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“This life, which had been the tomb of his virtue and of his honour, is but a walking shadow; a poor player, that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more: it is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.”

William Shakespeare

“The light of lights looks always on the motive, not the deed, the shadow of shadows on the deed alone.”

William Butler Yeats
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Despite the winter-laced fingers of the wind that traced her forearms into tiny goose bumps, Cassandra Milton did not feel the cold.  As she stood on the raised ledge that ran the length of her apartment building’s rooftop, looking out at the dancing lights of the city before her, she honestly wasn’t feeling anything at all. 

An icy-cool breeze had pressed her silky nightgown against her body, defining the shape of her breasts and her hardened nipples in the full light of the August moon. It brushed her long auburn hair away from her face, revealing her tear-filled crystal blue eyes as they glistened, mirroring the stars above her head. It felt cooler than usual for this time of the year.  Spring beckoned any day now, but winter had been defiantly holding on like a mother holds on to the dead body of her infant child, not ready to let it go.

From her viewpoint seven floors above the ground, she felt amazed by how alive the city appeared.  Tiny cars moved along the streets and highways in the distance, red taillights flashing occasionally, accompanied by the honk of horns and distant sounds of sirens.  Nearby apartment buildings and houses stared back at her through hundreds of pale yellow and white eyes, each hiding safe spaces behind them where others went about their evening, unaware of the girl across the way in the flapping nightgown with the teary eyes.  Perhaps some were watching television, streaming the latest season of their favorite show, or perhaps they were making dinner for their families.  Maybe they were taking a shower after a long day at work, or some might even be making love, entangled in the warmth of their partner’s limbs in defiance of winter’s persistent grip.  From where she stood, she could almost feel them all through the energy of life radiating back towards her from the hundreds of blinking, silent eyes. 

So why aren’t you there?

The voice, her own but also not, floated through her mind the way Georgie’s paper boat from her favorite horror novel might, cruising merrily along towards a dark and stinky sewer.  

She could be there, like one of those unseen others.  She could be sitting in her living room watching the next episode of Yellowstone, admiring the handsome Rip or marveling at the defiant Beth.  She could be making dinner for her younger sister, chicken wraps or even her own favorite, Mac and Cheese.  She could be showering the cold right off of her skin, basking in the steamy heat and listening to Ellie Goulding.  She could even be making love, if she wanted to.  Julian St Clair, her long-term colleague at work, definitely had the hots for her.  She felt it in the way he sometimes looked at her, how their hands sometimes brushed against each other as they waited for their orders in line at the canteen at work, in the smallest of suggestive smiles whenever he shyly complimented her hair or her shoes.  She felt it in the aching of the thought itself... 

Instead, she stood here.  On this ledge, in a nightgown that belonged in her summer wardrobe.  

As pleasant and warming as all of those thoughts were, of all the things she could rather be doing, nothing would supersede the one thought she could not get out of her mind. It floated to the surface and blocked all sunlight beneath it.  Georgie’s boat - but the size of the Titanic. It blanketed everything else in shadow, even the distant aching she felt for Julian.  Death had a way of doing that.  Death, by your own design, even more so.  

Murdering bitch!

She swallowed.  It felt like trying to swallow a mouth full of un-chewed marshmallows.  The silent words stuck in her throat and hung onto it with their stickiness.  She suffocated at the thought of it, but it rang true.  She had been a murdering bitch.  And she had carried it with her for long enough now.  Secrets had a way of floating back to the surface and bumping the underside of that enormous paper boat.  They bobbed and bumped repeatedly until somebody finally heard them and threw out a lifebuoy, but always too late. Her secret meant to stay hidden, not exposed. And yet, right now it appeared to be standing on the ledge beside her. 

Amber Lee Mason.  

The name of the girl she had murdered.  She would never forget it, and Lord had she tried.  But it just kept bobbing and bumping underneath her subconscious mind, screaming out and gasping for air.  

Amber Lee Mason had been only nineteen when Cassandra had squeezed her throat for so long and so hard that she could feel her windpipe collapse beneath her hands.  Her eyes had bulged and filled with a look of pure terror, the kind that embraced the faces of bad actresses in B-grade slasher movies from the eighties.  She couldn’t blame television for her actions, of course.  That would be ludicrous.  No, it had nothing to do with a poor script and low budgets.  It had everything to do with this bitch that had slept with her high school sweetheart, and when confronted, it had everything to do with the way she had smiled and told Cassandra to go fuck herself.  If anything had killed the girl, her own disregard for another girl’s broken heart had been to blame. Reasons aside, though, it never took away the guilt.  The same guilt that she had tried to bury for all of these nine years, right next to her little secret, with matching headstones.  

Here lies Amber Lee Mason.  Daughter, sister, cheating best friend. 

Here lies Cassandra Milton. Daughter, sister, murdering bitch. 

Perhaps over time the headstones would have crumbled into the earth, decayed by the weather and dreams of a normal life, but the problem with suppressing memories for years on end is that when they resurface, it’s as if they have never left, and the thought of starting all over again is too overwhelming.  It had already taken nine years to get her buried this deep, but now Amber Lee was back.  Living in her head again, like a nightmare tenant that refused to ever leave. 

She took a deep breath.  The coolness of the air that filled her lungs reminded her of those extra-mint imperials she used to love so much back in university. Those were good years. But they were always tainted with the shadow of the dead girl.  The dark whisper of Amber had been there with her when she graduated, when she found her dream job at Nemosyne Labs, when she moved into her own apartment three floors down from this very rooftop... even when she first noticed the chemistry between Julian and herself.  

The shadow that never left. 

She looked up at the almost full moon, as a cloud crept across the face of it, darkening the night around the vibrant city that she had always loved. She smiled, realizing that in the shadow of a shadow, your own shadow could no longer be seen. 

Could she leave Amber Lee Mason behind, buried in that secret graveyard in her mind... for good, this time? 

You never know if you never try.

