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  Tutta la vita è morte


   


  – Guiseppe Verdi
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  In the afternoon hush of the last day of the year, Mat Joubert thought about death. Mechanically his hands were busy cleaning his service pistol, the Z88. He sat in his sitting-room, leaning forward in the armchair, the parts of the pistol lying on the coffee-table in front of him among rags, brushes and an oil can. A cigarette in the ashtray sent up a long, thin plume of smoke. Above him, at the window, a bee flew against the glass with monotonous regularity, in an irritating attempt to reach the summer afternoon outside where a light southeaster was blowing.


      Joubert didn’t hear it. His mind wandered aimlessly through memories of the past weeks, among chronicles of death, his bread and butter. The white woman on her back on the kitchen floor, spatula in her right hand, omelet burnt on the stove, the blood an added splash of colour in the pleasant room. In the living room, the boy, nineteen, in tears, R3 240 in the pocket of his leather jacket, saying, over and over, his mother’s name.


      The man among the flowers, an easier memory. Death with dignity. He recalled the detectives and the uniformed men on the open industrial site between the grey factory buildings. They stood in a circle, knee-deep in the wild flowers thrusting up yellow and white and orange heads. In the centre of this judicial circle lay the body of a middle-aged man, small in stature. An empty bottle of meths was gripped in one hand, he was face down, cheek against the soil.


      But his eyes were closed. And his other hand clutched a few flowers, now faded.


      It was the hands that Mat Joubert remembered most vividly.


      On Macassar beach. Three people. The stench of burning rubber and charred flesh still hanging in the air, the group of the law and the media forming a barrier downwind against the horror of multiple necklace murders.


      The hands. Claws. Reaching up to the heavens in a petrified plea for deliverance.


      Mat Joubert was tired of living. But he didn’t want to die like that.


      Using thumb and forefinger, he placed the fifteen stubby 9 mm bullets into the magazine one by one. The last one flashed briefly in the afternoon sun. He held the bullet at eye level, balanced between thumb and forefinger and stared at the rust-coloured lead point.


      What would it be like? If you pressed the dark mouth of the Z88 softly against your lips, and you pulled the trigger, carefully, slowly, respectfully. Would you feel the lead projectile? Pain? Would thoughts still flash through the undamaged portions of the brain? Accuse you of cowardice just before the night enveloped you? Or did it all happen so quickly that the sound of the shot wouldn’t even travel from gun to ear to brain?


      He wondered. Had it been like that for Lara?


      Her light simply switched off without knowing about the hand on the switch? Or had she known and in that fleeting moment between life and death seen everything? Perhaps felt remorse or gave a last mocking laugh?


      He didn’t want to think about it.


      A new year would start the following day. There were people out there with resolutions and dreams and plans and enthusiasm and hope for this new era. And here he sat.


      Tomorrow everything at work would be different. The new man, the political appointment. The others could talk about nothing else. Joubert didn’t really care. He no longer wanted to know. Either about death, or life. It was simply one more thing to survive, to take account of, to squeeze the spirit out of life and lure the Great Predator even closer.


      He banged the magazine into the stock with the flat of his left hand as if violence would give his thoughts a new direction. He thrust the weapon into its leather sheath. The oil and the rags went back into the old shoebox. He dragged on the cigarette, blew the smoke in the direction of the window. Then he saw the bee, heard exhaustion diminishing the sound of the wings.


      Joubert got up, pulled the lace curtain aside and opened the window. The bee felt the warm breeze outside but still tried to find a way out through the wrong panel. Joubert turned, picked up an oily rag and carefully swiped it past the window. The insect hovered briefly in front of the opening, then flew outside. Joubert closed the window and straightened the curtain.


      He could also escape, he thought. If he wanted to.


      Deliberately he let this perception fade as well. But it was enough to have him make an impulsive decision. He’d walk across to the neighbourhood barbecue this evening. Just for a while. For the Old Year.
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  The first step in the rebirth of Mat Joubert was physical.


      Just after seven o’ clock that evening he walked across the tree-lined street of the middle-class Monte Vista to the Stoffberg home. Jerry Stoffberg of Stoffberg & Mordt, Funeral Directors in Bellville. ‘We’re in the same business, Mat,’ he liked saying. ‘Only different branches.’


      The door opened. Stoffberg saw Joubert coming into the house. They said hello, asked the ritual questions.


      ‘Business is great, Mat. Profitable time of the year. It’s as if many of them hang in there until just after the festive season,’ he said as he put the beer which Joubert had brought into the refrigerator. The undertaker wore an apron announcing that he was THE WORLD’S WORST CHEF.


      Joubert merely nodded because he’d heard it before and uncapped the first Castle of the evening.


      The kitchen was warm and cosy, a centre of enthusiasm and laughter. Women’s voices filled the room. Children and men traffic-patterned their way easily past female conversations and the ritual of preparations. Mat Joubert navigated his way outside.


      His consciousness was internalised, his perceptions withdrawn like the retracted feelers of an insect. He was untouched by the warmth and the domesticity.


      Outside the children moved like shadows through pools of light and darkness, divided into squads according to age but united in their carefree exuberance.


      On the stoep teenagers sat in an uneasy, self-conscious no man’s land between childhood and adulthood. Joubert noted them briefly because their clumsy attempts to appear at ease betrayed them. They had transgressed. He concentrated until he realised what they were trying to hide: the glasses on the stoep table were filled with forbidden contents. Two, three years ago he would’ve smiled about it, recalled his own stormy adolescent years. But now he simply withdrew the feelers again.


      He joined the circle of men around the fire. Each one’s passport to the group was a glass in the hand. Everyone stared at the lamb which, naked and without dignity, was turning on Stoffberg’s spit.


      ‘Jesus, Mat, but you’re big,’ Wessels, the press photographer said when Joubert came to stand next to him.


      ‘Didn’t you know he’s Murder and Robbery’s secret weapon?’ Myburgh, Bellville’s traffic chief, asked from across the fire. His luxuriant moustache bounced with each word.


      Joubert’s facial muscles tightened, showed his teeth in a mechanical smile.


      ‘Ya, he’s their mobile roadblock,’ said Storridge, the businessman. They laughed respectfully.


      Casual cracks and remarks were tossed back and forth across the sizzling lamb, all of it aware of and careful about Joubert’s two-year-old loss – brotherly, friendly, fruitless attempts to rouse his quiescent spirit.


      The conversation took a quiet turn. Stoffberg turned the spit and injected the browning meat with a secret sauce, like a doctor with a patient. Sport, quasi-sexual jokes, communal work problems. Joubert shook a Winston out of a packet in his shirt pocket. He offered it around. A lighter flared.


