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We are in danger of destroying ourselves by our greed and stupidity.


Stephen Hawking


 


As a secular psychological concept, greed is an inordinate desire to acquire or possess more than one needs.


Wikipedia
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Chapter 1


Captain Benny Griessel heard the racing footsteps, the urgent shout; his Hawks colleague Vusi Ndabeni calling them, come, come quickly, there’s a cash-in-transit heist, happening right now.


A Tuesday morning in July. Mid-winter.


He abandoned the dossier on his desk, grabbed his Z88 from the drawer and ran. Vusi was small of stature, the quiet one, always calm. But not now: the urgency in his voice meant Griessel did not hesitate. He fastened his holster around his hips as he ran down the passage. Vaughn Cupido was approaching, long coat flapping behind him – his ‘Bat suit’, his winter gear.


‘Praise the Lord,’ said Cupido. Vaughn hated the tedium of police paperwork. They had been buried in dossiers for days. This was a reprieve.


Captains Frankie Fillander and Mooiwillem Liebenberg emerged from their shared office, shoes drumming on the bare tiled floor of the Directorate for Priority Crimes Investigation – the DPCI – in Bellville, a herd stampeding to the armoury on the first floor.


Ndabeni was already inside, passing out R5 assault rifles and spare magazines, Warrant Officer Bossie Bossert scribbling hurried notes in his inventory.


‘I want a Stompie,’ said Cupido.


Vusi gave him the short Beretta RS200 shotgun with the pistol grip, and a cartridge belt.


‘You always gotta be otherwise, hey,’ said Fillander. ‘It’s a cash-in-transit heist, not a bank robbery.’


‘Method in my madness, uncle,’ said Cupido. ‘Just wait and see.’


‘Just bring them back,’ Bossert shouted after them.


 


At morning parade over the previous five months, they had been kept informed of Vusi’s investigation. He had been working on the flurry of in-transit heists in the Western Cape. The same gang, the same modus operandi; ten men in four stolen cars would ambush the transit van. One vehicle, always old and heavy, would be deliberately rammed into the security van, forcing it to a standstill. The other cars would encircle it and open fire with (according to post-action ballistic tests) AK47s and an exotic collection of small arms. Until the guards surrendered. Or explosives would be used on the rear doors if they would not. An estimated fourteen million rand had already been stolen.


The robbers were phantoms, they left no solid forensic evidence behind. Ndabeni was at his wits’ end, and under extreme pressure from his commanding officer, Colonel Mbali Kaleni.


So now the five detectives raced off, at a hundred and fifty kilometres per hour, in two unmarked cars, the BMW X3 leading and the Ford Everest behind. To the N1 first, then heading east.


Griessel’s phone rang. It was Vusi, from the leading BMW, driven by Fillander.


‘Vusi?’


Ndabeni had to shout over the wailing of the sirens: ‘I believe the robbers have a police radio, so we’ll restrict comms to the phone. It’s a very hot tip from my new informant, very credible. They’re going to hit a Pride Security van on the R45, between Malmesbury and Paarl.’


Griessel repeated the lowdown to Cupido behind the wheel, and Liebenberg, both of them in the Ford with him.


‘I’ve notified Paarl, they’re dispatching their task force,’ said Ndabeni.


Griessel shared the update with his colleagues.


‘Shitshow,’ said Cupido. He had little faith in the rural police force’s abilities.


‘I called Pride Security, they’ll reroute the van,’ said Vusi. ‘So, we’re hoping to get the gang while they’re waiting.’


‘Do we know where they’ll be?’ asked Griessel.


‘At the junction of the R45 and the Agter-Paarl road,’ said Vusi. Adding: ‘The chopper is coming too.’


They drove with majestic blue mountains looming ahead, the Boland beautiful in the clear light of the brisk, bright winter’s day.


 


It was, as Cupido described it afterwards, ‘a clusterfuck of majestic proportions’. Right from the very start.


Because the thieves had a radio, tuned to the frequency of Pride Security. The van’s new route was broadcast straight to them.


Because Vusi chose the R44, reckoning it would be quicker than driving through Paarl, sirens or no sirens.


And because Mrs Barbara van Aswegen, farmer’s wife in the homestead just sixty metres from the scene of the crime, would hear the shots and immediately phone the Paarl SAPS, who in turn would notify the task force where the action was. And then she would unlock the safe and take out her husband’s .308 Winchester hunting rifle.


But first the robbers overtook the van. They struck just past the Windmeul Kelder wine cellar, where the dual carriageway flowed like the confluence of two rivers into a single road. An old, solid, 1995-model Mercedes S500 rammed with a dull boom into the side of the armoured security vehicle. The Pride driver, pumped up on adrenaline, fear and desperate determination, was driving too fast. He overcompensated in his response to the collision, spinning the steering wheel to the right, but at that moment the Mercedes wasn’t in contact, and the van swerved too sharply. It rolled. Two, three, four times, and scraped across the tar, sparks flying, metal screeching, a high-pitched keening. Finally, it came to rest on its left side, in the middle of the road.


The four heist vehicles encircled the van – the Mercedes in front to fend off any approaching traffic, two on the sides and one behind. The robbers leaped out and began firing at the security van. Their usual tactic. They knew the van’s windows and panels were bullet-proof, but the hammering hail of lead was so terrifying that guards would usually surrender. They emptied their magazines and in the silence of reloading gave the men in the van a chance to emerge with their hands in the air. So that the rear doors could be unlocked without further exchange of fire.


But not this time. The guards were hanging in their seatbelts, injured, shocked, afraid.


The robbers went for Plan B. The two from the rear vehicle ran to the van with the explosives. They pressed the package expertly against the joint between the doors, ran back to shelter behind their car, and hit the detonator. The blast boomed across the winter-bare vineyards, so that the children of Slot van die Paarl Primary School looked up at their teacher in alarm. A ballooning cloud of flame and black smoke rose up from the van. Ears ringing, the hijackers didn’t hear the sirens of the approaching Hawks.


 


Vusi Ndabeni was the first to spot the smoke from the explosion. ‘Ndiyoyika,’ he said, pointing it out to Fillander.


‘Bastard!’ said Frankie, the old veteran. He looked back at the passenger seat, where his rifle lay.


Their hearts began to race. Fillander braked instinctively.


Vusi phoned Griessel. ‘Do you see the smoke?’


‘Yes,’ said Benny and pointed it out to the other two in the Everest.


‘Fokkit,’ said Cupido. ‘Party time.’


Griessel felt an intense craving for the calming effect of a Jack Daniel’s. He was a rehabilitating alcoholic, more than two hundred days now since his last drink.


He and Liebenberg smacked back the folding butts of their R5’s, and cocked them. Thumbs on the large safety mechanisms. Cupido braked to keep his distance from the BMW.


 


The two gangsters standing guard at the Mercedes, looking out for approaching traffic, saw and heard the Hawks simultaneously. They yelled to the other eight, who were carrying the cash boxes out of the back of the Pride van, but it was too late. When they fired the first shots at the SAPS cars, the BMW and Everest had already screeched to a halt – sideways across the road. The detectives piled out on the safe side of the vehicles. They sheltered behind the cars and returned fire. Cupido, whose ‘Stompie’ wasn’t built for this range, had his Glock 17 in both hands.


The crackle of gunfire, lead smacking against all three of the vehicles and the road surface. Bullets whizzed past the men, some only a whisker away, the chemical tang of propellant charges heavy in the air.