And with that, without further hesitation, she stepped out into the welcoming emptiness below, to find out. 
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Saturday turned out to be a gloriously perfect day, which considering the circumstances, Maya Milton found quite annoying.  In almost every book or movie she had read or watched, funerals always seemed to take place in the pouring rain, or at the very least with somber clouds blanketing everything in a dull, monotonous grey.  After all, what could be more somber than death, and surely the weather should respect that?  Ironic, considering that the longest cold spell she could remember in all of her twenty-five years had decided that today would be the day it would finally break, on a day when a final icy slap in the face would have made so much more sense. So how could she comprehend the strikingly beautiful bright yellow of the two dozen roses that rested on top of the casket, carefully bound in crimson ribbon that so perfectly contrasted against the pure white of the expensive box that now held her sister’s remains?  The sky, so blue and devoid of even a single potential rain cloud - it felt so wrong, almost blasphemous. 

Her sister was dead.  

No amount of sunshine or roses would change that fact.

“Hey.” The soft-spoken familiar voice to her left came accompanied by a comforting hand on her shoulder.  She turned and smiled half-heartedly at her older cousin, Elaine Boucher. 

“Hey” she replied, trying not to let her sadness translate through her voice.  “Thanks again for coming.” 

“Cassandra was family.” Elaine replied, squeezing Maya’s shoulder briefly.  She held the silence for a moment, then added, “I still can’t believe that she...” 

The words trailed off, and Maya drew a long, deep breath. 

“That she what?” 

“Well... that she’s dead, of course.  And also... that she would have, you know... killed herself... like that.” 

“She never killed herself,” Maya replied softly, a bitter undertone to her voice as anger tainted it.  

“Oh Maya...”  Elaine sounded truly sympathetic at that moment, as if comforting one of her pre-school students that had accidentally spilled a glass of milk, but Maya wasn’t in the mood to be coddled right now.  

“She would never.” Maya said defiantly, trying to keep her voice down.  “That wasn’t Cassie. She was stronger than that.” 

Elaine rubbed her cousin’s back, a gesture of caring, but Maya found it marginally condescending.  “It’s difficult losing someone you loved my girl.  I felt angry too when my mom passed.  You have to be strong. If you ever need anything, you know where to find us.”

“I know.  It’s not my first rodeo.  But thank you.”  

Arguing here, now, wasn’t going to make things any easier, she decided.

“Are you planning to stay?” Elaine asked, fiddling with a wayward strand of hair that refused to remain tucked in behind her ear.  

“Stay?”

“You know... in the apartment.” Elaine seemed embarrassed to even say the word. 

“Why wouldn’t I?”  

“Well... I mean...” 

“It’s my home, Elaine.  Our home, Cassie’s and mine.” 

Elaine smiled weakly.  “Okay.  I understand.  I thought it might be difficult - you know.  But it’s only been a couple of weeks.  Sometimes these decisions take time.” 

“I’ll be fine.  I won’t throw any parties on the roof.” The sarcasm, purposeful and unmistakable, and Maya could feel the sting of it hitting her cousin. She knew that her compassion was genuine, but in the same breath she imagined that Elaine might also be feeling a little guilty for not being more present in their lives over the years. 

After a momentary pause, Elaine patted her shoulder again.  “Okay.  As I said. You know where to find us. Right?”  

She nodded and watched Elaine walk away to join her husband, Thomas, and their two children nearby.  She felt instant regret for her subtly harsh words, and for a brief moment she considered apologizing. But the moment passed quickly. The cousins had always been distant, only seeing each other at weddings and funerals, despite living in the same city. This felt true for most families these days, so Maya knew her words, although supportive, were shallow and that she would probably not be reaching out for anything, or anyone, anytime soon.  Thomas Boucher, Elaine’s husband, tipped his head in her direction, and she gave a half-smile in return.  She’d always enjoyed his conversation at the rare family events, because, well... they both thought of themselves as outsiders at those gatherings, and also because she loved good food and he ran his own successful catering business. Today, however, not a good day to discuss the secret to a perfect filet mignon. 

She watched as the rest of the attendees – cousins, aunts, uncles, friends and co-workers, she assumed – also made their way to their parked cars at the narrow cemetery road close to where they had held the service, acknowledging the odd sad smile or knowing look that got cast in her direction.  

Poor Maya, they must all be thinking.  Lost her parents ten years ago, and now she’s lost her only sister – orphaned again at twenty-five.

She swallowed as she turned back towards the grave, just as the two cemetery employees had lowered the casket into the neatly squared hole they had earlier dug.  She kept her eyes on the bright white of the coffin until it disappeared from her line of sight, taking with it the yellow roses and the red ribbon, but leaving behind an empty space that now felt gloomier than the spaces around it, despite what the sunshine portrayed.

For the briefest of moments, she had the crazy thought to jump into that hole and onto the coffin, and imagined herself banging her fists on it, screaming at her sister to tell her why... why she hadn’t reached out to her.  Why she hadn’t shown any signs that something might be wrong.  But she knew the answer to that already...

Cassie hadn’t done any of those things, because there had been nothing wrong.  No reason to jump off their apartment building roof in the middle of the night and end her young, beautiful life.  No reason to confide in her younger sister or ask for emotional help.  

Cassandra and Maya Milton had been as close as siblings could be.  The loss of their parents had reinforced their connection, not weakened it.  They had been forced to grieve together, and after time, to heal together.  They were all the other one had, and no amount of caring aunts, uncles or cousins would ever make up for, or even understand, their loss.  This journey they had taken together, through the shock, horror and sadness that remained in the space where their parents Chris and Maria Milton had once been.  Where one sister faltered, the other remained strong.  Together they had survived.  But now, with the reality hitting her once again, she had no sister to hold her as she cried in her bed from a broken heart.  For the first time, she realized, she was completely alone.  And Maya knew that she would never... never... put her through that.  So no, she could not accept that her sister had just one day decided to kill herself out of the blue.  

“Miss?” 

She looked up from her gaze at the rapidly filling hole in the ground to see one of the grounds men looking at her as he wiped droplets of sweat from his brow with his forearm, spade in hand. 