      Members of the circle at the fire came and went. Stoffberg turned the spit and checked the progress of the meat. Joubert accepted another beer, fetched another a while later. The women’s kitchen activities had decreased. They had spilled over into the adjacent television room.


      Outside the conversation was geared to Stoffberg’s lamb.


      ‘No use giving it another injection, Stoffs. It’s dead.’


      ‘I’ve got to eat before sunrise, Stoff. I have to open shop tomorrow.’


      ‘No way. This liddle lamb will only be ready in February.’


      ‘By that time it’ll be mutton dressed as lamb.’


      Joubert’s eyes followed the conversation from face to face but he took no part. Quiet, that’s how they knew him. Even before Lara’s death he hadn’t been a great talker.


      The children’s voices became softer, the men’s louder. Stoffberg sent a courier to give the guests a call. The tempo of the party changed. The women called the children and walked out with plates laden with side dishes to where Stoffberg had started carving the lamb.


      Joubert sucked at a Castle while he waited his turn. The alcohol had misted his senses. He wasn’t hungry but ate out of habit and politeness at a garden table with the other men.


      Music started up inside, the teenagers rocked. Joubert offered cigarettes again. Women fetched men to dance. The music grew steadily older but the decibels didn’t. Joubert got up so as not to be left alone outside and grabbed another beer on the way to the living-room.


      Stoffberg had replaced the room’s ordinary globes with coloured lights. Writhing bodies were bathed in a muted glow of red and blue and yellow. Joubert sat in the dining-room from where he had a view of the dancers. Wessels’s short body jerked spasmodically in imitation of Elvis. The movements of the teenagers were more subtle. Dancing past a red light, the body of Storridge’s pretty, slender wife was briefly backlit. Joubert looked away. The daughter of the house, Yvonne Stoffberg’s breasts bounced youthfully under a tight T-shirt. Joubert lit another cigarette.


      Myburgh’s fat wife asked Joubert for a traditional waltz. He agreed. She guided him skilfully past the other couples. When the music changed, she smiled sympathetically and let him go. He fetched another Castle. The tempo of the music slowed. Dancers moved closer to one another, entered the evening’s new phase.


      Joubert walked outside to empty his bladder. The garden lights had been switched off. The coals under the remains of the lamb were still a glowing red. He walked to a corner of the garden, relieved himself and walked back. A shooting star fell above the dark roof of the Stoffberg’s house. Joubert stopped and looked up at the sky, saw only darkness.


      ‘Hi, Mat.’


      She suddenly appeared next to him, a nymphlike shadow of the night.


      ‘I can call you that, can’t I? I’ve done with school.’ She stood silhouetted against the light of the back door, her rounded young curves moulded by T-shirt and pants.


      ‘Sure,’ he said hesitantly, surprised. She came closer, into the protected space of his loneliness.


      ‘You didn’t dance with me once, Mat.’


      He stood rooted to the earth, uncertain, stupefied by seven Castles and so many months of soul searing introspection. He folded his arms protectively.


      She put her hand on his arm. The tip of her left breast lightly touched his elbow.


      ‘You were the only man here tonight, Mat.’


      Dear God, he thought, this is my neighbour’s daughter. He recalled the contents of the teenagers’ glasses on the stoep.


      ‘Yvonne . . .’


      ‘Everybody calls me Bonnie.’


      For the first time he looked at her face. Her eyes were fixed on him, shining, passionate and purposeful. Her mouth was a fruit, ripe, slightly open. She was no longer a child.


      Joubert felt the fear of humiliation move in him.


      Then his body spoke softly to him, a rusty moment which came and went, reminding his crotch of the rising pleasures of the past. But his fear was too great. He didn’t know whether that kind of life had died in him. It was more than two years . . . He wanted to check her. He unlocked his arms, wanting to push her away.


      She interpreted his movements differently, moved between his hands, pulled him closer, pressed her wet mouth to his. Her tongue forced open his lips, fluttered. Her body was against his, her breasts pinpoints of warmth.


      In the kitchen someone called a child and alarms broke through Mat Joubert’s rise upward, towards life. He pushed her away and immediately started towards the kitchen.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said over his shoulder without knowing why.


      ‘I’ve done with school, Mat.’ There was no reproach in her voice.


      He walked to his house like a refugee, his thoughts focused on his destination, not on what lay behind him. There were cheers announcing the New Year. Fireworks, even a trumpet.


      His house. He walked past trees and shrubs and flowerbeds which Lara had made, struggled with the lock, went down the passage to the bedroom. There stood the bed in which he and Lara had slept. This was her wardrobe, empty now. There hung the painting she’d bought at the flea market in Green Point. The jailers of his captivity, the guards of his cell.


      He undressed, pulled on the black shorts, threw off the blankets and lay down.


      He didn’t want to think about it.


      But his elbow still felt the unbelievable softness, her tongue still entered his mouth.


      Two years and three months after Lara’s death. Two years and three months.


      Recently, late in the afternoon, early evening, he stood in Voortrekker Road and looked up the street. And saw the parking meters which stretched for a kilometer or more, as far as he could see, on the arrow straight road. The parking meters so senselessly and proudly guarding them all, were empty after the working day. Then he knew that Lara had made him one – an irritation during the day, useless at night.


      His body wouldn’t believe him.


      Like a neglected engine it creaked and coughed and rustily tried to get the gears moving. His subconscious still remembered the oil which waited in the brain, chemical messages of the urge which sent blood and mucus to the front. The machine sighed, a plug sparked feebly, a gear meshed.


      He opened his eyes, stared at the ceiling.


      A virus in his blood. He could feel the first vague symptoms. Not yet an organ which grew and strained against material with a life of its own. At first only a slow fever which spread through his body and slowly, like a tide, washed the alcohol out of his bloodstream, drove away sleep.


      He tossed and turned, got up to open a window. The sweat on his torso gleamed dully in the light of a streetlamp. He lay down again, on his back, searched for a drug against longing and humiliation.


      The yearning in his crotch and in his head was equally painful.


      His thoughts were driven by a whirlwind, spilt over the barriers.


      Emotion and lust and memories intermingled. Lara. He missed her and he hated her. Because of the pain. Jesus, but she’d been beautiful. Lithe, a crack of a whip, a tempest, a tease. A traitor.


      The softness of a breast against his elbow. His neighbour’s daughter.


      Lara who’d turned him into a parking meter. Lara who was dead.


      Lara was dead.


      His mind searched for an escape in the face of this, shunted his thoughts into the disconsolate safety of a grey depression in which he had learnt to survive in the past months.