A moment of hesitation for the eight cashbox carriers, as they weighed up their options: should they help shoot, or get the loot into the getaway vehicles as fast as possible? The road to Paarl was still open behind them. The leader – sinewy, clever and fearless in his orange beanie – had many hits’ experience behind him. He didn’t rate the ability of policemen, was sure his mates could keep them busy long enough. He shouted at the others to get the boxes into the cars.


He had no idea of Frankie Fillander’s talents.


Fillander was one of the top marksmen in the DPCI – better known as the Hawks – in the Cape. And his previous experience with the SAPS in Mitchells Plain had taught him to be calm under heavy fire. He set his R5 on semi-automatic, and lay on the ground at the back of the BMW. His colleagues provided covering fire. He waited for his chance, lined up the first Mercedes man through the larger foremost ring sight of the rifle. He shot him high in the right shoulder. The man jerked and dropped his AK.


Fillander swung the barrel to the left. He could see only one arm of the other man by the Mercedes, where the elbow bent as he cradled the AK. He aimed, taking the constant movement of the arm into consideration, and fired. The 5.56 ×45 round shattered the elbow: the man screamed out his pain and shock.


No one was shooting back at them now.


That was the moment that Benny Griessel thought, we’ve got this under control, today the good guys win.


Then the cavalry thundered in.










Chapter 2


The Boland Task Force arrived from the direction of Paarl. East.


The Hawks had come from the direction of Butterfly World. West. A perfect pincer movement. If they had planned it in advance, it would have been a deadly flanking strategy that would have caught the gangsters neatly in the crossfire.


But they hadn’t planned it in advance. The radio silence, the smoke of the explosion and gunfire, the thugs running back and forth to load boxes, blasting off wild shots in between, meant that at first the task force commander, Lieutenant Colonel Phila Zamisa, wasn’t even aware of the Hawks on the far side of the commotion.


He and his troops, in their black, bullet-proof, urban combat jackets, Heckler & Koch MP5N machine pistols, R5 rifles and a McMillan TAC-50 sniper rifle, stopped and jumped out and began shooting. The eight remaining robbers dived under and behind vehicles, and most of the task force’s shots smacked into the Hawks vehicles. One hit Mooiwillem Liebenberg – whose good looks meant he was known as the Hawks’ ‘weapon of mass seduction’ – on the cheek. Mercifully it was a mere scratch, a bloody streak below his left ear. And the task force kept on shooting.


The Hawks ceased fire; they could see the task force.


‘What did I say? Shitshow!’ yelled Vaughn Cupido.


‘Fuck,’ said Griessel.


‘I’ll call them,’ shouted Vusi, he had Colonel Zamisa’s number. He lay just under the nose of the BMW, wiggled his phone out of his jacket and called.


It took a while before the officer answered, Ndabeni screamed as hard as he could over the clatter and booms, and eventually Zamisa understood.


Silence descended on the scene. And in the homestead right next to the road, farmer’s wife Barbara van Aswegen had been listening intently to the running battle. She was alone at home, but she was ready, the hunting rifle firmly in her hands. Now was the time, she decided, to act, to protect hearth and home. She lifted the gun and let rip. At the white unmarked Hawks cars directly in her line of sight. To her it was obvious that these men were part of the gang of hijackers.


 


Benny Griessel heard the shot somewhere from the left as the round smacked into the Everest directly above him. He cursed and dropped to his haunches.


Another shot. Again, into the Ford.


‘Jissis,’ said Cupido.


Frankie Fillander could see Van Aswegen. ‘It’s an aunty,’ he yelled. And then, to her: ‘Aunty, we’re the police this side.’ But she kept on shooting.


Griessel heard Vusi’s phone ring, most likely Colonel Zamisa calling from the other side to hear what was going on. And then he saw the raiders exploiting the confusion, making a run for it. South, away from the farmer’s wife, over the fence, into the vineyard. ‘Come on, Vaughn, Willem!’ he shouted as he reloaded his R5, jumped up and ran after them.


The gangsters were younger, more agile. Griessel was cycling fit, but he’d never been a sprinter or a fence hurdler. Cupido was much more of an athlete, but that was before he’d piled on sixteen kilograms over the last few years. And Mooiwillem Liebenberg wanted to help, but at that moment Mrs van Aswegen shot out the passenger window near his head, glass showered over him and he dropped down flat.


Benny was first over the fence and racing through the long row of poplar trees hemming the road. He could see the eight robbers running past the whitewashed outbuildings of the farm on the crest of the slope. And, out of the corner of his eye, the task team people also coming up on his left flank. He looked back. Cupido’s stylish long coat had snagged in the fence as he leaped over, carrying the pistol grip shotgun in his hand.


‘I’m coming, Benna!’


Griessel ran. The ground was sodden from the recent rain, and slippery. He reached the top at last. He would have to stop at the outbuildings, take a careful look around the corner. He skidded to a halt, feet slipping out from underneath him, and he came down hard. Leaped up, trousers, elbows muddied.


The raiders were in full flight. He wanted to raise his R5 and shoot, but there was a row of labourer’s cottages up ahead. Four task force officers were approaching rapidly along the farm road, but still too far off to intercept the robbers.


He ran on, breath rasping, lungs on fire.


At the cottages he had to stop again to look. The fugitives were running down into the hollow beyond the dam, at full speed. He lifted his rifle, fired three shots. It made no difference.


Something wasn’t right. He counted the running figures – there were only seven robbers between the long rows of winter-bare vines. And they had split up. One group swung right, the other three kept straight on.


The task force men reached him. He recognised Colonel Zamisa.


‘Ah, Benny,’ said Zamisa. ‘Come with me, we’ll take those three.’ He motioned to his team mates to follow the group of four.


Griessel looked back. Cupido was thirty metres behind. ‘Vaughn, one of them has gone into a worker’s house here,’ he shouted.


‘Leave the fucker to me,’ said Cupido. Gasping for breath.


Zamisa took off. He was in his forties, but he was fast. Griessel had to push hard to keep up.


‘There’s a primary school there,’ said Zamisa while running, and pointed east.


‘Shit,’ said Griessel, as that could mean hostages and a whole load of trouble.


But the three fugitives swung north suddenly, towards a stand of pine trees.


‘They want to double back to their vehicles,’ said Zamisa.


Griessel didn’t have the breath to answer.


 


Cupido stood close to the labourer’s cottage at the top, leaning his hand against the wall while he caught his breath. He would have to lose weight, it was a long time since he’d been this fat and unfit, what was he going to do? His Banting diet just wasn’t getting off the ground. He blamed his girlfriend. Desiree Coetzee loved cooking and dining out. There were always sweet treats in the house, and he couldn’t resist.


He saw them sprinting away over the rolling landscape, his colleague, and the task force guys.


From across the road he could still hear single shots. The farmer’s wife shooting at Vusi and the rest of them.


He shook his head.


Clusterfuck.


He peered around the corner, looked down the road that ran between the row of four small buildings and an avenue of trees.


All quiet.


A movement in the trees. He lifted the shotgun, although he knew it was too far for that particular weapon.


It was a child – a small coloured boy, maybe five years old – peeping out, a frightened little face.


Cupido crept around the corner, keeping close to the wall, towards the boy.


Shots rang out in the distance, to the south.


The child jumped, startled.


Cupido tried the door of the first house. It was locked. The robber could have locked it from inside.