“Yes?” she cleared her throat.  

“I’m sorry, Miss.  We need to...” He gestured at the small mound of fresh soil near her feet, an apologetic look on his sun-kissed face. 

“Ah, yes.  Sorry.”  She stepped back a few feet so he could drive his spade into the pile of dirt and add it to the hole that would bury the last person she had ever truly loved.  She could no longer hear the sound that sand made on polished wood, just the soft swish of dirt on dirt now.  Cassandra was gone, and there was nothing that was going to bring her back. 

She adjusted the strap of her handbag on her shoulder and, with all the strength she could muster, turned away from the grave, making her way towards her car and squinting behind the dark lenses of her sunglasses as the brilliant, insulting sunshine reflected off the nearby headstones, defying the expected gloom of death once again.  

That’s right, Maya.  Fuck you and your sadness. 

She had just reached her car, an older model Ford Fiesta – as white as the coffin had been – and as she reached to open the driver’s door, a shadow to her left startled her momentarily.  She snapped her head around and was surprised to see a man that she did not recognize standing there.  Lanky and tall, dressed in a navy blue suit a size or two too big for him, wearing glasses with his dark hair combed neatly into a side path.  

“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I never meant to frighten you.  Maya, right?”

Maya nodded, adjusting her handbag and turning to face the nervous gentleman.  He appeared to be somewhere in his early thirties, she guessed, attractive in a tall, nerdy way. 

“I... I’m sorry for your loss,” he said sheepishly, extending his hand.  “Julian. I worked with Dr. Milton.” 

“Oh,” she replied, taking his hand briefly, noticing how soft it was.  “I see.  Thank you for coming.” 

“She was...” his words trailed off, and he sucked in his breath. “...an amazing friend... colleague.  Always so happy.”

Smiling half-heartedly, Maya nodded again.  “Yes, she was.  Happy, I mean.” 

They stood in an awkward silence for a moment, and realizing there wasn’t much more to say, she placed her hand on the car’s door handle.  “I’m sure she would have appreciated you coming, Julian.  Thanks again.” 

“Yes, yes...” He said, but instead of leaving, he paused awkwardly.  “Her things...” 

“I’m sorry?”

“Um, her personal things... at work.  You know, from her desk. I could pack them up and send them to you.  If you’d like?”

“Oh, right.  Um, that’s so thoughtful of you.”  She pondered for a moment, before adding “Thank you. Although I do have to visit the company next week... for her, um, benefit payouts.  They want me to complete some forms.  I can just pick her things up from you then instead?”

“Yes.  That would be fine,” he nodded.  “There isn’t a lot. I will put them in a box.  Ask for me when you come by?” 

“Julian,” she confirmed, and he smiled briefly. 

“Yes.  St Claire. They will page me at the Research Department.” 

“Okay. Thank you, Julian.” 

She turned and opened the car door, climbing in as he walked away.  She placed her handbag on the passenger seat and watched him walk further down the road towards the few cars that still remained on the narrow cemetery road.  She realized that she actually had no idea about her sister’s work life or colleagues at all.  They never spoke about that part of her life, not even in passing.  All she truly knew was that her sister had been a Medical Laboratory Scientist at Nemosyne Labs, and that she had loved her job.  She smiled at that thought. Honestly, the two girls were so different.  Maya would rather have died than spend all day in that high-tech building, locked in an office or behind a keyboard, staring at screens filled with data and numbers that made no sense.  How Cassandra managed to love that, was beyond her.  No, she wanted freedom, and fresh air and movement.  The four years spent studying for her Bachelor of Science degree in Marine Biology at the University of KwaZulu-Natal had made this more than possible. She had always said that her office would one day be the ocean, and her screens would be aquarium tanks.  

Life is too short for boxes, she thought, as she turned the ignition and drove away, ironically, from the box with the roses that now lay buried in that dark hole.
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The seven-story apartment building on Avondale Road in Essenwood that Maya had shared with her sister ever since their parents had died, appeared a little dated in comparison to some of the newer complexes that had sprung up nearby over recent years.  Regardless, it still faced a beautiful tree-lined street in a middle-income neighborhood with several handy nearby shops and small malls, and only a short drive away to one of the many scenic Durban beaches in the area.  Cassandra had been living here on her own for almost a year before the car crash that took Chris and Maria’s lives, and Maya had moved in after.  

It had been ten years since her parents’ death, and at the time Maya had been only a few months shy of her sixteenth birthday and in her final few years of high school. Had it been any other teenager in her shoes, they may have been overwhelmed by the trauma of losing both parents at the same time, possibly struggled with completing their high school diploma, maybe even have headed down a completely different path altogether, except, she had an advantage... she had Cassie.

Maya unlocked the door of apartment 407 with the slightest of smiles on her lips. Today was not a day for smiles or happy memories, and yet the weather had already proven it would abandon her in her sadness.  The day had been beautiful, sunny and moderate after more than two weeks of gloominess, almost as if it were reminding her that the rain eventually stops, that the sun eventually shines... and that, perhaps she should just drink a glass of wine and reminisce about the person she loved the most in the world, instead of drowning in her pain and sadness.  It felt like good advice.  

Her sister had always seen the glass as half full, despite all their trauma.  Cassie had supported and nudged Maya to stay focused on school, to get the distinctions in Mathematics and Science that she would need in order to apply at university.  The estate had covered both of their tuition fees and allowed her to dive straight into studying for her bachelor’s degree in marine biology at the University of KZN after matriculating. This distraction had done wonders to help Maya process and heal, by not allowing her the time to dwell on her loss, and she knew that she had Cassandra to thank for this, persistent and adamant that Maya complete her studies, that she walk away from those four years with something that could impact the rest of her life positively, despite all the cards that life had dealt against her.

Maya dropped her handbag and sunglasses on the kitchen counter, kicked off the uncomfortable black heels and made her way to the fridge in stockinged feet. They kept the Sauvignon Blanc cold, because that’s how they loved drinking it, sometimes even adding a cube of ice to the glass for fun.  The apartment itself was small, but modern.  Beautiful white built-in cupboards, granite kitchen counters, two air-conditioned bedrooms, a comfortable open plan lounge area with two sofas in an L-shape, and a door leading out to a wide, breezy balcony.

