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For Marianne, with love




Now it is pleasant to hunt something that you want very much over a long period of time, being outwitted, out-manoeuvred, and failing at the end of each day, but having the hunt and knowing every time you are out that, sooner or later, your luck will change and that you will get the chance that you are seeking.


Ernest Hemingway, Green Hills of Africa


State capture, noun: The efforts of a small number of people aiming to benefit from the illicit provision of private gains to public officials in order to profit from the workings of a government.


Mail & Guardian, 14 September 2018




Part I




Chapter 1


August, Daniel Darret, Bordeaux


Daniel Darret’s peculiar relationship with Madame Lecompte began in violence. And so it would end.


He lay sleepless in the heat and humidity of August, his bedroom window wide open. But the place Camille Pelletan was like an oven, stuffy and oppressive. At half past midnight demons from his past hunted him awake. He pulled on shorts, T-shirt and his black Nikes, and took the three flights of stairs down. In the square the cat was perched on the roof of his neighbours’ grubby old Renault. The look they exchanged was of co-conspirators: we, the restless creatures of the night.


That blasted cat. Wackett. Irrationally named by the neighbours’ three-year-old, back then.


He took his regular walking route past La Flèche Saint-Michel. The basilica square, the market such a hive of activity by day, was deserted now. Across the railway track and the dual-carriage highway, to the edge of the water – he was in need of the cool breeze near the river. Then north, briskly along the left-bank promenade. The old city of Bordeaux brooded in deep night silence to his left, a slumbering animal.


At Colbert Park a solitary teenager rolled up and down, up and down, skateboarding; for a few minutes wheels on concrete walls and wooden platforms were the only sound. He wondered what kept the child awake at this time of night.


He crossed the Garonne via the new bridge, the engineering marvel, pont Jacques Chaban-Delmas, and on the right bank turned south. He could feel the breeze from the dark river cooling his face, just for a little while. His thoughts were on the day’s work ahead, his modest responsibilities while Monsieur and Madame Lefèvre spent their summer vacation in Arcachon. At first he was unaware of the tall woman in the shadows of the Park of the Angels, Le Parc aux Angéliques.


Only once she uttered a sound did his focus shift. It was then that he registered the fear in her voice as he saw her and the ghosts flitting among the trees. Immediately, instinctively, he swung in her direction.


There were five of them after her, hunting her. They were agile and lean and strong, one carrying a baseball bat. He heard them jeering, their excited cries like the baying of a pack of wild dogs. Two were close to catching her. They were so intent on her that they were oblivious to Daniel. One yelled,‘Girafe!’ Daniel understood: the tall woman’s gait was awkward, like a giraffe’s. He heard the others crowing. The leading man gave a sudden spurt of speed and bent low, his hand smacking her ankle so that she collapsed silently, clumsily, onto the grass. The man grabbed her by the hair.


‘No!’ shouted Daniel. It was a reflex, involuntary, and in that instant he could see the immediate future, the consequence of what was about to happen. He knew it involved huge risk to himself. Now, here. And afterwards.


They looked round, saw him. One pulled a knife, the blade flashing in a pool of light from the streetlamps of the quai des Queyries. The wielder of the baseball bat had broad shoulders and muscular arms, tattooed with coiling black snakes. The weapons showed this was not a chance encounter. He remembered the media uproar and police frustration over the riverbank muggers who had been ambushing late-night, drunken party-goers recently.


They formed a crescent. Young men, barely in their twenties, full of confidence. He knew, at that age, the fierce, irrational drive of ego and peer pressure, and that they were going to attack him in unison now. He felt the burden of his age, the muscle memory his body had lost, about to be pitted against the imminent violence.


One bellowed a war cry. A primitive sound spurring them to action.


He felt the rush of adrenalin. He hit the one with the snake arms first, the biggest. His timing was poor, the blow without power or momentum. The knife-wielder stabbed at him, lightning-fast – he was too slow pulling back and the blade raked across his ribcage. A fist hit his throat, another his cheekbone, hard blows. He shuddered, staggered.


He was going to die there tonight.


Snake Arms raised the baseball bat, the others moving back to make room for the blow. Daniel stepped forward, desperate, hit him with a fist against the temple, hard and solid. The blow made a sick, hollow sound, like a watermelon hitting the ground. Snake Arms collapsed. Another picked up the bat. Daniel spun on the ball of his foot, reaching for the knife-wielder with his right hand – too slow: the blade sliced his palm, deep. He grabbed again, grasping the man’s wrist with his left hand, pulled him closer violently, smashing his right palm full on the nose, the momentum upward and forward. Knifeman staggered back onto the ground and sat, keening in pain. Daniel felt warmth, blood streaming from his palm and seeping down his side from the rib wound.