The boy was motioning to him. Vaughn looked. A tiny finger pointed, at the third house.


He jogged closer, as lightly as he could, up to the boy.


‘Is he in there?’


Little head nodding.


‘Is there someone else in there?’


‘The baby.’


‘The baby? Where’s his mama?’


The child pointed again, this time towards the farmyard. He whispered: ‘She went to fetch wood, uncle. It’s cold.’


Cupido nodded. ‘Stay there behind the tree. Lie flat.’


The child nodded solemnly and lay down, hands over his ears.


Vaughn walked across the little stoep, to the closed door of the cottage. He put the shotgun down on the cement, pulled off his coat. Put that down beside the firearm on the stoep. He didn’t want it to get in his way. He picked up the RS200 again. Stood to the side of the door, back against the wall.


‘Come out, and I won’t shoot you,’ he shouted.


Shots boomed from inside, the wooden door splintered, an AK47 on automatic. The baby inside began to wail.


Cupido waited until the magazine was empty. Then he kicked the door open and dived inside. He rolled once, aiming the shotgun at the robber from his prone position, flat on his belly on the floor. The living room was small, the man standing behind a couch. The baby lay on the couch, its high-pitched shrieks slicing through marrow and bone. The gangster had a pistol in his hand, the barrel pressed to the baby’s cheek.


‘I’ll kill the baby,’ he said to Cupido, his eyes wild.


Vaughn realised Fillander had been right. The Stompie was the wrong choice. If he fired now, the shot would hit the baby too.










Chapter 3


‘Take it easy, brother,’ said Cupido.


He held his left hand up high, spreading the fingers of his gun hand open in a gesture of surrender, and rose slowly to his feet.


‘Drop the gun,’ the man said. The pistol pressed against the baby was shaking. The child shrieked louder.


‘Okay,’ said Cupido. ‘Easy.’ He slowly shifted the Stompie to his left hand as he crouched, never taking his eyes off the man. He lowered the shotgun to the floor, slowly, inch by inch. He knew the moment he let go of it the man would lift his pistol and shoot him.


‘See, I’m going to put it down softly,’ he said, wanting to keep the robber’s attention on the shotgun, so he could reach his right hand into the back of his belt.


He had to get the timing right.


‘You want me to kick it over to you?’ he asked, just before he put the Stompie down.


The baby screamed. Ear splitting.


He asked again, louder: ‘You want me to kick it over to you?’


The man didn’t answer, he was wound tight as a spring, but his eyes followed the RS200.


Outside Cupido heard a woman’s voice, full of fear. ‘My child, my child.’


Vaughn dropped the gun, the last few centimetres to the floor; his right hand grasped the butt of the Glock 17 behind his back. He pulled it out. The man raised his pistol. Cupido dived and shot.


Two shots rang out in unison.


 


Colonel Zamisa was seven strides ahead of Benny at the long stone wall. The pine trees were still a short distance ahead.


Griessel’s lungs were burning; he had to lean up against the cold stones for a bit. His hair, as usual one haircut behind, now messier than ever. His almond-shaped eyes, which had been described as ‘Slavic’, were squinting in the bright sunlight. He thought, I’m too old for these shenanigans, forty-six, but Jissis, the mileage on him was much more than that.


‘The shooting has stopped,’ said Zamisa.


The farmer’s wife had come to her senses. Griessel nodded.


‘It’s a cemetery,’ said Zamisa. He had to stand on tiptoe to see over the wall and peer through a few cypress trees.


Griessel did the same.


The Slot van die Paarl churchyard was about a hundred metres long and fifty wide. The wall ran right around it, with a gate on the opposite side from where they were standing. A few hundred graves. Then a flash of movement. The barrel of a Russian assault rifle only just protruding from behind a large marble headstone. One of the gang, hiding.


‘They’re in there,’ he said.


Zamisa hesitated for a moment. ‘Benny, you go around to the gate. I’ll wait for you to cover me. When you start shooting, I’ll come over the wall. Catch them by surprise.’


‘Right,’ said Griessel. He took off, crouching slightly to stay below the wall. He crept around to the right, the shorter route to the gate, trying to keep his footsteps as quiet as possible. It was relatively easy on the moist, soft soil and grass.


Around the first corner, he ran along the short side of the churchyard. No sound, just pigeons cooing in the cypress trees. A lizard scuttled across the ochre stones as he approached.


Around the final corner.


One of them on guard at the gate, crouching, AK in his hands. But he was looking north, away from Benny. Then he heard the detective approach, and turned. Griessel dived flat to offer the smallest possible target, aimed and fired, two rapid shots.


The man toppled over backwards.


Shots from inside, smacking harmlessly against the other side of the wall.


Benny realised Zamisa would think that was his covering fire. The colonel would be jumping over the wall now. Griessel leaped up, headed for the gate.


On the other side of the wall he heard shots, the task force commander’s R5 firing.


 


Outside the labourer’s cottage the mother of the baby screamed, a shrill lament over the wailing of the child.


Cupido heard her footsteps, running over the cement. ‘Stay outside,’ he shouted; he didn’t want her to see the hijacker with a gaping wound where his right eye should be. He jumped up, pushed the Glock back into his belt, picked up the baby, very very carefully, and turned round.


She was standing in the doorway, a small, delicate woman, barely in her twenties. A keening, high and continuous, from her mouth as she held out her arms for her child.


He passed the baby to her, still wailing inconsolably. ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Everything is okay.’ He walked back, picked up the Stompie, steered the woman outside. He looked at the hole in the wall left by the gangster’s bullet. It had missed him by millimetres.


Fokkit.


He went out, to go and say thank you to the boy.


 


Griessel charged in through the churchyard gate.


A shot hit the wall right beside him, stone shards and dust flew into his right eye. He crashed down behind a grave. More bullets whacking, all around. Tears blinded him and he dropped the R5, trying to wipe the dust from his eyes.


A moment of silence; the shooting ceased.


He heard the footsteps just in time. The hijacker thought he was hit, Griessel reckoned, he was coming to finish him off. He grabbed the rifle, rolled onto his back, lifted the R5, waited. His sight was blurred, his eyes still not clear.


The man appeared in the pathway with a murderous look of intent. He fired hastily, too soon, the rifle still swinging down, so that the clattering rounds hit the gate and the wall.


Griessel’s heart was galloping, the impulse to pull the trigger overwhelming, but he waited, took the man’s movement into account, shot – once, twice. The man crashed down on top of him, finger still on the trigger, the Russian weapon carrying on firing until it was empty. Benny shoved him off violently, barrel to the robber’s chest. Fired once more. The body went limp.


All quiet.


Benny got to his knees, shaking from adrenaline. He raised his head above the gravestone and saw Zamisa, sixty metres away. Helpless, the R5 in his hands, the magazine apparently empty. In front of him, the scrawny man in his orange beanie – his back turned to Griessel – walking towards the task force leader, pistol in hand.


He had one chance, Griessel knew. Seconds.


His right eye was full of tears, there was no time to wipe them away. He propped his elbow on the grave, aimed through the blur, and shot.


 


The skinny gang leader lay groaning. The wound high up on his shoulder was bleeding, his hands cuffed behind his back. He didn’t say a word.


Griessel and Zamisa watched the task force vehicles approaching.


‘Fancy gun,’ said the colonel and poked the AK47 propped against the wall with the point of his boot. ‘I’m assuming – and hoping – you’ll be doing the Buddy Fick?’