She opened a cupboard above the kitchen counter where they kept their drinking glasses and removed two wine glasses.  Placing them both on the counter, she unscrewed the cap on the bottle of Bon Courage Estate, their favorite brand. As the almost clear and icy cold liquid poured into each glass, she couldn’t help but bring her nose closer to catch a whiff of the familiar, fruity aroma.  She closed her eyes for a moment, dwelling in the tiny wave of pleasant memories this small act generated.  

By the time Maya had graduated university, Cassie had already been working at her job at Nemosyne Labs for the better part of three years.  Through a fellow colleague she had arranged an interview for Maya at Dell Port, an international company servicing the Durban Port, as a Technical Environmental Advisor. There, Maya grew into her role by conducting studies for the company around the economic, social and ecological risks posed by marine pollution. Her job allowed her to spend most of her time outside, or working from home.  She travelled the coastline extensively and, in the process, found peace and acceptance of her parents’ deaths. Working with the ocean and its many inhabitants was about as therapeutic as one could get, in her view.  

The sisters had lived together at the Avondale apartment complex in relative harmony.  Cassie had her work schedule, which at times involved fourteen hour shifts whenever they were working on a new project, and Maya had her frequent travels up and down the South African eastern coastline, getting an impressive tan in the process – something that Cassie always bemoaned as she, in contrast, hardly ever got out in the sunshine, evident by the paleness of her skin.  They would make supper together each night or take turns if one of them were going to be working later, and then followed the routine of cleaning the kitchen, relaxing on the sofa and catching up on their favorite television series. On weekends, when they were both off, it would be trips to the Shongweni Farmers Market or a day trip to Ushaka Marine World. These would almost always be followed by sunset cocktails at one of Durban’s many beach-facing restaurants, cafés or gin-bars.

She left the wine bottle on the counter, picked up both glasses and moved out to the balcony.  They had put two plastic reed chairs and a small coffee table out here a few years ago, their go-to place for both morning coffee and evening nightcaps.  She chose to stand at the balcony and look down at the street below. The apartment overlooked the parking lot, only a few meters from the bustling road, partially hidden from view by the row of arching Jacaranda trees that lined the pavements on either side.  These trees would usually lay down a strikingly purple or white blanket of flowers across Avondale road, but with spring only about to start in a week or two, the trees were now a sparse canopy of brown and green when viewed from above, and not even a fraction as beautiful as they would be in a month or two.

Looking down also directed Maya’s mind to the way her sister had died less than two weeks ago.  Seeing the parking lot from this height, on the fourth floor, left an empty sensation in her stomach and behind her knees.  It looked so high... the thought of falling...

God, no.  

She sucked in her breath and took a step backwards away from the railing, raising her eyes to the level of the horizon above the trees, where Durban central’s downtown buildings stared back at her in the distance, her heart racing just a little.  She downed one of the glasses in one go, focusing instead on the bitter-sweet tang of the wine as it coursed down her throat.

You left me alone, Cassie.

The thought stabbed at her heart with its truth. 

Neither sister had been bothered enough to get into any serious romantic relationships in their time living together, purely because they were either too busy, or quite simply didn’t need any external emotional influences or support.  For that, they had each other. And it was enough. It had always been enough.  Besides, who could possibly understand their independence and fierce loyalty to each other, through the trauma they shared so closely? Instead, they had kept relationships short and casual, avoiding the need to have to open up old wounds again by sharing the memories of their dead parents through deep conversations.  And it’s not like either one of the girls had never had a string of boys and men announcing their love and adoration on a regular basis. 

The Milton genes ran strong, taking after their parents, no doubt.  Cassie had been tall and sublimely attractive, with her long auburn hair and mesmerizingly blue eyes from their father’s side, while Maya was shorter in height, her sun-bleached hair always just above her shoulders, petite and feminine in her own tomboy sort of way.  Her constant tan highlighted her green eyes, these from her mother, therefore no surprise that members of the male species often fawned over either of the sisters.

And yet, the sisters had chosen each other instead. 

Maya stared out towards the ocean in the distance, at where the sun was finally ready to stop tormenting her and dip below the horizon, but even now it still had one last ‘fuck you’ to give as it painted the sky in beautiful orange and pink murals. 

It’s not a punishment, it’s a reminder.   

Maya wiped away a single tear.  

“Thank you” she whispered to nobody, toasting the empty glass to the sky.  “Thank you for taking care of me.” 

Thank you for jumping off the roof on the other side of the building.

She gave a soft, involuntary moan.  Jesus, where had that thought come from.  But yes, also true.  At least she didn’t have to look down from her balcony and see her sisters stain on the tarmac in the parking lot every day. 

Perhaps Cousin Elaine had been right.  Would living in this apartment haunt her?  Were the memories of Cassie going to walk these small rooms and torment her endlessly?  Would they stand behind her on the balcony and whisper wicked thoughts in her ear?  

She downed the second glass of wine, placed both glasses on the little coffee table and hurried back into the comfort and safety of the lounge instead. 

It was getting cold out there anyway, she lied to herself.  

The real cold, however, was living inside her bones, and it was never going to leave. 
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Music soothes the savage beast. At least, that is what The Offspring would have us believe.  In actual fact, the phrase, originally coined in 1697 when the playwright William Congreve wrote his play, The Mourning Bride, had sounded a little differently back then.

Music has charms to soothe a savage breast. 

How breast became beast Maya couldn’t say, but considering the era she guessed it had something to do with the seduction of difficult young women.  Maybe she should do some research into that, she thought.  Also, maybe not...  