Two men jumped onto his back. He rushed backwards and violently smashed one into a tree trunk with his full weight behind it. He heard the man’s ribs crack, felt his arms loosen around his neck, but the other man hit him from behind, fist against his ear, another blow to his neck. The fifth man, bearded face twisted in hatred and rage, rushed at him with the baseball bat.


Daniel turned, trying to use the one on his back as a shield. It didn’t work. The bat hit him on the thick flesh of his right shoulder, bounced off and smacked painfully into his ear. Now blood streamed down his neck as well. Something came loose inside him, rage that stripped away the rust and resistance of years, the restraints and barriers so long and carefully kept in place. He gripped the bat tightly, twisted it out of the man’s hands, seeing the eyes of his attacker turn wild and scared at the speed and power of the move. Daniel hit his head with the bat and the man dropped to the ground. He banged the butt of the bat rearward, hitting the throat of the one on his back – the strangling arm around his neck released. He swivelled, the man shielding himself with a forearm. He swung the bat, breaking radius and ulna, a sharp, high shriek released into the night.


Footsteps behind him, and just in time he saw Knifeman, his face bloodied, eyes staring, the blade coming up from below. Daniel jumped backwards and struck out, one strong movement: the tip of the bat struck the knife hand, the weapon flew high and dropped into the grass. He stepped forward and jammed the bat into the man’s belly, spun around – but there was nobody left with any fight.


He had to get away. There would be consequences – some of the muggers were seriously injured.


He walked across to the woman. She was sitting on the ground, gazing at him. He realised she was older than he’d thought. Her face was strange in shape and expression, her unusual features now frozen with fear and fascination. ‘Come on,’ he said, offering his right hand to help her up, then saw blood dripping freely from it. He switched the baseball bat, gave her his left hand. He didn’t know if she would take it – he was a big black man with blood on his hands, head and clothes, in the night in the dark of the park.


She took the hand, and he pulled her to her feet. She stood, dazed.


‘We must get away,’ he said, with urgency.


She nodded. He took her arm and led her through the shadows to the lights of the rue de Sem. He looked back. The men weren’t following them. He tossed the baseball bat, high and hard, deep into the middle of the broad river.


At the pont de Pierre he told her, ‘Just keep walking,’ and pushed her gently, his hand behind her back. She nodded, continued to walk. He wanted to vault over the railing and take the steps down, so that he could rinse the blood off his face before he went home. But he saw her stop and turn back towards him.


‘Merci,’ she said softly.




Chapter 2


August, Benny Griessel, Bellville


The professional life of a policeman or -woman revolves around the three-flap file that folds shut to just two centimetres wider and longer than an A4 page. The legendary docket. Not an aesthetically pleasing document, it is made of cheap, thin cardboard of a light-brown shade, often disparagingly compared to a smelly by-product of babies. The badge of the South African Police Service is printed on the front, at the top, and just below that, in the biggest, boldest letters in the entire document, CASE DOCKET • SAAKDOSSIER, the official complete title. Nevertheless, detectives, state prosecutors and judges invariably refer to it simply as the ‘docket’, regardless of which of the country’s eleven official languages they speak at home.


It has three flaps and six pages, each filled from edge to edge in black with words, sentences and abbreviations (in English and Afrikaans, a last remnant of civil-service bilingualism), as well as blocks and dotted lines that may seem intimidating and chaotic to the inexperienced or uneducated eye. But to those who use it daily, the docket is a masterpiece of efficiency. Over decades it has evolved and developed into a criminal case’s perfect guide and travelling companion – from that first visit to the crime scene, to the final guilty verdict. The six cardboard pages themselves contain crucial information, but they also serve as a surprisingly durable wrapper for the documents (often scores, sometimes hundreds) that a case accumulates in its lifetime. The docket is a warehouse and encyclopaedia, a bibliography, case Bible and thriller novel, all in one.


As long as you know how to read it, and provided it has been created and maintained by a diligent, knowledgeable police officer.


Just before eight, at the close of Tuesday-morning parade, Colonel Mbali Kaleni handed Captain Benny Griessel a docket. He and his colleague, Captain Vaughn Cupido, knew two important things about it at first glance:






	1.

	It wasn’t their own docket being returned after Colonel Kaleni had reviewed it with her painstaking thoroughness: the first block at the top left corner indicated Beaufort West as the station of origin and the name of the first investigator was Sergeant A. Verwey.
















	2.

	
It was a hot potato. They had glanced immediately at the middle of the front page, below Crime Code. On this file were the numbers that made every detective in South Africa’s heart beat a little faster: 31984. The justice system’s administrative code for murder.













‘I want you and Captain Cupido to focus on this case exclusively,’ said Colonel Kaleni, with emphasis on the last word. She was the commanding officer of the Serious and Violent Crimes Unit, in the Directorate for Priority Crimes Investigations – better known as the Hawks. Her first name meant ‘flower’ in her mother tongue, Zulu.