To ‘Buddy Fick’ a weapon meant the detective had to prepare the firearms documentation for the SAPS’s Confiscated Firearms Store in Silverton, outside Tshwane, headed by Colonel Buddy ‘The Flash’ Fick. Fick was a meticulous, somewhat dictatorial ruler of his little kingdom, not very popular with the men on the force because he often sent their forms straight back, embellished with corrections and cutting comments. He came by his nickname because his uniform buttons – and his car – were always polished to a high shine.


‘I suppose I’ll have to, now,’ said Griessel, as he looked at the assault rifle. The pistol grip behind the trigger had been replaced with carved ivory. A single word was inscribed on it: Ukufa.


‘It’s Xhosa,’ said Zamisa. ‘It means “death”.’
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Chapter 4


19 September. The coming of Spring.


The season when the West Coast displayed its floral beauty in shades of white and orange and purple, from Bloubergstrand to beyond Springbok. A time for Cape radio DJs to play easy, breezy, loslit music and burble away with bubbling enthusiasm, encouraging their listeners to joyfully make the most of the season’s first proper heat. To go out and celebrate the de facto end of winter, with a spring in the step and a song on the lips. Because they can see clearly now, the rain has gone, it’s gonna be a bright, bright, sunshiny day.


And early on this bright morning in Paradyskloof, Stellenbosch, it did indeed seem to any onlooker as though Sandra Steenberg was a woman with a light-hearted spring in her step.


Her heels clicked over the paving in front of the preschool, the dark grey handbag swinging from her shoulder. At first glance she was simply another rushed, purposeful mother dropping off her children, running a little late for work, perhaps. In her grey checked skirt and navy-blue sweater over a white buttoned-up blouse, she was the very image of a successful professional. She was dressed for cooler weather, as though experience had taught her not to trust the weathermen’s optimism. Unmistakeably a sensual woman, with slender ankles and full calves, a pretty mouth, her thick, dark hair swinging loose and long. Somewhere just north of a very vital and dynamic thirty, full of confidence and energy.


But appearances can be deceptive.


For at that moment, Sandra was a fugitive. She lengthened her strides, anxious, walking as fast as her dignity would allow, to the safety of the trenches – her car. Hounded by the fear of the head of the nursery spotting her, and confronting her about the overdue fees. Three months’ worth.


Seven metres from her car, six, five, four, perhaps she would escape again this time, one more morning.


‘Mrs Steenberg. Please,’ came the call, in that cool, refined Stellenbosch tone of courteous firmness.


Sandra halted, mustering a smile before she turned, her excuses and empty promises ready. She would deliver them with a controlled, defensive aggression.


Her cell phone rang.


She snatched it from her handbag as if grabbing a lifebuoy. She threw an apologetic look at the frowning principal who had almost reached her, and though she didn’t recognise the number, answered the call.


‘This is Sandra.’


‘The estate agent.’ Not a question, a statement. A man’s voice. Businesslike.


‘That’s right.’


‘Jasper Boonstra,’ he said. A pause after the statement, as though allowing time for the momentous impact of his identity to sink in.


It took her a second, because the principal was now standing right in front of her – her indignation evident, ready to pounce. Then Sandra realised it was that Jasper Boonstra. The crook. With the principal looming, and her fierce desire for escape it didn’t even occur to her that it might be a joke. She felt a shot of adrenaline in her blood.


‘Hello,’ she said. ‘How can I help you?’


‘I want you to come and see me. As in now.’


She knew she was going to say yes. She had to say yes.


‘Of course,’ she said. That was the moment that Sandra Steenberg’s life changed, irrevocably.


 


There was little brightness in the bedroom of the beautiful old Victorian house at 47 Brownlow Street, on the slope of Signal Hill. Benny Griessel’s mood was sombre and heavy. He had hardly slept a wink. His temper was frayed. His nerves were gnawing away at him, eating him up.


He dressed in his only suit, the black one, grey tie and white shirt.


His fiancée, Alexa Barnard, clucked over him. She kept tugging at his collar, smoothing his hair until it looked a little tidier.


‘You look lovely, Benny.’


He knew how he looked, but he held his tongue. He didn’t want to be fussed over. Not today. And looking ‘lovely’ was no help to him at all.


‘Come on, I’ll make you a delicious omelette. And a nice cup of coffee.’


Coffee wasn’t the beverage he wanted. Coffee wouldn’t slake this thirst. He didn’t want an omelette either; he had no appetite at all. Besides, cooking wasn’t one of Alexa’s great talents. And he didn’t want to be stuck in the kitchen with her now. He knew Alexa, she would want to rehash last night’s difficult conversation. Try to soothe him. Encourage him, coax him on. There was nothing that could soothe or encourage him now.


He trailed her down the stairs to the kitchen. Gritting his teeth, because he would have to pick his battles with her on this particular matter.


He went over to fetch the coffee pot from the filter machine, but she stopped him. ‘Sit down and let me spoil you a little.’


Alexa, in her mothering mode. He could forget about trying to stop her now.


He sat down at the table. She poured out the coffee. ‘Thanks,’ he said and checked his watch. Another seventy minutes before the hearing.


‘You’ll see, they’ll never fire a master detective like you,’ she said cheerily as she fetched the eggs from the fridge.


He wasn’t going to have a rerun of last night’s argument. He loved this woman. More than words could say. But, Lord knows, she was bloody persistent. She didn’t understand the police, and her overwhelming optimism blinded her to the nonsense that was going on in the country. Two weeks ago, at a very expensive restaurant outside Stellenbosch, he had asked her to marry him. She had said ‘yes’, to his immeasurable relief. Last night he had sat down with her on the sofa in the sitting room for a serious talk. He told her, if he was fired today, they would have to postpone their wedding plans. Until he found another job. No matter how long that took. He wasn’t going into a marriage unemployed.


She replied that he was much too negative, and there was no reason to worry. She point blank refused to move the December wedding date. ‘No, Benny, I’ve already booked the little church, and I’m not cancelling it.’ She was revelling in the wedding plans, like an excited child. He granted her that, but she had to understand . . .


He watched her beat the eggs.


‘Benny, last night I spent a long time thinking . . .’


As he’d suspected.


‘And I might have a plan. If the worst comes to the worst, and I know it won’t, you’ve always got your music. And good bass guitarists . . . Well, we have a constant shortage.’


He sighed. Alexa was the owner of the AfriSound record company she had inherited from her late husband. They met when Benny was investigating the murder of her ex. She’d survived and risen from the wreckage of that tragedy, got her alcoholism under control, and made a tremendous success of the business. She was a wealthy woman. Now she was offering him session work in the studio. But let’s face it, his bass guitar playing wasn’t good enough. Never had been, never would be. Good enough to play golden oldies with Rust on Friday or Saturday nights at wedding and parties. But nothing more than that. Session work would be a nonsense. Alms. Charity. Crumbs from her table. And he wasn’t up for that. He still had some pride.


‘I’ll get investigative work,’ he said. Without conviction. Because the economy was going down the drain, and what private eye firm or security company would appoint an ageing former drunk, when they could pick and choose these days?


‘I know you will. And that’s why I don’t want to mess with the wedding date. Some lovely bacon on your omelette?’


‘I’ll have cheese instead, please,’ he said. It was a safer bet.