Whatever the phrase or its meaning, she knew that if Cassie had been at home here with her right now, that she would already have connected her Spotify to the Bluetooth speaker and would be playing something.  Her music tastes varied from Italian love songs, to... well, The Offspring, and everything in-between.  If a song moved her, she added it to her eclectic playlist and Maya would just have to be moved too, whether she liked the song or not.  Maya seldom got control of the speaker, which she actually didn’t mind, because secretly, she loved most of her sister’s music choices.  Staring at the bright red JBL speaker on the kitchen counter, she tried to imagine what Cassie would have chosen to play today... if the roles were reversed.  

Ellie Goulding.

Of course, naturally.  Cassie had loved Ellie Goulding, but only when the mood felt right.  And let’s face it, if there was ever a time for the mood to be right, it was now.  

Connecting her phone to the speaker via Bluetooth, she browsed her meager playlist for one of the English singer-songwriter’s songs that she had Shazaam-stolen from her sister one Friday evening many years ago.  As she pressed play, she almost instantly regretted her decision, but forced herself not to pause or skip the familiar song. 

The lyrics brought a hard, uncomfortable lump to her throat.  She had cried uncontrollable tears when she was woken up by shouting neighbors a little less than two weeks ago, when she had rushed to see what all the commotion was about, when she had found the mangled remains of the woman in the parking lot at the back of the apartment building, and had at first not been able to register who it had been, until she had realized that her sister had not come running down the stairs after her, and when she recognized the blood-stained summer nightgown...  those tears never wanted to end.  

These tears, the soft little drops that involuntarily escaped from the corner of her eyes and rolled slowly down her cheeks as Ellie Goulding asked to be loved like they do, these tears were different.  They weren’t filled with feelings of dread and terror and disbelief and complete and utter heartbreak.  They carried a warmth that she could feel as they traced that single path down towards the corner of her mouth, salty in their final disappearance. 

For a moment she considered fetching one of the empty wine glasses from the balcony and pouring herself another one, but instead she opened the fridge door and took out a bottle of blue Energade that she’d almost forgotten about.  As she popped the top and took a long swig, she moved through the apartment, brushing her fingers along the countertop and then the wall.  She wasn’t sure exactly what to do this evening, but right now just listening to music and wandering aimlessly, remembering... that felt right.  

She found herself outside Cassie’s bedroom door just as Ellie Goulding got overly excited about being loved.  The door was closed.  It had been for more than a week now.  She placed her palm on the painted wooden paneling, leaning her head against the cool white of it.  She sighed and slid her hand down towards the round doorknob until it rested gently between her fingers.  She turned it and the door swung open. The room looked exactly the same as it had that horrible night that she had returned from downstairs, when she had burst in hoping and praying that she would find her sister still asleep in her bed, hoping she would curse at her for waking her, hoping she’d throw a pillow and tell her to get the heck out.  

Instead, she had found the bed still made, just a crease remained where Cassie had sat on the edge of it.  Everything in its place, Cassie’s way.  Clothes either folded and, in the cupboards, or tossed neatly into her laundry basket.  The little desk with her personal laptop nicely squared alongside a stack of rainbow colored Post-It notes, and a blue click-pen with the Nemosyne logo on it, placed perfectly perpendicular to the right hand side of the desk, her framed diploma hanging on the wall above the desk.  

Dr. Cassandra Milton, the scientist.  Always neat.  Probably a little OCD.  

Definitely dead. 

She stepped gingerly into the room, her stockinged feet pressing softly on the beige carpet.  It felt weird entering this space, and although she hardly considered herself to be superstitious, she couldn’t help but suppress a tiny shiver that formed at the base of her skull.  She took a deep breath and made her way slowly towards the neatly made bed, where a soft beam of light had squeezed through the curtains and come to rest across it.  Staring down at the zig-zag purple and white patterns on the comforter, she couldn’t help but wonder why Cassie had never crawled underneath it that night.  Or had she, and then made the bed up again before heading to the roof?  

That thought felt even more disconcerting. 

She traced the tips of her fingers along the comforter, eyes closed as she allowed the memories of so many nights in here, the two sisters laughing and exchanging stories or some gossip while they shared a pack of crisps or a roll of wine gums. But those memories quickly disappeared when she opened her eyes to look at the now empty bed.  She felt that knot again, but this time it wasn’t Ellie Goulding’s fault.  In fact, she’d already left the building and had now been replaced by some Italian crooner that her Spotify had decided to shuffle into the song queue. 

She swallowed the welling knot and sat down on the side where her sister usually slept, folding her hands in her lap while the bottle of Energade dripped cold condensation onto her legs.  She placed it on the bedside, acutely aware of the little water droplet stains that it would leave there after a few minutes.  Cassie would have freaked out. 

Use a coaster, goddammit.

She smiled again.  God, she missed her. 

She leaned back, supporting her upper body with her arms as her hands clutched the comforter behind her.  She tilted her body to the side and lay her head on the pillow, breathing in a long, deep breath.  Cassie’s scent still lingered there.  She could smell the faintest trace of her favorite shampoo, and burying her face into the pillow she got lost in the lavender remnants.  Her fingers brushed against something hard as her hands slid under the edge of the pillow, and she froze.  Sitting up again, she lifted the pillow and saw a purple leather-bound notebook. For a moment her heart skipped a beat.  She knew this book.  Cassie’s journal.  She used it to record her thoughts, not necessarily a diary, but something more subtle and comforting. Maya had seen her writing in it from time to time, but her sister had never shared what she wrote with her, and she had never asked to see.  In fact, she’d almost forgotten it existed. 

Lifting it off the bed and placing it in her lap, she stared down at the fine grainy patterns the dyed leather made on the cover.  The journal had a small bronze clasp on one side, and she clipped it open.  She hesitated for a second before turning the cover and revealing the first page.  

A Journal of a Life... Lived and Unlived. 

The inscription had been neatly written in Cassandra’s handwriting, with her name carefully scrawled beneath it.  

On the second page, a short paragraph beneath a dated heading, ten years in the past:

I lost you this week.  I lost both of you.  And I will have time to mourn and time to grieve, but in the midst of loss, I’ve also found hope and purpose.  And her name is Maya. 