      But for the first time in two years and three months Mat Joubert didn’t want that as an escape hatch. The great driving-shaft had turned between the roughened ball-bearings, the valves moved in their cylinders. The machine had forged an alliance with Yvonne Stoffberg. Together they were fighting the approaching greyness.


      Yvonne Stoffberg fluttered in his mouth again.


      Lara was dead. He drifted down into sleep. A duel without a winner, a new experience.


      Somewhere on the borderline of sleep he realised that life wanted to return. But he crossed over before fear could overcome him.
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  Detective Sergeant Benny Griessel called the Murder and Robbery building in Kasselsvlei Road, Bellville South, ‘The Kremlin’.


      Benny Griessel was the one with the ironical sense of humour, forged in the fire of nine years of crime solving. Benny Griessel called the daily morning parade in The Kremlin’s parade room the ‘circus’.


      But this was a cynical remark made during the time of the ascetic Colonel Willy Theal, of whom fat Sergeant Tony O’ Grady had remarked: ‘There but for the grace of God goes God.’ O’ Grady had laughed loudly and told no one that he had stolen the quip from Churchill. In any case none of the detectives had known it.


      This morning was different. Theal, the Commanding Officer of Murder and Robbery had taken early retirement on December 31 and was going to grow vegetables on a smallholding in Philippi.


      Coming in his place was Colonel Bart de Wit. Appointed by the Minister of Law and Order. The new black Minister of Law and Order. As from January 1 Murder and Robbery were officially part of the New South Africa. Because Bart de Wit was a former member of the African National Congress who had resigned his membership before accepting the command. Because a cop must be impartial.


      When Joubert walked into the parade room at seven minutes past seven on the first of January, forty detectives were already seated on the blue-grey government issue chairs placed in a large rectangle against the four walls. The muted buzz speculated about the new man, this Bart de Wit.


      Benny Griessel greeted Mat Joubert. Captain Gerbrand Vos greeted Mat Joubert. The rest carried on with their speculations. Joubert went to sit in a corner.


      At exactly quarter past seven the Brigadier, in full uniform, came into the parade room. Behind him walked Colonel Bart de Wit.


      Forty-one pairs of eyes followed him. The Brigadier stood up front next to the television set. De Wit sat down on one of the two empty chairs. The Brigadier greeted them and wished them all a Happy New Year. Then he started a speech but the detectives didn’t give it their full attention. Their knowledge of human nature, their capacity to evaluate others was centred on the commander. Because their professional future was tied up with him.


      Bart de Wit was short and slender. His black hair was thin in front and at the back on the crown. His nose was a beak with a fat mole on the border between organ and cheek. He wasn’t an impressive figure.


      The Brigadier’s speech about a changing environment and a changing police force was nearing its end. He introduced de Wit. The commander stood up, cleared his throat and rubbed the mole with a forefinger.


      ‘Colleagues, this is a great privilege,’ he said and his voice was nasal and high-pitched like an electric bandsaw. His hands were folded behind his back, his short body was stiff as a ramrod, shoulders well back.


      ‘The Brigadier is a busy man and asked that we excuse him.’ He smiled at the brigadier who took his leave as he walked to the door.


      Then they were alone, the new commander and his troops. They looked at one another, appraisingly.


      ‘Well, colleagues, it’s time we get to know one another. I already know you because I had the privilege of seeing your service files but you don’t know me. And I know how easily rumours can spread about a commander. That’s why I’m taking the liberty of giving you a short résumé. It’s true that I’ve had no experience in local policing. But for that you must thank the apartheid regime. I was taking a course in Policing through Unisa when my political beliefs made it impossible for me to stay in my motherland . . .’


      De Wit had a weak smile on his lips. His teeth were faintly yellowed but even. Each word was flawlessly rounded, perfect.


      ‘In exile, among a valiant band of patriots, I had the privilege of continuing my studies. And in 1992 I was part of the ANC contingent which accepted the British offer for training. I spent more than a year at Scotland Yard.’


      De Wit looked around the parade room as if expecting applause. The finger rubbed the mole again.


      ‘And last year I did research at Scotland Yard for my doctorate. So I’m fully informed about the most modern methods of combating crime now being developed in the world. And you . . .’


      The mole finger hastily sketched a square in the air to include all forty-one.


      ‘. . . and you will benefit from that experience.’


      Another opportunity for applause. The silence in the room was resounding.


      Gerbrand Vos looked at Joubert. Vos’s mouth soundlessly formed the word ‘patriots’ and cast his eyes upwards. Joubert stared at the ground.


      ‘That’s all as regards my credibility. Colleagues, we’re all afraid of change. You know Toffler says one can never underestimate the impact of change on the human psyche. But at the end of the day we have to manage change. The first manifestation is for me to tell you what I expect of you. If I prepare you for change you can facilitate it more easily . . .’


      Benny Griessel banged the palm of his hand against his head just above the ear as if he wanted to get the wheels turning again. De Wit missed the gesture.


      ‘I expect only one thing from you, colleagues. Success. The Minister appointed me because he has certain expectations. And I want to deliver the kind of input which will satisfy those expectations.’


      He thrust his forefinger into the air. ‘I will try to create a climate in which you can achieve success – by healthier, more modern management principles and training in the latest crime combating techniques. But what do I expect of you? What is your part of the contract? Three things . . .’


      The forefinger acquired two friends held dramatically in front of de Wit.


      ‘The first is loyalty. To the Service and its aims, to the unit and your colleagues and to me. The second is dedication. I expect quality work. Not ninety percent but one hundred percent. Yes, colleagues, we must also strive for zero defect.’


      The detectives started to relax. The new man spoke a new language but the message remained the same. He expected no more than any of his predecessors. More work at the same inadequate pay. Results as long as his back was covered with the higher-ups. And his promotion was assured. They were used to it. They could live with it. Even if he had been a member of the ANC.


      Joubert took the red packet of Winstons out of his pocket and lit up. A couple of others followed his example.


      ‘The third is physical and mental health. Colleagues, I firmly believe that a healthy body houses a healthy mind. I know this will make me unpopular in the short term but I’m willing to take the chance.’


      De Wit knotted his hands behind his back and straightened his shoulders again as if expecting an attack. ‘Each one of you will have to undergo a physical examination twice a year. The results remain confidential between us. But if the doctor finds certain . . . deficiencies, I expect you to correct them.’


      The hands behind the back were released. The palms turned out as if he wanted to ward off an approaching attacker.


      ‘I know, I know. It was the same at the Yard. I know how difficult it is to be fit all the time. I know your stress levels, the long hours. But colleagues, the fitter you are, the easier it is to overcome the obstacles. I don’t want to be personal but some of you are overweight. There are those who smoke and drink . . .’


      Joubert stared at the cigarette in his hand.