 


The headquarters of the South African Police Service in the Western Cape are housed at 25 Alfred Street, Greenpoint, an ugly old building reminiscent of a Communist-inspired block of flats. Seven storeys of white-painted walls, rows and rows of small steel windows, rusty air conditioning units and a motley array of sun-bleached blinds.


The conference room where the disciplinary hearing would be held was right at the top, just down the passage from the Provincial Commissioner’s office. Griessel waited to be called into the small office next door. It wasn’t a cheery room, to say the least.


His hands were sweating, he rubbed them down his trousers and felt in his inner jacket pocket. His police ID card was there, in his wallet. So that he could hand it in when they sacked him. And his statement, which he would read out. Without much hope. He had handed in his Z88 yesterday to Warrant Officer Bossie Bossert at the Hawks armoury.


His cell phone kept buzzing – WhatsApp messages from his Hawks’ colleagues wishing him well: Vusi Ndabeni, Mooiwillem Liebenberg, Frankie Fillander, even Major Benedict ‘Bones’ Boshigo from the Statutory Crime Group and the press officer John Cloete.


He got a lump in the throat. Hell, he was going to miss them, this brotherhood, the camaraderie, built up over years of going through deep water together.


Vaughn Cupido hadn’t arrived yet. His hearing wasn’t until 10:00. Then they would sit and wait for the outcome.


Griessel’s charge letter said that the disciplinary committee consisted of five people. He knew that Brigadier Musad Manie, commander of the DPCI in the Western Cape, would be on it. And the provincial commissioner. And the brigadier in charge of Human Resources. And an officer from the legal department. And one other policeman. An interpreter was on standby.


He could expect sympathy from Manie. Some mercy. Manie knew him, Manie was a good man. But he’d have no luck with the commissioner. He was a political appointment, a supporter of the president. The corrupt, state-capturing president of the country. The commissioner would demand Griessel’s head on a platter; that was a fact. Maybe the HR brigadier would too. At least he would get a fair hearing from the legal officer.


His lot would depend on who the fifth committee member was.


He took his statement out of his pocket. It had taken him two weeks to write it. Painstakingly. Over and over. Vaughn wanted to see it. He had refused. With good reason.


He read it through one last time.










Chapter 5


I am Captain Benjamin Griessel. I am a member of the Directorate for the Priority Crime Investigation’s Unit for Serious and Violent Crimes, based in Market Street, Bellville.


I am subject to a disciplinary hearing according to Article 24(1) of the 1995 South Africa Police Service Act’s addendum of 1 November 2016, and specifically Article 5(3), which determines that any member of the SAPS who:


(b) performs any act or fails to perform any act with the intention –


  (i) to cause harm to or prejudice the interests of the Service, be it financial or otherwise;


  (ii) to undermine the policy of the Service; or


  (iii) not to comply with his or her duties or responsibilities;


Also under Article 5(3):


(j) fails to carry out a lawful order or routine instruction without just or reasonable cause.


I understand the charges against me. I choose not to have union or legal representation. I plead guilty as charged. I wish to testify as to extenuating circumstances.


On 29 August of this year, along with various colleagues from my unit, I investigated the death of Mr Menzi Dikela in his house in Nuttall Street, Observatory1. At first it seemed to be a suicide. In my career as detective over approximately the past twenty-six years I have investigated more than seventy cases of suicide. On the basis of this experience I made certain deductions at the Nuttall Street scene that led me to suspect foul play was involved. This included the absence of shells from the pistol with which Mr Dikela was shot, and soil samples from footprints that were found in the sitting room and kitchen of the house.


There was also the testimony of relatives and neighbours and evidence from the traffic cameras of the Cape Town Traffic Authority that lent weight to my suspicion. Without encouragement from any of my colleagues, I decided to investigate it as a murder case.


I admit that my direct superior Lieutenant Colonel Mbali Kaleni ordered me to shut down the investigation two days later, as the State Pathologist could find no evidence to support my theory of foul play. I admit hereby that I am guilty of failure to carry out an order by continuing the investigation. The reason for doing so was that new evidence, in the form of a hidden room in Mr Dikela’s garden shed, stolen computers, and forensic results from the soil samples which I have already mentioned, confirmed once again that this was not a suicide.


On Sunday, 3 September this year I received further information about a BMW X5 that had been seen at Mr Dikela’s house on the day of his death, and the origin of the soil sample, indicating that the identified suspects were hiding on the farm Kleingeluk between Philadelphia and Malmesbury. I wish to declare that I decided independently, and without the knowledge of Lieutenant Colonel Kaleni or the influence of my colleague Vaughn Cupido, to confront the suspects.


I wish to declare that I influenced Captain Vaughn Cupido inappropriately to persuade him to accompany me. I further declare that I had no reason to believe that the suspects were members of the State Security Agency, the SSA. I wish to declare that I acquired no information in my investigation that could have led me to believe that the members of the SSA were involved in an official operation.


I wish to declare that I had no intention of interfering with an SSA operation through this arrest. This was simply an unforeseen coincidence of circumstances.


Captain Vaughn Cupido and I confronted three members of the SSA in the farmhouse. They confessed that they were involved in the death of Mr Dikela, which had a great influence on my subsequent actions. I realised that justice would not be served via the usual channels, and out of frustration, I decided to handcuff the members of the SSA to their vehicle. They were also aggressive, and I wanted to be sure they would not use firearms against us. It was solely my decision. My colleague Captain Vaughn Cupido had nothing to do with this.


I wish to declare that even today I believe that the SSA agents must be held accountable for the death of Mr Menzi Dikela. I have devoted my entire career to the fight against crime. In all the hundreds of cases that I have investigated over the years, my sole objective was to bring criminals to justice. I confess that I did not always do my work according to the standards that my commanding officers set for me, or within the prescribed regulations of the South African Police Service. But with every difficult decision I genuinely tried to ask myself in what manner justice could best be served.


With regards to the Dikela dossier I did the same, because that was my duty.


I ask you to take my record as a detective, my arrest figures and my years of service into account when you decide on my punishment. Finally, I wish to ask you to acquit my colleague, Captain Vaughn Cupido of all charges. I was the senior team member in terms of years of service. I improperly influenced him and take full responsibility for that.


I thank you.


 


He sighed. He knew the hearing was a sham. Vaughn and Mbali Kaleni did too. But it’s what you wrote – and how you plead – when you were innocent, and up against the dark forces of state capture and corruption in the highest police echelons. All their efforts in the Dikela investigation, and nothing had changed.


He had wondered whether he should ask for some clemency because he was solely responsible for the very high fees for his son Fritz’s studies at the AFDA film school. Or merely say that he still had one dependant to support. But either way it felt like begging, emotional manipulation. And that was something he could not abide.


Footsteps approached. He took a deep breath. Today, right here, his career, nearly thirty years in service of justice, was about to come to its end.


 


The constable opened the door for him. He entered.


The blinds were drawn and one of the strip lights above didn’t work. The room was gloomy. They sat at a long table, in a row side by side. Commissioner Mandla Khaba, a fat toad of a man, in the centre. Musad Manie sat on the far left. He nodded encouragingly to Griessel. But it was the man on the far right who gave Griessel the most courage, who made him believe he might perhaps have a chance. Lieutenant Colonel Phila Zamisa, commander of the Boland Task Force. The man whose life Benny had saved two months earlier.


But Zamisa did not make eye contact; he stared down at the documents before him. Not a good sign.


‘Good morning,’ said Griessel and stopped at the isolated island of a table facing them.