There were two little hearts drawn below this paragraph. The tears welled up instantly again.  Her sister had begun this journal in the week of their parents’ death.  The same week that she had moved into the apartment with her older sister, who was only nineteen at the time, and in her first year of university.  Their parents had paid for the apartment because they didn’t want Cassie to be living at the communal dormitories or state-run residences while she studied.  UKZN had always been the preferred choice for both of their daughters, so setting up the apartment made future sense.  Of course, she wasn’t supposed to be moving in with her until she finished high school... but the plans changed on that cold, wet afternoon in February so many years ago when a logging truck lost control and jumped the median on the N2 highway, directly into oncoming traffic.  Police had said there was nothing that Chris and Maria could have done to prevent it, that it was just a freak accident, and that it was over quickly... but the terrifying thought of what they must have experienced in their last living moments had never left her.  

She paged through the journal, reading snippets here and there and catching glimpses of a version of her sister that she realized she had never truly got to know, as random entries over the past ten years flipped through her fingers with the turning of each page.  She wasn’t reading them in detail, just admiring her sister’s dedication to writing down her thoughts, dreams and fears. About three quarters of the way through the thick journal the pages turned blank.  

A life unlived...

She felt the pang of what those blank pages represented, and it pierced her entire being.  

Rifling back to Cassie’s last journal entry, Maya paused, her brow creased.  The page had been dated the day that she had died. A single name, written over and over at least a hundred times, overlapping and chaotic, with angry almost unrecognizable lettering, nothing like the sweet flow of the many pages before.  

The frown deepened as she stared at her sisters’ final written words, still trying to comprehend if it was the same person that had written them.  A new thought had crept into her mind now, distracting her from the somber remnants of this day so far...

Who the fuck was Amber Lee Mason?
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Chapter 5

[image: ]




Ryan Pierce heard the Superman theme song from a distance away, as if being played on a tiny speaker at the end of a long tunnel.  It felt so out of place in that moment, which is why he even noticed it.  As he listened more carefully it got louder and louder, approaching the way a train would as it travelled through a tunnel, until eventually it filled his eardrums like the roar of metal wheels on tracks and the scream of a steam engine.  He startled himself into reality and opened his eyes, looking up at the ceiling above his bed, his breathing a little faster than usual. Reaching over to his bedside he picked up his ringing cellphone and stared at the screen to determine who the caller might be.  

Fuck he thought, before answering the call. 

“Pierce.” 

He listened for a few seconds as the person on the other end spoke, nodding his head a few times in agreement with what they were telling him.  

“Okay,” he sighed, after a few moments.  “I’m on my way.  Send me the location.” 

He ended the call, noticing the time on his phone’s home-screen indicated 03h24.  He dropped the phone onto the bed beside him, closed his eyes and groaned softly. 

“It’s fucking Sunday,” he said to nobody in particular. 

Death waits for no man. 

Yeah, yeah, he thought as he sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed.  It especially never waited for him these days.  

He dressed quickly, pulling on the same slacks and shirt he had tossed onto the chair next to his bed the night before.  He sat down and slid his shoes closer, pulling out the socks he had stuffed into them, and sniffing them gingerly. 

“Jesus.”

He tossed them aside and instead grabbed a fresh pair from his cupboard, putting them on while standing.  He slipped his feet into his slip-on black Grasshoppers and opened his bedside drawer.  It contained a small black metal safe with a built-in fingerprint scanner.  He scanned his forefinger and the lid popped open.  Removing the heavy canvas holster from the gun safe, he unclipped it and slid out the gun-metal grey Vektor Z88 pistol, releasing the magazine and cocking it once.  A single 9mm cartridge popped out, and he picked it up from the bed and clipped it into the top of the magazine, before sliding it back into the gun, and the gun back into the holster.  Standing up, he clipped it to his belt and grabbed his black sports coat from the back of the chair and put that on too.  

He grabbed his car keys and wallet from the small table near the front door and headed outside.  It felt cooler than he expected, probably a good 15’C, he thought, as he pulled the door of his garden cottage closed behind him.  Those temperatures were pretty normal at three-thirty in the morning for this time of the year in Kwa-Zulu Natal.  Spring had been approaching fast, and the cooler winter months were quickly fading from memory, soon to be replaced with months and months of extremely hot and humid days, with an increase in summer rainfall.  He exited the tiny, enclosed garden through a latched head-high swing gate, which creaked noisily, before pressing the remote on his key fob.  Orange indicator lights flashed once as the doors on his government issued Nissan Amarok double-cab bakkie parked in the driveway unlocked. 

The bakkie, a South African slang word for the American ‘pickup-truck’, was unmarked.  With the type of work that Special Investigative Detectives for the South African Police Services have to do, having vehicles that did not prominently display the SAPS logo and familiar blue and yellow branding strips was essential.  However, once inside, it was as clear as daylight that this was not an ordinary civilian’s vehicle.  A high-tech two-way radio had been fitted to the center console of the dashboard, a 14-inch GPS navigation system screen mounted just above that.  There were also hidden blue lights in both the front and rear external light panels, as well as a large solid plastic case on the back seat which contained a range of digital long-range cameras, binoculars, night-vision headsets and a bullet-proof vest.  

He started the engine of the bakkie as his cellphone chimed, and he awkwardly removed it from his pocket to check the Whatsapp message he had received from the dispatcher at the Pinetown SAPS Control Center.  The pin-location, as promised.  After studying the tiny map for a second, he locked the phone and tossed it into the space under the center console. He wouldn’t need GPS.  He knew the street well.  It was only a neighborhood over from where he lived, which probably explained why he had got the call and not his colleagues, Detectives Smith or Zulu. He turned on the hidden blue lights using a switch to the right of the GPS screen and reversed out of the short driveway and into Cato Road.  

The suburb of Kloof was usually pretty quiet, but even more so a few hours before dawn.  He drove hastily through the narrow winding streets, past the many high-walled houses and cozy shopping centers, until he turned onto the M13 highway and headed north towards nearby Hillcrest, where he pushed the sturdy bakkie to a faster and much more comfortable pace.  The drive took a little less than twelve minutes from start to finish, before he found himself in Plantation Road and immediately saw the myriads of blue and red lights of various emergency service and SAPS vehicles at the address he had been sent. 