      ‘But we’ll tackle it together. Together we’ll change your lifestyle, help you to get rid of your bad habits. Remember, colleagues, that you’re the cream of the Service, you project the image both here and outside, you are ambassadors, PR’s. But most important of all, you have a duty towards yourself to keep your body and mind in shape.’


      Again the slight hesitation, the pause for applause. Joubert killed the cigarette. He saw Vos dropping his head into his hands. Vos didn’t smoke but he had a beer gut.


      ‘Right,’ said Colonel Bart de Wit, ‘let’s handle today’s workload.’ He took a notebook out of his jacket pocket and opened it.


      ‘Captain Marcus Joubert . . . Where is Captain Joubert?’


      Joubert raised his arm to half-mast.


      ‘Ah, we’ll meet formally a little later on, Captain. Is it Marcus? Do they call you . . . ?


      ‘Mat,’ said Joubert.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Like in rug,’ said a voice on the other side of the room and a few detectives gave a subdued laugh.


      ‘I’m called Mat,’ Joubert said more loudly. De Wit misheard him.


      ‘Thank you, Captain. Very well, Captain Max Joubert will lead the back-up team for the coming week. With him are Lieutenant Leon Petersen, Adjutants Louw and Griessel, Sergeant O’ Grady, Constables Turner, Maponya and Snyman. I’ll get to know you all, colleagues. And Captain Gerbrand Vos led the back-up team over the festive season. Captain, is there anything you want to discuss?’


   


  The professional life of a Murder and Robbery detective didn’t leave much time for extended sympathy when a colleague lost his grip. There was comprehension because it could happen to anyone. There was gratitude because it hadn’t happened to you. And there was sympathy which lasted for a month or two until the fated colleague became a millstone round your neck in the execution of your duty.


      Two colleagues in Murder and Robbery had retained their sympathy for Mat Joubert for two years – each for his own reasons.


      For Gerbrand Vos it was nostalgia. He and Joubert had started together at Murder and Robbery as detective sergeants. The two shining new stars. Willie Theal allowed them to compete, to strive for more and more accolades but they were promoted together to adjutant, to lieutenant. In the Force they were a national legend. The Afrikaans Cape newspaper, Die Burger, wrote a quotable piece about them on the centre page when they were promoted to captain simultaneously. Always simultaneously. The young reporter was obviously impressed by them both. Captain Vos is the extrovert, the big man with the face of an angel, dimples in his cheeks, baby-blue eyes. Captain Mat Joubert is the quiet one, even bigger, with shoulders that will fill a doorway and the face of a hawk – brown eyes that can look straight through you, she had written dramatically.


      And then Lara’s death came and Vos accepted that his colleague no longer wanted to compete. And waited for Joubert to complete the grieving process. Gerbrand Vos was still waiting.


      Joubert was busy with the first case dossier of the morning. Seventeen more stood in three piles on his desk, yellow-grey SAP3 files which regulated his life. He heard Vos’s purposeful tread on the bare grey floor tiles, heard that they didn’t end at the office next door. Then Vos was in the door, his voice subdued as if de Wit was in the vicinity.


      ‘General forecast deep shit,’ he said. Gerbrand Vos used language like a blunt weapon.


      Joubert nodded. Vos sat down on one of the blue-grey government issue chairs. ‘Patriots. Patriots! Jesus, it makes my blood boil. And Scotland Yard. What does Scotland Yard know about Africa, Mat? And “colleagues” all the time. What kind of CO calls his people “colleagues”?’


      ‘He’s new, Gerry. It’ll blow over.’


      ‘He wants to see us. He stopped me at tea and said he wanted to see each and every one of us alone. I have . . .’ Vos looked at his watch . . . ‘to be there now. And you’re next. We’ve got to hang together, Mat. We’re the two senior officers. We’ve got to sort out this fucker from the start. Did you hear him on fitness? I can see us doing PT in the parking area every morning.’


      Joubert smiled slightly. Vos got up. ‘I’ll call you when I’ve finished. Just remember: band of brothers. Even if we’re not fucking patriots.’


      ‘It’s okay, it’s only jam, Mat,’ Vos said thirty-five minutes later when he walked in again. ‘He’s waiting for you. Quite friendly and full of compliments.’


      Joubert sighed, put on his jacket and walked down the passage.


      Colonel Bart de Wit had taken over Willie Theal’s office and made it his own, Joubert saw when he knocked and was invited in.


      The team pictures against the wall were gone. The dirty green carpet on the floor was gone, the sickly pot plant in the corner had disappeared. Three certificates of degrees conferred now hung against the newly-painted white wall. The floor was covered in a police blue carpet and in the corner was a coffee table on which a small plaque announced I PREFER NOT TO SMOKE. On the desk was a holder with four photographs – a smiling woman in glasses with heavy frames, a teenage boy with his father’s nose, a teenage girl in glasses with heavy frames. The other picture showed de Wit and the Minister of Law and Order.


      ‘Do sit down, Captain,’ said de Wit and gestured at the blue-grey chair. He also sat down. A small smile instantly hovered.


      Then he straightened the thick personnel file in front of him and opened it. ‘What did you say? That they called you Max?’


      ‘Mat.’


      ‘Mat?’


      ‘They’re my initials, Colonel. I was christened Marcus Andreas Tobias. M.A.T. My father called me that.’ Joubert’s voice was soft, patient.


      ‘Aaah. Your father. I see he was a Member too.’


      ‘Yes, Colonel.’


      ‘Never an officer?’


      ‘No, Colonel.’


      ‘Aaah.’


      A moment’s uncomfortable silence. Then de Wit picked up the staff file.


      ‘I don’t play my cards close to the chest, Captain. Not about my political views then and not about my work now. So I’m going to be painfully honest with you. Things haven’t been going well. Since your wife’s death.’


      The smile on de Wit’s face didn’t match the seriousness of his voice. It confused Mat Joubert.


      ‘She was also a Member, wasn’t she?’


      Joubert nodded. And wondered what the man across the desk knew. His stomach muscles contracted and doors closed in his mind as a precaution.


      ‘She died in the course of duty?’


      Again Joubert nodded and his pulse rate increased.


      ‘A tragedy. But with respect Captain, since then things have gone badly for you . . .’ He looked at the file again. ‘One serious disciplinary warning and two petitions from seven NCO’s. A decrease in the solving of crimes . . .’


      Joubert stared at the photograph of de Wit and the Minister. The Minister was a half meter taller. Both were smiling broadly. It was a clear picture. One could see the mole.


      ‘Do you want to comment, Captain?’


      The curious smile on de Wit’s face unnerved Joubert.


      ‘It’s all in the file, Colonel.’