There was no response. The Legal Services captain stood up. He asked Griessel if he was certain he wanted no representation.


‘I am certain, thank you.’


‘You understand the nature of the charges against you?’


‘Yes.’


‘You may sit down.’


Griessel nodded, sat down.


‘Captain, you indicated that you wished to read a statement.’


‘Yes.’ He removed the document from his pocket.


‘Please proceed.’


Griessel cleared his throat, unfolded the paper, and began to read.


 


Sandra made her excuses and promises, swiftly and apparently smoothly and convincingly enough. The nursery school principal listened attentively and empathetically, then put a gentle hand on Sandra’s forearm. ‘Just remember, Mrs Steenberg, I also have children. And accounts to pay. And you’re not the only parent in arrears.’


As she drove away, Sandra burned with shame and guilt. The chances of her being able to make any payment were increasingly slim. The lie was growing bigger, and how glibly it slipped from her lips every time. And now she was acutely aware that her default was causing hardship to others. That wasn’t who she was, it wasn’t who she wanted to be. She wasn’t her father.


And you’re not the only parent in arrears.


She bit her bottom lip, remorseful. She had been so intent on her own needs these past few months. But the entire town was suffering. Which reminded her of Boonstra’s call. She took out her phone and rang her boss.


‘Yes, my darling?’ Charlie always answered as if he was cheerily grateful for her call. An affectation. But that was Charlie.


‘I’m on my way to Jasper Boonstra,’ she said.


He was quiet for what seemed like an eternity. She enjoyed the rare silence ‘Jitte Krismis,’ he said at last, the closest Charlie ever came to swearing. Then, more firmly: ‘You’re pulling an old man’s leg.’


‘You’re sixty-two, Charlie. A mere spring chicken.’


‘You should know, good looks can be deceiving. Tell me you’re pulling my leg.’


‘No. He called me. Five minutes ago.’


‘Directly? On your cell phone?’


‘By name.’


‘You know what that means, Sandy-san.’ He never called her just plain ‘Sandra’. Though some of his ‘nicknames’ bordered on harassment. ‘Honey-bun’, ‘sweety-pie’, ‘baby doll’, and the one she hated most: ‘sexy thing’. At first she reprimanded him crossly, but he would just shrug and say, ‘It’s harmless, babe. Anyway, I’m too old to change.’ Though she suspected his breezy flirtation was a form of camouflage. Charlie’s sexuality was somewhat ambiguous, even though he was married. So she held back. Besides, she couldn’t afford to lose this job. Especially not right now.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know.’ The website of Benson International Realtors displayed the photos and contact details of Charlie and his five estate agents. All five were women. Four were clearly older than fifty, only Sandra was thirty-two. By Charlie asking her if she knew what that meant, he meant that Jasper Boonstra might have chosen her from the group deliberately.


‘You be careful. He has a reputation. With younger women.’


‘Among other things.’


Another silence. Then again: ‘Jitte Krismis.’ Still amazed.


‘Surprising, hey?’


‘I’m bowled over, Longoria. Bowled over.’ As in Eva Longoria. Charlie thought there was a resemblance. But only when he wanted something, or was especially pleased with her. ‘Wouldn’t that be ironic. Where are you meeting him?’ he asked. ‘Baronsberg?’


‘Yes.’


‘Jitte Krismis. Maybe he wants to sell. That place is worth eighty million, Sandy-san. Minimum.’


‘This time I want seventy-five per cent, Charlie.’ Benson regularly got four per cent commission. Three point two million. Her usual share was fifty per cent of that, the rest went to Charlie. But Boonstra had phoned her. Personally.


‘We’ll talk about that, my darling. See what he has to say first.’


No, she thought. Not this time, you manipulative old scoundrel.










Chapter 6


The entrance to Baronsberg was just past the Stark-Condé estate, out on the Jonkershoek road. Sandra stopped at the impressive gate, the name picked out in elegant sans serif letters against the stone pillar. The word ‘Baron’ accentuated a bit more than the rest.


She wondered if there would still be any press lurking about. There were none that she could see.


She pressed the intercom button just below the eye of the CCTV camera. Nothing happened.


Even the name of the wine estate was a bit of a con, she thought, like the rest of Jasper Boonstra’s life, so thoroughly documented after his fall from grace. He had come to study here in Stellenbosch, first a BComm in Economics and Law, then an MBA. The clever son of an agricultural co-op man from Dordrecht. His first job was as assistant manager of a small motor parts chain in Gauteng. He was always blessed with burning ambition and a silver tongue, and quickly developed an eye for a gap in the market and a sharp nose for a good deal or a canny merger. His astonishing talent for manipulation and shady dealing came to full fruition later. His rise was swift and impressive. First with the development of a business conglomerate in South Africa, over two meteoric decades, and then the great international breakthrough – the merger with the Dutch business giant Schneider-König.


He’d brought the merged company’s headquarters to Stellenbosch. Where all the Afrikaner corporate top dogs were gathered. He so badly wanted to run with that pack.


Over the last eight years, as his fortune grew, he’d bought three adjoining tracts of land on the slopes of Botmaskop Peak, one after the other. In shameless imitation of the other top dogs. He’d consolidated the properties and christened them afresh as one grand new wine estate. Launched it with a great deal of fanfare, pomp and ceremony. The incomer, the gossips said, who so badly wanted to be part of the Stellenbosch elite, that he even manipulated history: Baronsberg’s brochure and website claimed the estate was named after the administrator of the Dutch East India Company, Baron Hendrik Adriaan van Rheede, who in 1683 issued the order to establish a town where Stellenbosch was today. The link to this land in particular because the Baron rode his horse up this very slope where the farm was situated, gazed out on the valley below, and made his plans there. A professor of history at the university wrote to the Eikestadnuus to denounce that claim as pure fabrication.


That was five years ago. When Jasper Boonstra still walked on water. When Schneider-König’s share price was reaching new heights each week. Everyone chose to ignore the professor back then, while they counted their profits.


The gate slid silently open, without a word from the intercom. She drove through, and up the winding paved road to the big house, vineyards on either side. Beyond stood the Jonkershoek mountains: the green flanks rising up towards the grey rock formations of Botmaskop on the left and Square Tower and the Twin Peaks to the right, magnificent, brooding. Past a small guard house, where two security guards waved at her. She waved back. She felt the unsettling, puzzling buzz of adrenaline again. After all he was just another client.


But he wasn’t.


He was Jasper Boonstra. Rand billionaire. Worth three hundred and fifty million dollars. Still. After everything.


Jasper Boonstra, former chief executive of Schneider-König. The biggest corporate swindler in the history of the country. Or so they alleged. Because he hadn’t been found guilty yet, hadn’t even been charged. His fraud was so complex, so entangled in countless transactions and cleverly woven spider webs of front companies and shell companies and hidden bank accounts that they reckoned there wasn’t a team of state advocates or policemen in South Africa with the knowledge and experience to unravel it all.


Jasper Boonstra, the most hated businessman in the country. Hundreds of thousands of people had lost billions of rands when Schneider-König’s share price crashed from fifty-four rand to two rand in a single day. The day that the bubble and the bombshell burst, the auditors revealing ‘irregularities’. Investment funds, pension funds, private investors, employees, it was financial carnage, everyone suffered.