The large five-bedroom house was set back from the road but surrounded by two-meter-high thick walls.  A paved driveway led through a set of cast-iron gates, which were now open.  Most of the emergency vehicles were parked on the lawn and in the street outside, so he drove straight into the property and parked next to an ambulance and a Flying Squad police patrol vehicle.  In the eerie, silent flashing of lights, the front façade of the house had been lit up as if this were a teen rave at the local Origin nightclub, except for the obvious absence of thumping music.  He grabbed his cellphone and wallet before exiting the vehicle and making his way up to the front door landing, where a uniformed police officer stood guard.  Flashing his Special Investigative Unit detectives’ badge at the officer, Ryan moved past him and into the house after a curtly nod.  

The foyer area buzzed with activity, as uniforms, medics and a couple of business-suited men stood around talking to the others, or on their phones.  He spotted a familiar face in that of Malusi Mabaso, his Captain at the Pinetown Police Station.  They had attended Police Training School together, what felt like a lifetime ago now.  Each had since chosen different career paths within the SAPS, which had resulted in Ryan now reporting into his old training camp friend for the past year or so. Captain Mabaso acknowledged Ryan and excused himself from the two uniformed officers he had been speaking to, approaching quickly.  

“Hell of a way to start a Sunday,” he said as he shook Ryan’s hand warmly.  “This is a cluster-fuck.” 

“What’s the story, sir?” Ryan asked.

“Four dead, all GSW’s.  Two Caucasian adults in the main bedroom upstairs – male and female, and two teenage boys, one in each of their own bedrooms.” The captain removed a paper tissue from his pocket and wiped his brow, beaded with drops of sweat, despite the cool temperatures outside. 

“Fuck,” Ryan whispered.  “Home invasion gone bad?” 

“Worse,” Mabaso replied.  “From what I’ve seen, it looks like the father lost his mind and took out the whole family.  Neighbors heard the gunshots and called patrol.  Nobody saw anyone arriving at or leaving the property, and no forced entry.  We had to kick the door in when we got here.” 

“Murder-suicide?  Jesus.” 

“I’ve limited access to upstairs,” the captain said.  “Thought you might want to get an overview of everything before everyone stomps the crime scene to Hell.” 

“Thanks Cap.” 

“It’s a bit of a mess.” Mabaso warned.  

“Got it.” 

Ryan headed towards the staircase which ascended from the end of the entrance foyer.  He walked slowly, observing the area ahead of him carefully, looking for anything that might appear out of place – like droplets of blood, or pieces of mud from someone’s shoes.  It was these tiny things that usually broke seemingly ordinary cases wide open.  In his fourteen years on the force, he had seen this happen over and over again, but he had also seen just as many cases blown out of the water because of the incompetency of some officers and investigators.  Slow and steady was his motto, and it had served him well thus far. 

At the top of the stairs the hallway landing split to the left and the right.  He could see lights on in all the rooms on both sides, as they cast brightly lit squares through the open doorways and onto the unlit, carpeted hallway floor.  First responders must have turned them on as they cleared the rooms, he assumed.  He decided to go right first, almost immediately noticing the evenly spaced drops of blood on the hallway carpet, leading out from the first door on the left.  Pausing in the doorway and peering in, he found a large guest bathroom, neatly tiled out in a Tuscan theme, with pretty hanging plants suspended from the roof and rust-colored towels hanging from the railings to match the decor.  A large, mirrored medicine cabinet had been installed above the bowl-shaped white granite basin, although the mirror itself had been shattered.  Shards of broken glass littered both the basin and the floor below the cabinet.  Ryan entered the bathroom carefully, not wanting to disturb any of the pieces of glass.  He stopped in front of the cabinet and looked at the remaining mosaic of mirror-glass still framed in the now cracked mahogany cabinet, some of them with traces of blood on them.  In the basin itself, large fat droplets of blood had splashed onto the bowl, a stark contrast of bright red against the arctic white, and then, leading away from the basin and back towards the door, there were four more perfectly round drops on the floor tiles. 

Based on the otherwise spotless floor, devoid of the expected streaks of blood that would have accompanied the scraping feet of a man who had just murdered his entire family in apparently the most bloody way, Special Investigator Pierce knew without a doubt that this act of rage had begun in this very spot, facing a mirror that reflected a face the killer had not liked one single bit.  A reflection so vile, in fact, that it had motivated him to punch his fist right into it, and then, dripping blood slowly from his cut knuckles, to walk down the hall and end the lives of everyone he had almost certainly once loved beyond measure.

I guess it’s going to be another long Sunday, he thought to himself. 
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Chapter 6
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The killer had entered the oldest son’s bedroom first; Ryan Pierce traced his path in his mind as he walked the crime scene.  Located to the left of the landing and the first room down that hallway.  Despite the noise the broken mirror must have made, the seventeen-year-old had not woken up.  Perhaps the house just had excellent sound absorption, or perhaps the young man had smoked enough weed that evening to knock himself out cold.  Ryan noticed the small silver pipe and the grinder, with the cannabis leaf on the lid, on his bedside table as he entered the room, accompanied by the faintest trace of marijuana hanging in the air, absorbed over time by the heavy curtains and the carpet. 

The bullet had entered his right temple and exited through the bottom of the bed and into the floor below it. Death had been almost instant, which in hindsight must have been a blessing.  His pillow had been soaked in the aftermath, and aside from the pungent iron-laced smell of blood and the crimson-stained pillow, one may have incorrectly assumed the boy still slept peacefully. 

