were the great Shaka himself. Then he sprang to his feet and gave Mashego one of the hardest high-fives the detective had ever received. The boy back-pedalled, bowing and touching his forehead in salute, then, clutching the hundred-rand note as if his life depended on it, he turned and sprinted away over the rocky gullies and crevices, leaping bare-foot with astonishing prowess over rocks and boulders, leaving a whirling cloud of dust devils behind him, until – becoming a dust devil himself – he disappeared from sight.

Mashego shook his head, chuckling loudly, and made a mental note to go and read up on the history of Nonyanda ka Squda Jele. 

‘Two-Jellies. Hau! Two-Jellies Jackson. There’s hope for you yet, Kaizer Chiefs!’

He mused that if ever, one day, it came to his attention that Kaizer Chiefs had a new star player with the name Two-Jellies Jackson, he would have to pay the star a visit and remind him of their conversation.

Mashego was brought back to the present with a hoot from the driver behind. The line of cars had started moving again. 

13.10. 

KwaMashu Community Health Centre was more professional, thought the father. His previous experience of services at the Qadi Clinic had been terrible. The world had seemed too busy with its own problems. But what problems could be worse than those now being experienced by his beautiful young daughter? The emergency assistance to which they had been referred the night before had seemed to him cursory and unsympathetic. He had been outraged. The family had eventually sworn at the staff, stormed out, and gone home. Now they were back here seeking help. The KCHC staff seemed, in the daylight, to be like angels. Now they were being treated as he had expected to be treated the night before, when they had arrived in distress seeking help against a crime more unimaginable than death itself, thought the father.

After they had left in frustration and gone back to their home, less than a mile away, they had spent a terrible night. He knew, then, that they should have been back at the clinic having tests and swabs, and that they should be making statements and speaking to anyone who might have been able to help them. But how could anyone have helped them? Their world had been shattered. His beautiful daughter damaged forever. His wife, in the last twenty-four hours, a different person to the one he had known for nearly twenty years. Today she seemed to him to be a complete stranger. Some evil force had come in from nowhere and destroyed the tranquility of their lives. Katlehong might have been bad, but this was hell. Why had they moved from Katlehong to KwaMashu? To escape crime, they had told their new neighbours. They had been unable to take it any longer in Katlehong. But crime had followed them and stalked them and destroyed them in less than a month since they had settled in KwaMashu.

But now here at KCHC it seemed to the father that the nurses knew what they were doing. They were brilliant. But his daughter was again in floods of tears. The young woman was distraught. She clung to her father and he felt her nails digging into his arm. 

His thoughts were in disarray. His wife was wailing and seemed in even more distress than the daughter. The official in charge was used to dealing with this kind of reaction, but today she needed assistance. She could handle the young woman, and maybe the father, but the mother was now beyond control. Others came running. The mother was taken aside and received her own private counselling. Her agonised cries gradually subsided. Meanwhile the father and the daughter were taken down the passage. The nurse whispered quietly to them, as if what she had to say ran the risk of leading the mother to even worse hysteria. 

The whispering didn’t help. The mother suddenly screamed out louder than she had until now, falling into a paroxysm of grief as she shouted largely unintelligible words, but to the effect that they had come from Katlehong just one month previously, and their new home just down the road was supposed to have been a place free from crime, and now the family had been destroyed by the worst crime anyone could ever imagine.

The father heard these words and turned to stone. His grief now hardened into the same anger and hatred he had experienced the previous night when they had returned to their home. He clenched his jaws together as he thought of how he had joined the neighbours in the action at dusk. He had become unrecognisable to himself. He had found within himself a streak of violence and anger he had not known existed. At the urging of neighbours, who had watched, he had wreaked the most awful vengeance imaginable on one of the perpetrators of this terrible crime that had been visited upon his daughter.

But the neighbours had apprehended only one of the perpetrators. There had been three other men who had escaped. His blood seemed to him to have stopped pumping through his veins as he shut out the sounds of his wife and thought back again to the vengeance he had exacted upon the evil man who had done this to his daughter. But what flames, he asked himself, could possibly burn away the grief that had descended upon this family? His only daughter, his pride and joy, damaged for life. Last night’s fire would have to burn for a thousand years to eradicate the damage caused by evil men. Perhaps, somewhere, that thousand-year fire was already burning. Perhaps that man was still burning, and would continue burning, for a thousand years. Please, God, let it be so.

The specialist nurse they had been waiting for finally arrived. The father turned to her as she walked down the corridor toward them. He saw a stout woman of about fifty, wearing thick-rimmed spectacles, with an old scar on her left cheek running from her ear to the corner of her mouth.

‘Where’s the girl called Buhle? Is this her? Are you the father, sir? Are you Mr Qwabe?’

He answered in the affirmative and was deeply touched as she took both his daughter’s hands in hers, holding them up to her lips, kissing the fingers, then holding them against her own breast and looking into the youngster’s eyes as she spoke with extraordinary tenderness.