The most hated man in this town. Because Schneider-König’s head office was in Stellenbosch. Several hundred of the company’s top and senior management had big homes here, where they lived with their families. They spent big money, in clothes boutiques, restaurants, art and car dealers. At home decor shops, at businesses that installed fabulous kitchens and luxurious bathrooms. They had enormous mortgages on very expensive homes, with Schneider-König shares as the only security. On Fridays strings of Porsches and Ferraris crawled along Church Street looking for parking, ahead of the regular wine-and-dine and flash-your-cash show at the street cafés, so that often it looked more like a luxury motor show parade.


And then everything imploded. Overnight. Literally.


And the property market imploded with it. The banks wanted new security that the home owners could not provide.


Boonstra was the reason that the preschool fees for Sandra and Josef Steenberg’s twins, the cute five-year-olds, Anke and Bianca, were four months in arrears. The tip of the debt iceberg. Nobody could sell a house in Stellenbosch any more. The market forces were turned upside down, the tide turned, too many expensive houses on the market, too little demand. Three estate agencies had already closed their doors. At Benson International Realtors, Charlie had encouraged two of his agents to retire. And the rest lived in fear that they would be next. Sandra too.


And now she was going to meet him face to face. This scoundrel, this swindler, this enigma. This man who since his great fall had been hiding from the media in his fabulous house at Baronsberg. Or in his billionaire beach house in Clifton. Or sometimes, the gossips said, at the luxury pad of his much younger, super-sexy mistress in Franschhoek. Apparently his wife knew about it, and did nothing.


Wouldn’t it be ironic? Charlie had said. And Sandra had instantly understood what he meant. If they stood to gain, to make a packet, from the man who had wreaked so much havoc.


Yes, she thought. It would be the most delicious irony.


 


Griessel found Cupido in the room where he’d been told to wait. His colleague was in his charcoal pinstripe, with a bold, upbeat, blood-red tie. But he was strung taut as a wire. Benny knew, to Vaughn, the Hawks were everything.


‘How did it go, Benna?’


Griessel lied, because it was the right thing to do. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Zamisa is the fifth member.’


Fleeting relief as Cupido recalled the cash-in-transit fiasco. ‘Then we’ve got a chance.’


‘You can come through,’ said the constable to Vaughn. ‘They are ready for you.’


‘Keep cool,’ said Griessel.


‘Ain’t I always?’ and Cupido was gone.


Griessel sat down. He could only hope the commissioner wasn’t so hard on Vaughn. The man had been ruthless. ‘You don’t belong in my Police Service,’ he’d said before he dismissed Benny from the room.


 


Sandra pressed the button next to the front door and heard the melodious chimes sounding from somewhere deep in the house.


She was expecting a servant to answer the door. In the period costume of a colonial lackey? She smiled at her absurd imagining, but you never knew with the super-rich. Perhaps a footman would invite her in and show her to an ornate drawing room, keeping a watchful eye so that she didn’t slip a Ming vase or Pierneef painting in her handbag. Perhaps he would bring her exotic tea in a golden cup while she waited forty minutes for the lord of the manor to appear with a royal flourish of his cloak.


She tried to remember the images she had seen in photos of this overwhelmingly impressive house, an architectural masterpiece that had graced the pages of so many glossy magazines.


She didn’t hear footsteps, lifted her hand to ring the bell again but the door swung open. Jasper Boonstra himself stood there, startling her. She knew, to her chagrin, that he could see she’d been taken unawares.


He was in jeans, with a blue shirt hanging loose over his slight belly. Barefoot, a dark three- or four-day beard. He was slimmer than he’d seemed at the last press briefing. Slightly shorter than she’d expected. Apart from that it was the same Jasper Boonstra in all his notorious glory.


He didn’t greet her, just looked her up and down. Shameless, direct, chauvinistically appraising her like a stud cow, his eyes lingering over her bosom. Then he opened the door wider, with a slight, smug grin and said: ‘Come in.’ A tone of measured warmth, as if she were an old girlfriend. As he closed the heavy door behind her, he rested the palm of his hand briefly on her back. She stiffened: he was too close to her, she could smell him, a blend of soap and deodorant and shampoo and hair oil. Not unpleasant as such, her revulsion was for the man as an entirety.


She felt a flash of rage flare up in her belly over his blatancy, and she knew her temper would make her cheeks flush. She smothered her anger with an effort of will, a frozen grimace on her face. She would have to remain very calm. He had answered the door himself, so perhaps he was here alone, and more challenges lay in store for her.


Then the house opened up in front of her, vast and gorgeous, the beautiful expanse lifting the atmosphere. The hall was spacious, a single Maggie Laubser painting on display, a big, beautiful country scene peopled with farm workers, playful and colourful. The reception lounge that followed on was huge, but decorated with taste, understated. Impressive, broad stairs beckoned to an upper floor. This house, this estate, was worth many, many millions. She could be the one to sell it, solving all her financial problems with one single deal. The thought that it would make her a legend in the Stellenbosch real estate business did not escape her.


‘Come through,’ he said with a half smile, as if he found her hesitation and tension quaint.


He walked ahead of her, silently. She noticed his thick, black hair, damp and neat as if he had combed it only minutes before. Why hadn’t he shaved? Did he think the four-day beard was . . . attractive?


At that moment she remembered how she had quoted from the film My Fair Lady on seeing a photo of Boonstra in a newspaper when the scandal broke. ‘He’s like the “Hungarian”,’ she’d said to her husband Jozef. ‘Oozing charm from every pore. He oiled his way around the floor.’


And they’d laughed.


 


The only thing Cupido said when he rejoined Griessel in the waiting room was ‘Jissis.’ Then he sat down heavily and stared ahead like a man suffering shell shock.


‘Coffee?’ the constable asked from the door, formal and disdainful, as if they’d already been found guilty.


‘Yes, please,’ said Benny.


Cupido just nodded.


The uniform disappeared down the passage.


Vaughn slowly lowered his elbow onto his knees. He bent forward. ‘You told them it was all your fault, Benna.’


‘Yes.’


‘That is a bit of a fokkop, partner.’


‘Why?’


Cupido stared at the bare floor. ‘Well, fact number one is, I sweet-talked you into that mess. Fact number two is, I came and told them so too. But that fat drol of a commissioner tunes we conspired, and it’s a strategy that’s gonna sink us both.’


Griessel was afraid that would happen. But he’d staked his reputation as a boozer that they’d put the blame on him, and go easy on Vaughn.


‘He’s not the only one on the panel,’ he said.


‘I told you, let me read your statement. Then I could have stopped you.’


‘No, you couldn’t.’


‘You have to get married. That’s the big thing, partner.’


‘I’ll get a job somewhere, Vaughn. Maybe not straight away . . .’


Cupido sat up straight and looked at Griessel. ‘Listen to me, Benna. Where you go, I go. Even . . .’ And he shuddered at the thought: ‘. . . even if we have to open our own private eye business.’










Chapter 7


Jasper Boonstra waved a hand at the breakfast bar in the kitchen, at six tall stools. Sandra hesitated. Then she perched on one, placing her handbag on the stool beside her.


‘Coffee?’ Boonstra asked.


‘Thanks.’


‘Cappuccino? Flat white? Espresso?’


‘Cappuccino, please.’


Was he really going to make the coffee himself?


The kitchen was magnificent, white cupboards and dark grey wood and stainless steel and glass. Perfectly equipped. There was a view through a glass door to a charming herb garden at the back. Birds chirped outside. A kitchen like this was the first big selling point in any house, she thought. It would be a pleasure to market this wine estate. A privilege, almost. If it wasn’t for the owner’s reputation.