      ‘The disciplinary action.’ De Wit read the document in front of him. ‘The Wasserman case. You refused to make a statement . . .’ He waited for Joubert to react. The silence grew.


      ‘It’s all in the file, Colonel. I didn’t make a statement because Adjutant Potgieter’s statement was correct.’


      ‘So you were guilty of unbecoming conduct.’


      ‘According to the definition, I was, Colonel.’


      ‘And the two petitions from the seven NCO’s that they didn’t want to be with you on back-up again?’


      ‘I don’t blame them, Colonel.’


      De Wit leant back in his chair, a magnate. ‘I like your honesty, Captain.’


      Joubert was astonished at the way the man could smile and talk at the same time.


      ‘But I don’t know whether it’s going to be enough to save you. You see, Captain, this is the New South Africa. We’ve all got to make a contribution. Shape up or ship out. There are people in disadvantaged communities who have to be uplifted. In the Police Service as well. We can’t keep dead wood in officers’ posts for sentimental reasons. Do you understand?’


      Joubert nodded.


      ‘Then there’s the question of my appointment. The pressure is heavy. Not just on me – on the new government. Everybody’s waiting for the mistakes. The whites would love the black government to make mistakes so that they can say we told you so.’


      De Wit leant forward. The smile grew.


      ‘Here there are going to be no mistakes. Do we understand one another?’


      ‘Yes, Colonel.’


      ‘Shape up or ship out.’


      ‘Yes, Colonel.’


      ‘Ask yourself, Captain: am I a winner? Then you’ll always be welcome here.’


      ‘Yes, Colonel.’


      De Wit sighed deeply, the smile in place.


      ‘Your first medical examination is at 14:00 this afternoon. And a last point: the Service contracted two clinical psychologists for members who need it. I referred your file. They’ll let you know. Perhaps by tomorrow. Have a good day, Captain.’


  4


  Premier Bank started out as a building society seventy-five years ago, but this kind of financial institution had become unfashionable.


      So, like most other financial institutions, it broadened its scope a little. Now, in addition to home loans, its clients could also drown in overdrawn accounts, hire purchase, and every other conceivable method of squeezing interest from modern man.


      For the average client there was the Ruby Plan with the pale mauve and grey cheque book and its imprint of a red precious stone. Those with a higher income and more debt, qualified for the Emerald Plan – and a green gem. But, above all, the Premier wanted all its clients to aim for the Diamond Plan.


      Susan Ploos van Amstel saw the attractive man with the gold-framed glasses, the blonde hair, the deep tan and the steel-grey suit walking towards her teller cubicle and knew he was a Diamond Plan client.


      Susan was plump, thirty-four years old with three children who spent their afternoons in a play school and a husband who spent his evenings in the garage tinkering with his 1962 Anglia. When the blonde man smiled, she felt young. His teeth were a flawless, gleaming white. His face was finely made but strong. He looked like a film star. A forty-year-old film star.


      ‘Good afternoon, sir. How may I help you?’ Susan gave him her best smile.


      ‘Hi,’ he said, and his voice was deep and rich. ‘I heard that this branch has the prettiest tellers in the Cape. And I see it’s true.’


      Susan blushed, looked down. She was enjoying every moment.


      ‘Sweetheart, won’t you do me a great favour?’


      Susan looked up again. Not an indecent proposal, surely? ‘Certainly, sir. Anything.’


      ‘Oh, dangerous words, sweetheart, dangerous words,’ his voice loaded with meaning. Susan giggled and blushed a deeper red.


      ‘But I’ll leave that for another occasion. Don’t you want to get one of those large old bank bags and fill it with notes – fifties and higher? I’ve got this large old gun here under my jacket . . .’


      He opened his jacket slightly. Susan saw the grip of a weapon.


      ‘. . . and I don’t want to use it. But you look like a pretty and sensible girl. If you help me quickly, I’ll be gone before anything nasty can happen.’ His voice remained calm, the tone conversational.


      Susan looked for the smile which would show that he was joking. It didn’t arrive.


      ‘You’re serious.’


      ‘Indeed, sweetheart.’


      ‘Good God.’


      ‘No, sweetheart, nice large notes.’


      Susan’s hands started shaking. She remembered her training. The alarm bell is on the floor. Press it. Her legs were jelly. Mechanically her hands took out the canvas bag. She opened the money drawer, started transferring the notes. Press it.


      ‘Your perfume is delicious. What’s it called?’ he asked in his beautiful voice.


      ‘Royal Secret,’ she said and blushed, despite the circumstances. She had no more fifties. She gave him the bag. Press it.


      ‘You’re a star. Thank you. Tell your husband to look after you. Someone might steal you.’ He gave a broad smile, took the bag and walked out. When he went through the glass door Susan Ploos van Amstel pressed the button with her toe.


   


  ‘It could be a wig but we’ll get an Identikit together,’ Mat said to the three reporters. He was investigating the Premier robbery because his manpower was deployed in the Upper Cape, where a bag person had set a friend alight in a haze of methylated spirits; in Brackenfell, the scene of a shotgun robbery in a fish shop; and in Mitchells Plain where a thirteen-year-old girl had been raped by fourteen gang members.


      ‘Only R7 000. Has to be an amateur,’ said the reporter from The Cape Argus and sucked her ball-point pen. Joubert said nothing. Better that way when handling the media. He looked through the glass door of the manager’s office where Susan Ploos van Amstel was telling her story to even more clients.


      ‘The Sweetheart Robber. Could become a nice story. Think he’ll try again, Captain?’ the man from Die Burger asked. Joubert shrugged.


      Then there were no more questions. The reporters excused themselves, Joubert said goodbye and sat down again. The Identikit people were on their way.


   


  He drove the Service vehicle, a blue Sierra, because he was on standby. On the way home he stopped at the second-hand bookshop in Koeberg Road. Billy Wolfaardt stood in the doorway.


      ‘Hi, Captain. How’s the murder business?’


      ‘Still the same, Billy.’


      ‘Two Ben Bovas have come in. But I think you’ve got them.’


      Joubert walked to the Science Fiction section.


      ‘And a new William Gibson.’


      Joubert ran his finger down the spines of the books. Billy Wolfaardt turned and walked to the cash register at the door. He knew the captain wasn’t a great talker.


      Joubert looked at the Bovas, put them back on the shelf, took the Gibson, paid for it. He said goodbye and drove off. On the way home he bought Kentucky chicken.


      An envelope had been pushed under his door. He carried it to the kitchen with the paperback and the chicken.