‘Buhle, darling. I’m Sister Ngobeni. But you must call me Nobuntu, see? All my friends do. I’m going to look after you, sweetheart. Buhle. Dear Buhle. Good girl. Your name means goodness, nè? I can see, darling, you’re filled with goodness, my child. We can all learn from you.’

It was more than the young woman could bear, and she burst again into floods of tears, collapsing into the nurse’s arms. The father pulled out a handkerchief but the nurse beat him to it and gave her own to Buhle. The mother now joined them and the nurse turned to her, too, wrapping strong arms around her and patting her on the back.

‘Don’t worry, Ma. We’ll be taking good care of your lovely girl, nè? We’ll fix her, you’ll see... Oh, shame, baba! What happened to your hand?’

She addressed this to the father, as she saw that his right hand was severely burnt, and broke away gently from the mother to take his hand carefully in hers.’

‘It’s nothing,’ said the father. ‘I was burning some rubbish at home last night, and I spilt some petrol...’

‘That’s a serious burn, baba. We must have that seen to right away. I’ll get them to fix you up while I look after Buhle.’

Before either he or his wife could protest, the nurse had summoned one of her colleagues from down the passage, and called out to her.

‘Take Mr Qwabe quickly, nurse, and fix his hand. He burned it in a fire and it needs cleaning and fixing right away. I’ll be with the girl. Take Mrs Qwabe with you.’

She turned quickly to the mother as the nurse walked toward them.

‘Will you go with them please, Ma? I think it’s important for me and Buhle to spend just a little bit of time alone, nè? You go with your husband and get his hand fixed up while I speak to your daughter.’

The parents obeyed meekly and went off with the nurse, as Sister Ngobeni turned back to the daughter.

‘Come, Buhle, sweetheart. Come with me. You and me, just the two of us. We can have a little chat, OK? You’ll see, sweetheart, we’ll make things better, OK? Come, darling.’

19.25. 

Mashego was at home, looking at the scraps on his plate and deep in contemplation. His thoughts were unrelated to what he had seen during the course of a busy day. He was replaying past scenes from his time in Johannesburg. His wife featured in flashes of memory from their time before that, in Limpopo. He thought of her frequently. If she were here, now, he mused, she would have disapproved of the meal he had just thrown together. Scorched sausages that he had left too long under the grill. Potato wedges from the freezer. No greens. A chunk of bread with butter. Lots of salt. A large tumbler of water from the tap.

If she were here, he thought, she would have ensured that they lived healthily. She would have worked to create better relationships with their neighbours, as she had done in Limpopo and then in Gauteng in earlier years. She had not accompanied him to Durban but had let him go his own way. They both needed solitude, she had said at the time. 

Amaryllis Avenue in Umbilo had initially not been a welcoming environment for the big policeman living on his own. His one-bedroom flat was useful and it was cheap. His wife would have done something about its interior appearance. For Mashego, it was a place to eat, shower and sleep. Its proximity to the Durban Organised Crime offices opposite the yacht club near the centre of Durban was the reason he had chosen it. When he was subsequently relocated to a base in Durban North he made no effort to find alternative accommodation. It suited him not to live near his colleagues in Durban North. 

Despite his hermit-like existence at home his neighbours were courteous enough. Mashego, though not Zulu, could speak the language fluently and despite his reticence was accepted by the predominantly Zulu neighbours as well as the English and Afrikaans speakers in the neighbourhood. Perhaps it was his physique that elicited the courtesy. Whatever the reason, on occasion neighbours had tried to draw him out, sometimes with success. He had been prevailed upon to talk about his roots and he had obliged, reluctantly. He stopped short of telling neighbours about the trauma of his daughter’s death and his wife’s subsequent withdrawal to a dark internal place deep within her tortured mind. But he spoke more freely about his family origins among the Mapulana clan in Bushbuckridge near Nelspruit. 

He elicited warm approval, especially from his neighbours’ children, when he told stories about his ancestors who in 1864 had fought the Swazis. The children sometimes stopped him in the street and asked him to tell them again the one about the battle of Mogologolo when the Pulana triumphed in battle. Once persuaded, he would use the opportunity to introduce the children – mainly Zulu kids between five and twelve years old – to words that he translated for them into isiZulu but told them to learn the original words, too, thus introducing them to a language that he explained was Northern Sotho. He took care, however, to teach those children that the Pulana language was much richer than what his examples showed. He told them it was intertwined with Tsonga, Pedi, Kutswe and Swazi influences. 

Mashego had been told on more than one occasion by parents that their children liked nothing more than enacting scenes from the battle of Mogologolo and using war-cries that were definitely not classifiable as isiZulu.

Mashego’s iPhone blared.

‘Mashego.’

‘Nights?’

‘Genevieve? What can I do for you?’

‘Hullo, Nights. Can I talk? Are you at home?’

‘I am.’

‘Good. I’m glad I caught you. Someone in the lab said I’d never catch Nights Mashego at home in the evening. She said you would be out on the prowl catching tsotsis.’

‘I was just thinking maybe I needed to go out and see what I might find on the streets and in the bushes, Genevieve. Maybe you intend to change my mind? What can I do for you?’
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