He slid aside a cupboard panel, exposing an expensive coffee machine with a small full-colour touchscreen and shiny pipes and buttons. He removed two glass coffee mugs, and tapped on the touch screen.


‘This isn’t the place that I want to sell,’ he said with his back to her, as if he could read her mind. The machine began to grind, gurgle and steam.


‘Oh,’ she said, neutrally, to hide her disappointment.


He turned and looked at her. ‘Where do you come from?’


The question was so unexpected and random, and she stumbled over her words. ‘From . . . from the nursery school in Paradyskloof . . . I was dropping off my children.’ She added the last deliberately, to make the point that she was a married woman. A mother.


He leaned against the counter where the coffee machine was, crossing his arms. ‘I mean, where did you grow up.’ Clearly amused.


‘Oh. Bethlehem. In the Free State.’


‘It’s a long way from Bethlehem to Stellenbosch.’


‘For sure.’


‘How did that happen?’ He took the cappuccino from under the spout and passed it to her. Followed by a white sugar bowl with an ornate silver spoon.


Did he really want to know her story? This man? Now? Or was it just part of his method? To charm her, in the hope . . .? In the reports of the scandal this man had been described by his victims as a sociopath.


He turned away again, busy with the coffee machine.


‘I had . . . I couldn’t complete my studies. It was . . . The money ran out. I got a job in the Cape. Then I met my husband . . .’ Reluctant, he didn’t need to know any more than that.


‘What were you studying?’ He looked at her again, coffee mug in hand.


‘BComm.’


‘Where?’


‘In Bloemfontein.’


‘Why become an estate agent?’


It was all a game, she thought. First, he says he doesn’t want to sell this place, then he interrogates her, increasing the suspense. He liked the power of it.


‘I . . . my first job was as broker’s assistant. In Bellville. I didn’t enjoy that . . .’


‘Insurance?’


‘Yes.’


He nodded. ‘A rip-off. And then?’


‘Then . . . Everyone was talking about the Cape real estate market that was so . . . on fire in those days. I thought, I can do that. I wanted to work for myself . . . I studied part-time. EQF level four in Properties, then level five and then my FFC.’


‘How long ago was that?’


‘Seven . . . almost eight years ago.’


‘Charlie Benson must have been only too happy to employ a sexy young thing like you.’


‘Which property do you want to sell, Mr Boonstra?’ For the first time she was unable to hide the distaste in her voice.


He sipped his coffee slowly. ‘Call me Jasper. You’re married . . .?’ An invitation to say more.


‘I’d much prefer it if we could talk about the property.’


He gave her another assessing gaze. That little half-smile back on his face. He straightened up, walked past behind her. Was he going to ask her to leave?


He kept on moving, out of the kitchen into the house, with his coffee mug in hand. She watched him go. The arrogance in his body language and in this silent gesture. She felt like picking up her handbag and walking straight out. He and this whole set-up made her feel uneasy. It awakened all the old aggression in her that she’d worked so hard to control.


But she remained seated.


 


Benny Griessel and Vaughn Cupido stood before the disciplinary committee, their hands folded in front of them, as if to form some sort of shield against the verdict.


‘You have pleaded guilty,’ said the fat commissioner. ‘And you are. Both of you. And then you try to win our sympathy by trying to cover for each other. False loyalty. We’re not stupid. It did not work.’


When they entered, Musad Manie had given Griessel a near-imperceptible nod. He had taken heart from that. But that hope was quickly dwindling now.


‘Not only are you guilty of insubordination, but you have disgraced yourselves, and you have disgraced the Hawks and you have brought the South African Police Service into disrepute. You have embarrassed our minister, and if he knew, our honourable president would have been deeply disappointed.’


Cupido made a sound, soft and disdainful, so that only Griessel could hear.


‘And,’ said the commissioner, ‘you have pissed away your careers.’


 


Jasper Boonstra came strolling back with the coffee mug in one hand and a document in the other.


‘Have you got a pen?’ He sat down beside her, too close again, placing the coffee and the A4 sheets, neatly stapled, in front of her.


She read the covering page: Confidentiality Agreement.


‘Basically, it says that if you ever say anything about our conversations or the transaction or the nature of the ownership to anyone, I will cancel everything and sue you for more money than you will earn in your lifetime.’ He said that in an offhand conversational tone, without a hint of hostility. Then he drank his coffee, as if it really didn’t matter to him how she reacted.


She read both pages.


The document gagged the agent and the estate agency. In every possible way. Then she saw the final paragraph. It offered the estate agency six per cent commission, but specified that only she – and no other agent at Benson International Realtors – could market the property.


Sandra opened her handbag, found a pen, filled in her name and the details of Charlie’s company. He leaned over, checked it all. She signed at the bottom.


‘Initial page one,’ he said. With a smirk in his tone, as if to suggest he’d known she wouldn’t be able to resist the deal.


She initialled the first page, put the pen down.


‘Charlie Benson has to sign too. Then give me a ring, and bring the forms right back to me.’


She nodded. ‘What property do you want to sell?’


‘Donkerdrif,’ he said.


‘Donkerdrif?’ Her heart skipped a beat.


‘Behind Kylemore, in the Banhoek valley. Two hundred and thirty-eight hectares, with ninety hectares of vineyards.’


She got her breath back. ‘I know it. Doesn’t it belong to a German?’


‘It belongs to a Swiss company. Huber AG. And you don’t need to worry about my . . . reputation.’ A slight, fleeting smile. ‘It is impossible to connect me to the company.’


She waited for him to explain. Schneider-König had so many subsidiaries, she couldn’t remember the details of the spider web.


‘Be discreet, and just find a buyer,’ he said. ‘I will take care of the legal signatures. The paperwork is the easy bit.’


Sandra nodded. ‘What is the selling price?’


‘A hundred million.’


She had to press her palms down on the counter to hide the trembling. A hundred million. Their commission would be six million rand. Even if Charlie only gave her the usual half share . . .


He misinterpreted her silence. ‘It’s a good price,’ he said. ‘Prize-winning wines. Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Malbec, Petit Verdot, Cabernet Franc. Four boreholes, two dams, two permanent springs. The farmhouse is two hundred years old, it’s big, it was restored two years ago. The cellar has capacity for four hundred and fifty tons of grapes, about three hundred thousand litres of wine.’


‘I can get more,’ she said. A small victory.


‘No.’


Because he wanted to sell quickly and with as little fuss as possible, she reckoned. She picked the pen up again. ‘Why did you choose us?’ she asked, as she signed the second page.


 


The commissioner stared at Cupido and Griessel, at each in turn, his disdain unmistakeable.


‘To my great disappointment,’ he said, ‘this committee does not share my opinion that you should be permanently and dishonourably discharged from the Service.’


Griessel felt relief wash over him. But he dared not show it.


‘However, we do agree that you are no longer fit to be part of the Directorate for Priority Crime Investigations, and you are not worthy of the rank of captain. Therefore, you are demoted to the rank of warrant officer with immediate effect, and your posting to the Hawks is hereby terminated. You will be suspended for the rest of September without pay. You will be informed of your new duties in due course. Your personnel files will be amended with final written warnings, and should you be found guilty of similar transgressions in the next twenty-four months, I will personally see to it that you are permanently dismissed. Now, get out of my sight.’
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