      The envelope had a drawing of flowers in pale pastel colours. He put down the rest of the stuff, took a knife out of a drawer and slit open the envelope. It contained a single sheet of paper with the same floral pattern, folded in half. It had a sweet smell, familiar. A perfume. He opened it. The handwriting was feminine and impressive, looped. He read:


   


  The hot embrace


  Of my deep desire


  Ignites the flame


  Of your hottest fire


   


  Taste me, touch me, take me


  Impale me like a butterfly


  My lovely love, oh can’t you see


  To love me is to make me die.


   


  It was unsigned. The perfume was the signature. He recognised it.


      Joubert sat down at the kitchen table. Why was she fucking with him? He didn’t need another night like the last.


      He read it again. The unsubtle verses created visions in his head – Yvonne Stoffberg, her young body naked, underneath him, sweat gleaming on the full, round breasts . . .


      He threw the poem and the envelope in the dustbin and muttering, walked to his room. Not another night like that. He wouldn’t be able to cope. He threw his tie onto the bed, went to fetch the paperback and took it to the living-room.


      He had difficulty in concentrating. After seven jerky pages he fetched the verses out of the bin and read them again, annoyed with his lack of discipline.


      Should he telephone her? Just to say thank you.


      No.


      Her pa might answer and he didn’t want to start anything.


      Just to say thank you.


      He’d thought the urge had died. The same time yesterday he still believed the urge was dead.


      The phone rang. Joubert started, got up and walked to the bedroom.


      ‘Joubert.’


      ‘Radio control, Captain. Shooting incident at the Holiday Inn in Newlands. Deceased is a white man.’


      ‘I’m on my way.’


  5


  The other colleague who hadn’t given up on Mat Joubert was Detective Sergeant Benny Griessel.


      Because, despite all his cynicism, Griessel drank like a fish. And completely understood Joubert’s withdrawal. He believed that something had to give in the life of a Murder and Robbery detective where death was your constant companion, the source of your bread and butter.


      For a little more than a year Griessel had watched Joubert sinking deeper and deeper into the quicksand of depression and self-pity – and not necessarily being able to pull out of it. And said to himself: rather that than the bottle. Because Benny Griessel knew the bottle. It allowed you to forget the shadow of death. But it sent your wife and two kids fleeing headlong, away from the abusive, battering drunk who made their lives hell on a Saturday night. And later, many other evenings of the week as well.


      No, Mat Joubert had a better deal going.


      Griessel was the first to reach the scene. He was of medium height with a Slav face, a broken nose and black hair worn rather long. He wore a creased blue suit.


      Joubert pushed his way through the crowd of curious onlookers, bent under the yellow plastic band with which the uniformed men had cordoned off the scene and walked to Griessel who was standing over to one side talking to a young, blonde man. The uniforms had thrown a blanket over the body. It lay shapelessly in the shadow of a steel-blue BMW.


      ‘Captain,’ Griessel greeted him. ‘Mr. Merryck here found the body and called the station. From hotel reception.’ Joubert smelt the liquor on Griessel’s breath. He looked at Merryck, saw the gold-framed glasses, the sparse moustache. A fleck of vomit still clung to his chin. The body couldn’t be a pretty sight.


      ‘Mr. Merryck is an hotel guest. He parked over there and was on his way to the entrance when he saw the body.’


      ‘It was quite awful. Sickening,’ said Merryck. ‘But one has to do one’s duty.’


      Griessel patted him on the shoulder. ‘You can go now. If we need you, we know where to find you,’ he said in his faultless English. He and Joubert walked to the body. ‘Photographer is on his way. I’ve asked for the pathologist, forensic and the fingerprint guys. And most of the others on standby. He’s white,’ said Griessel and pulled away the blanket.


      Between two staring eyes lay the small blood-filled lake of a bullet wound, gaping, mocking, in flawless symmetry.


      ‘But take a look at this,’ said Griessel and pulled the blanket down further. Joubert saw another wound, a bloody blackish-red hole in the chest, in the centre of a stylish suit, shirt and tie.


      ‘Jesus,’ Mat Joubert said and knew why Merryck had vomited.


      ‘Large caliber.’


      ‘Yip,’ said Griessel. ‘A cannon.’


      ‘Check his pockets,’ said Joubert.


      ‘Wasn’t robbery,’ they said virtually in unison when they saw the gold Rolex on the arm. And they both knew that this complicated the case infinitely.


      Joubert’s hand moved quickly over the lifeless eyes, smoothing down the eyelids. He saw the defenselessness of the dead, the way in which all bodies lay, unmistakable, vulnerable, the hands and arms finally folded never again to defend that showcase of life, the face. He forced himself to keep his mind on his work.


      Voices behind them, saying hi. More detectives from the back-up team. Joubert rose. They were coming to look at the body. Griessel chased them away when they blocked out the pale light of the street lamps.


      ‘Start there. Walk the whole area. Every centimeter.’


      The usual moan started but they obeyed, knew how important the first search was. Griessel carefully went through the deceased’s pockets. Then he got up with a cheque book holder and car keys in his hand. He threw the keys to Adjutant Basie Louw.


      ‘They’re for a BMW. Try this one.’


      Griessel opened the grey leather cheque book holder. ‘We have a name,’ he said. ‘JJ Wallace. And an address. Ninety-six Oxford Street, Constantia.’


      ‘The key fits,’ said Louw and took it out carefully, so as not to leave his fingerprints in the car.


      ‘A rich bugger,’ said Griessel. ‘We’ll hit the headlines again.’


      It was a young detective constable, Gerrit Snyman, who found the cartridge case half way under a nearby car. ‘Captain,’ he called, still inexperienced enough to get excited immediately. Joubert and Griessel walked towards him. Snyman lit the empty cartridge case with his flashlight. Joubert picked it up, held it against the light. Griessel came closer, read the numbers on the back.


      ‘Seven comma six three.’


      ‘Impossible. It’s short. Pistol case.’


      ‘There. You read it. Seven comma six . . . three. It seems. Might be badly printed.’


      ‘Probably six two.’


      Benny Griessel looked at Joubert. ‘Must be. And that means only one thing.’


      ‘Tokarev,’ Joubert sighed.


      ‘Apla,’ Benny sighed. ‘Fuckin’ politics.’


      Joubert walked towards his service vehicle. ‘I’m going to radio the Colonel.’


      ‘De Wit? All he’ll do is to puke his fuckin’ heart out,’ and his grin shone silver in the street light.


      For the moment Joubert had forgotten that Willie Theal would never visit a murder scene again. He felt gloom rising like damp.


   


  The house in 96 Oxford Street was a large single storey set in huge grounds. The garden was a controlled lushness, impressive even in the semi darkness.


      Somewhere deep in the house the doorbell sounded briefly overriding the sound of a television programme. The seconds ticked past. Inside their carefree time was decreasing, Joubert thought. The angels of death were at the front door. The tiding, like a parasite, was going to suck life, joy and peace out of their lives.