In the next room over, things were a little different.  Awoken by the loud bang of the gun, which not even excellent sound absorption could mask, the younger son must have sat up straight in his bed, in confusion.  The comforter on the bed had been pushed downwards, as if he had used his feet to kick it aside, and he must have been halfway out of the bed when the killer had entered the room.  It took two shots to kill the boy.  The first one entered his chest below his left shoulder, which spun him awkwardly towards the door and the shooter, while the second shot had been dead center in the forehead, exploding the back of his head open and spraying an uncomfortable amount of blood, brains and unidentified tissue onto the headboard and the wall behind him.  He had fallen slumped back onto the bed, with one foot still on the floor. Ryan guessed his age at around fourteen.  Perhaps a year younger. 

The coup-de-grace of the shooter’s actions had to be the master bedroom.  As Ryan entered the doorway, he could tell that this murder had not gone down as easily or smoothly as the previous two.  The wife lay face down on the floor, only a few short meters from the doorway.  She had dragged herself from the bottom of the bed towards the door, bleeding out from two gunshots to the abdomen, but had likely run out of both time and blood before she reached it.  As an extra measure she had been shot in the back of the head. 

Seated on the bed, with his back to the heavy oak headboard, arms limp at his sides with one bloodied hand still holding the murder weapon, a Glock 19 Gen4 - 9mm, the husband had ended his less than five minute killing spree with a single gunshot under his chin and up into his skull.  The spray had reached the ceiling and dripped lazily down the wall behind the bed, painting a macabre abstract depiction of this night of horrors. 

He sighed as he stood over the corpse of the man who had ended his entire family’s lives a few short hours ago, trying to understand what on earth could have possessed him to do what he did.  The scene always told a story, but the real story always came later, when the investigations began.  Whatever thoughts had been on his mind when he pulled that trigger seven times that night, were now scattered on the wall and ceilings, and until he dug a little deeper into their lives, there those secret thoughts would remain.

He removed a white disposable latex glove from his pocket, slipped it on with a loud snap and gingerly lifted the hand that held the gun, looking carefully at the fingers.  Gunshot residue could be clearly seen along the edges of his thumb and forefinger. Unless someone had been holding his hand and forcing him to pull off all those shots, there was little doubt that this could be an open and shut murder-suicide case.  Forensics would confirm this for sure once they were allowed full access to the scene, but based on his many years of experience, he felt confident that they would ultimately come to the same conclusion.  

Open and shut then. 

But was it ever that simple?  

These types of cases were less about the act itself, but more about what had led to the act occurring in the first place. What had motivated this man to commit such a horrendous crime on those he loved? Financial problems?  Work stress?  Perhaps a marital affair? Or, perhaps, had the switch just flipped? You know, the switch that differentiates human from animal.  He had seen that switch result in a crime scene one time too many, and he knew that it existed, often beyond explanation or justification. 

He turned away from the bloodied room and made his way carefully back downstairs to where Mabaso and a newly arrived team of forensic experts waited.  They were wearing full body white disposable coveralls, gloves and face masks, and watched apprehensively as Ryan approached.  

“Well?” the captain asked.

“I think you’re right,” Ryan replied.  “MS would be my first conclusion... but let’s give these snowmen a chance to prove it.” 

One of the forensic techs grunted at Ryan and gestured for his team to follow him up the stairs, which they dutifully did, stepping carefully in their covered shoes.  

“It started in the main bathroom.  And send me the final report.” Ryan belted up at them, and the lead tech raised his hand in acknowledgement without turning around as he continued walking. 

“Witness statements?” he asked, turning towards Captain Mabaso.  

“Patrol is busy with those.  It’s pretty early still, so they’ll probably canvas into the daylight.  And yes,” he added with a smile, “I’ll have them added to the case file when I have them all.” 

“Thanks Cap,” Ryan winked.  “And full identification of the victims, if you will?” 

“I know the drill,” he rolled his neck as he tried to loosen the tension knots that had formed.  “These are the worst, you know.” 

“These?”

“Murder-suicides.  So many lives taken, and nobody left to arrest.”  

“Yeah,” Ryan agreed.  “It doesn’t mean we stop investigating, though.  It might be too late for justice, but at least we give some clarity to the rest of the family and friends.  Knowing how, never trumps knowing why.”

“That’s deep,” Mabaso chuckled.  “You should write a novel.” 

Ryan smiled.  “Novels are just fiction. We deal in the hard truth... and nobody will want to read the kinds of stories we have to tell.”

“You’d be surprised.” the captain grunted. 

He wasn’t wrong, Ryan thought.  Crime podcasts were all the rage these days, with people fascinated by true crime and real-life mysteries.  Documentaries often inspired movies, and usually not the happy, flowery ones. 

He noticed that the sky had lightened outside, a faint, orange-tinted glow beginning to silhouette some of the Kwazulu-Natal rolling hills in the distance to the east.  

“I’ll go past the office a little later,” he said. “It’s my day with Logan.” 

“No problem.  We should have everything ready for you by then.  Tell your boy Uncle M says hello. Oh, and by the way, thanks for coming out so early.” 

“We both know I had no choice,” he chuckled, as he walked out through the front door and down towards where he had parked his bakkie.

He drove away from the murder-house in Hillcrest and headed back to the M13 highway.  The digital display on the dashboard clock said ‘05:17’ and he knew if he left now he could be in the beachfront suburb of Ballito by six-thirty at the latest.  This early on a Sunday morning, the roads were quiet. In an hour or so, they would be a little busier as churchgoers and the faithful made their way to Sunday services or went shopping at one of the plethora of shopping malls in the city.  

The M13 joined with the N3 National Road a short while later, and then traversed through Spaghetti Junction, a massive overlay of interleafing and overlapping flyovers and adjoining junctions which split traffic from four directions into eight possible new ones, one of which happened to be the N2 National Road, heading either north or south along the Kwa-Zulu Natal coastline.  South would take you to popular tourist towns and villages like Amanzimtoti, Margate and Port Shepstone, while north would lead you to the more affluent areas of Umhlanga Rocks, Salt Rock and of course, Ballito Beach.  As he navigated the junction to join the N2 North, he couldn’t help but get a little excited at the thought of seeing his son again this morning.  It had been two weeks since he had last spent time with Logan, who would be turning six in a few short months, right before Christmas.  
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