      A woman opened the door, irritated, a frown of small wrinkles. Long, thick, auburn hair hung over one shoulder, covered part of the yellow-patterned apron and guided their gaze away from her eyes.


      Her voice was melodious and annoyed. ‘Can I help you?’


      ‘Mrs. Wallace?’ he asked. Then he saw the eyes. So did Griessel. A mismatched pair, the one pale blue and bright, the other in shades of brown, somewhere between light and dark. Joubert tried not to stare.


      ‘Yes,’ she said and knew it wasn’t a sales ploy. Fear moved like a shadow over her face.


      ‘It’s James, isn’t it.’


      A boy of about ten appeared behind her. ‘What is it, Mom?’


      She looked round, worried. ‘Jeremy, please go to your room.’ Her voice was soft but urgent. The boy turned away. She looked back at the detectives.


      ‘We’re from the police,’ Joubert said.


      ‘You’d better come in,’ she said, opening the door wide and taking off her apron.


      Mrs. Margaret Wallace wept with the total abandon of helpless grief, hands in her lap, shoulders slightly bowed. Tears stuck to the yellow wool of her summer sweater and glistened in the bright light of her living-room’s candelabra.


      Joubert and Griessel stared at the carpet.


      Joubert focused on the ball and claw of the coffee table’s leg. He wanted to be in his chair in his own home, the paperback on his lap and a beer in his hand.


      The boy came down the passage. Behind him was a girl somewhere between eight and ten.


      ‘Mom?’ His voice was small and scared.


      Margaret Wallace straightened her shoulders, wiped the palm of her hand over her face. She got up with dignity. ‘Excuse me.’ She took the children’s hands and led them down the passage. A door closed. The silence was deafening. A cry sounded. Then there was silence again.


      They didn’t look at one another because that would be an admission.


      Eventually she came back. Her shoulders were still gallantly erect, as though she could contain her emotions physically. But they knew.


      ‘I must call my mother. She lives in Tokai. She can help with the kids. I’m sure you have many questions.’ Her voice was neutral like a sleep-walker’s.


      Joubert wanted to tell her that they would come back later, that they would leave her with her pain. But he couldn’t.


      She came back within minutes. ‘My mother is coming over. She’s strong. My dad . . . I’ve asked the maid to make us some tea. I take it you drink tea?’


      ‘Thank you but . . .’ Joubert’s voice was slightly hoarse. He cleared his throat.


      ‘If you’ll excuse me I’ll stay with the kids until she arrives.’ She didn’t wait for an answer and walked down the semi-lit passage.


      Joubert’s pocket radio beeped. He looked at the LCD message on his screen: RING ADJ LOUW. There was a phone number attached.


      He’d sent Louw and three other detectives to the hotel because the rooms overlooked the parking area. This was after the pathologist had mumbled over the body. And before Bart de Wit had turned up and called a media conference about a murder on which they had no information. He and Benny had fled to Oxford Street just after it started.


      ‘The man is a clown,’ Benny had said on the way. ‘He won’t last.’ Joubert wondered if the OC had called in the NCO’s one by one as well. And if de Wit was aware of Griessel’s drinking problem.


      ‘Basie wants me,’ he said breaking the depressing silence and got up. He walked to the room from where Margaret Wallace had earlier made a call. He heard the maid clinking china in the kitchen.


      It looked like a study. A desk with a computer and telephone stood in the centre. Against the back wall was a bookcase with hardcover files, a few books on business practice and a handful of Reader’s Digest Condensed Books in their overdone mock leather bindings. The wall next to the door was covered in photographs and certificates. There was also a large cartoon by a local cartoonist. It depicted James Wallace – thick, black hair, luxuriant moustache, slightly bulging cheeks. The caricature wore a neat suit of clothes. One hand held a briefcase with the logo WALLACE QUICKMAIL. The other arm clutched a cricket bat, the hand held a flag with WP CRICKET on it.


      Joubert dialled the number. It was the hotel’s. He asked to speak to Basie and waited a few moments.


      ‘Captain?’


      ‘Yo, Basie.’


      ‘We’ve found someone, Captain. Female, blonde. She says Wallace was with her in the room. But we didn’t question her further. We’re waiting for you.’


      ‘Can you stay with her? Benny and I are going to be here for a while.’


      ‘No problem, Captain.’ Louw sounded keen. ‘Oh, and there was another spent cartridge. Under the body.’


      When Joubert walked out of the study, he glanced at the cartoon against the wall again. And knew that the insignificance of life was just as sad as the finality of death.


   


  ‘He started business on his own,’ said Margaret Wallace. She sat on the edge of the big, comfortable chair, her hands in her lap, her voice even, without inflection, controlled.


      ‘He was awarded the contract to deliver the municipal accounts. It was tough at first. He had to import an adressograph and a computer from the United States but in those days every letter had to be inserted into the envelopes by hand, then sealed. I helped him. We worked through the night. Often. He sold seventy percent of the shares to Promail International two years ago but they stuck to the original name. He’s still on the board and acts as a consultant.’


      Joubert noted that she was still speaking about her husband in the present tense. But he knew that it would change on the following day, after the night.


      ‘Was your husband involved in politics?’


      ‘Politics?’ Margaret Wallace said, wholly uncomprehending.


      ‘Was Mr. Wallace a member of a political party?’ Griessel asked.


      ‘No, he . . .’ Her voice cracked. They waited.


      ‘He was . . . apolitical. He didn’t even vote. He says all politicians are the same. They only want power. They don’t really care about people.’ The frown on her forehead deepened.


      ‘Was he involved in the townships? Welfare work?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘His company?’


      ‘No.’


      Joubert tried another tack. ‘Were you aware of any tension at work recently?’


      She shook her head slightly and the auburn hair moved. ‘No.’


      The unmatched pair of eyes blinked. She was fighting for control, Joubert knew. He helped her: ‘We’re sure there must be a logical explanation for this terrible thing, Mrs. Wallace.’


      ‘Who could’ve done such a thing? Haven’t we had enough death and destruction in this country already? James wasn’t perfect but . . .’


      ‘It could’ve been an accident, Mrs. Wallace. Or a robbery. The motive for this sort of thing is usually money,’ Griessel said.


      Or sex, Joubert thought. But that would have to wait.


      ‘Do you know if anyone owed your husband money? Any other business ventures, transactions . . .’


      She shook her head again. ‘James was so responsible with money. He didn’t even gamble. We went to Sun City last year, with the people from Promail. He took along R5 000 and said that when that was gone, he would stop. And he did. The house doesn’t have a mortgage, thank the Good Lord . . .’


      Griessel cleared his throat. ‘You were happily married.’ A statement.


      Margaret Wallace looked at Griessel and frowned. ‘Yes, I would like to think so. We had the usual little squabbles. James loves cricket. And sometimes he comes home a bit tipsy after a night out with the boys. And sometimes I’m too sensitive about it. I can be moody, I suppose. But our marriage works, in its strange way. The kids . . . our existence revolves around the kids these days.’ She looked in the direction of the bedroom where her mother had to be the comforter now.


      The silence grew. Then Joubert spoke. He thought his voice sounded artificial and overly sympathetic. ‘Mrs. Wallace, according to law you have to identify your husband at the morgue . . .’


      ‘I can’t do it.’ Her voice was muffled and the tears were about to fall.


      ‘Is there someone else who could?’


      ‘Someone at work will have to. Walter Schutte. The managing director.’ She gave a telephone number and Joubert wrote it down.


      ‘I’ll give him a call.’


      They got up. She did too, but reluctantly because she knew the night lay ahead.


      ‘If there’s anything we can do . . .’ Griessel said and he sounded sincere.


      ‘We’ll be fine,’ said Margaret Wallace and started crying bitterly again.


   


  The blonde sat on one of the hotel’s bedroom chairs. Her name was Elizabeth Daphne van der Merwe.


      Joubert sat in the other chair. Griessel, Louw and O’ Grady were perched on the edge of the big double bed, arms folded, like judges.


      Her hair was straw-coloured out of a bottle. Her face was long and thin, the eyes big and brown with long lashes, the nose small and delicate. Tears had drawn mascara tracks down her cheeks. But Lizzie van der Merwe had missed true beauty with a mouth that didn’t match. Her front teeth were a bit rabbity, the bottom lip was small, too near the weakness of her jaw. Her body was tall and slender with small, high breasts under the white blouse. She had angular hipbones and wore a black skirt which showed too much of her legs in cream-coloured stockings ending in elegant high heels.


      ‘Where did you meet the deceased?’ Joubert’s voice was wholly without sympathy now, his choice of words deliberate.


      ‘I met him this afternoon.’ She hesitated, looked up. The detectives all stared at her, their faces impassive. The long lashes danced across her cheeks. But no one reacted.


      ‘I work for Zeus Computers. In Johannesburg. I phoned last week. We have new products . . . James . . . er . . . Mr. Wallace . . . They referred me to him. He is their consultant on computers. And so I flew down this morning. I had an eleven o’clock appointment. Then he took me to lunch . . .’ Her eyes moved from face to face, looking for one which showed sympathy.


      They waited in silence. Her lashes danced again. The lower lip quivered and placed more emphasis on the two front teeth she tried to hide. Joubert felt sorry for her.


      ‘And then?’ he asked softly. She embraced his tone of voice and focused the big eyes on him.


      ‘He . . . We had wine. A great deal of wine. And we talked. He said he was very unhappy in his marriage . . . His wife doesn’t understand him. There was something between us. He understood me so well. He’s a Ram. I’m Virgo.’


      Joubert frowned.


      ‘Star signs . . .’


      The frown disappeared.


      ‘Then we came here. I have a room here because I’m staying over. I have another appointment tomorrow. With someone from another firm. He left after six. I’m not sure of the time. And that’s the last time I saw him.’


      The lashes fluttered again and the mascara tracks increased.


      Basie Louw cleared his throat. ‘What happened here? In this room?’


      She cried harder.


      They waited.


      She got up and went to the bathroom next door. They heard her blowing her nose. A tap ran. Silence. Then the nose being blown again. She came back and sat down. The mascara tracks had disappeared.


      ‘You know what happened. Here . . .’


      They looked at her expectantly.


      ‘We made love.’ She cried again. ‘He was so gentle with me . . .’


      ‘Miss, do you know anyone in Cape Town?’ Mat Joubert asked.


      She took a tissue out of the sleeve of the white blouse and blew her nose again. ‘I have friends here. But I haven’t seen them for ages.’


      ‘Is there anyone who’d be . . . unhappy if you slept with other men?’


      Her head jerked up. ‘I don’t sleep with other men . . .’


      The eyebrows of the three detectives on the bed rose with military precision.


      ‘Don’t you understand? There was a vibe. We . . . we were . . . It was beautiful.’


      Joubert asked again: ‘Miss, we want to know if you’re involved with anyone else who would mind that you and the deceased slept together.’


      ‘Oh, you mean . . . No. No, never. I don’t even have a permanent relationship.’


      ‘Do you belong to a political party or group, Miss van der Merwe?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Which one?’


      ‘I’m a member of the Democratic Party. But what has . . .’


      Griessel didn’t give her a chance. ‘Did you ever have any connection with the Pan African Congress?’


      She shook her head.


      ‘Apla?’


      ‘No, I . . .’


      ‘Do you know anybody who belongs to these groups?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘What did the deceased say when he left here? Did he have another appointment?’ Griessel asked.


      ‘He said he had to go home, to his children. He is . . . was a good man . . .’ Her head drooped. ‘There was a vibe. So beautiful,’ she said.


      Mat Joubert sighed and got up.


  6


  He dreamt about Yvonne Stoffberg.


      They were in the mountains. She ran ahead of him, her white bottom bobbing in the moonlight, her brown hair floating. She was laughing, skipping over river stones, past a rippling stream. He was also laughing, his hard-on rigid in the evening breeze. Then suddenly she screamed, a scream of terror and surprise. Her hands shot to her breasts, trying to hide them. Ahead of them on the mountain track stood Bart de Wit. Between his eyes there was a third eye, a staring, scarlet pit. But he could still speak: ‘Ask yourself, Captain. Are you a winner?’ Over and over again like a cracked record in that high, nasal voice. He looked round, searching for Yvonne Stoffberg but she had vanished. Suddenly, de Wit was gone, too. The dark invaded him. He felt himself dying. He closed his eyes. Long auburn hair drifted across his face. He was lying in the arms of Margaret Wallace. ‘You’ll be OK,’ she said. He started crying.


   


  At the traffic lights Joubert stared at Die Burger’s poster as he did every morning without seeing it. Then as the letters took on meaning, he was startled: CHINESE MAFIA BEHIND BRUTAL KILLING OF CRICKET FAN?


      The lights changed to green and he couldn’t stop next to the newspaper seller. He drove to a cafe in Plattekloof, bought a newspaper and looked for the report on the front page as he walked back to his car. He found it.


      CAPE TOWN A murder gang of the Chinese Mafia may possibly be behind the brutal slaying of a wealthy Cape Town businessman who was shot with a Tokarev pistol at a Newlands hotel last night.
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