Griessel and Cupido knew in that instant that, for the foreseeable future, their professional lives would revolve around this particular docket. And they were not especially pleased. Plus it was an inherited case, which meant it came with deficiencies and various kinds of baggage, including inter-departmental politics and professional jealousy.


Moreover, the investigation was at least eight days old, according to the case number (written in the topmost middle block of the docket’s front page). And the Date and time of offence/incident (second large block on the docket’s front page, left) was nearly three weeks ago. The first seventy-two hours, the critical make-or-break period for any murder case, was long past.


It invoked a groan from Cupido, who said: ‘Why do we always get the cold-case dregs, Colonel? The runts of the litter?’


‘Because you are the best of the best, Captain,’ said Kaleni. She was so unhurried, methodical and obedient to regulations that she frequently drove the more free-spirited Cupido crazy. But she knew how to get the best out of her people. ‘And that is what the case needs. Because international tourism is involved, there seem to be jurisdictional grey areas, and local law enforcement has not been impressive. The provincial commissioner asked us to step in, and he specifically requested you and Benny. He says if anybody can solve this, you can.’


‘Damn straight, Colonel,’ said Cupido, blithely oblivious to her skilful manipulation.


‘Furthermore, the victim is a former member of the Service,’ said Kaleni. ‘It’s the Johnson Johnson docket.’


She waited for the penny to drop, but the two detectives, like most members of the Violent Crimes team, had been working night and day over the past month to solve the murders of city nightclub bouncers. They just stared at her.


‘The guy who disappeared from the fancy train,’ she said, as if they ought at least to know about that. ‘There have been stories in the media.’


‘Johnson Johnson? That’s his name? For real?’ Cupido asked.


‘Yes.’


Griessel shook his head. ‘Sorry, Colonel. We haven’t heard about it.’


‘Okay. It’s all in the docket,’ she said.


 


But it wasn’t all in the docket. They unpacked the contents in Griessel’s office across the expanse of his government-issue desk and began studying them.


Like all SAPS dossiers, the content was divided into three sections: Part A, B and C.


Part A contained the interviews, reports, statements and the photo album. In the Johnson docket this information was sparse. There was a page of scrawled notes about a telephone interview with a Mrs Robyn Johnson, the preliminary report of a forensic investigator from the SAPS in George, and a few poor-quality photographs of a man in a white shirt and black suit lying beside a railway line. The pictures showed a body already decomposing. A serious head wound marred his features. The boots of SAPS members surrounding the corpse were also visible.


‘Jissis,’ said Griessel, pointing them out. It indicated poor control of the crime scene and endless difficulties for the state prosecutor, should the case go to court.


‘Ja. Country bumpkins. What do you expect?’ Cupido said rhetorically.


Correspondence with other SAPS departments or external institutions, like banks or employers, was stored in the docket’s Part B. It contained only a single copy of an Article 205 subpoena that the detective in Beaufort West had used to acquire information on a mobile phone from Vodacom.


Part C was the investigation journal on the SAPS5 form. That, too, had been skimped on. The final entry recorded moving the body to the state mortuary in Salt River only two days ago. No post-mortem had yet been done. The body had not even been officially identified as that of Johnson Johnson.


Griessel sighed.


Cupido stood up and cleaned the whiteboard on the wall. ‘Benna, let’s try and make some sense of this thing,’ he said.


Griessel worked through each docket entry from the start, while Cupido created a timeline with cursory details on the board. They were still busy at lunchtime. They sent out for takeaways from Voortrekker Road. Griessel ordered a Jalapeño Mayo burger with chips from Steers, his current favourite. He could eat what he liked because he was riding at least 140 kilometres per week on his mountain bike up and down the slopes of Kloof Nek. He was seven kilograms lighter than he had been a year ago.


The contents of Cupido’s stylish wardrobe were becoming uncomfortably tight. He wanted to conquer the heart of his new love, gorgeous Desiree Coetzee from Stellenbosch, who loved cooking and eating out. But his spare tyre bothered him. Considerably. So he was following, in secret, the same diet he had freely mocked Colonel Mbali Kaleni over when she began practising it – the famous Banting lifestyle espoused by Professor Tim Noakes. Embarrassed by his formerly outspoken criticism, he had confessed this only to Griessel.


Cupido ordered two fish fillets from Catch of the Day, no chips, and a Coke Zero. They ate and worked until, by three o’clock, they had a rough grasp of how the case fitted together.


Johnson Johnson (34), according to a file entry, was a ‘private protection consultant’. Seventeen days previously, on Saturday, 5 August, he had boarded a luxury Rovos Rail train in the Cape with his client, for whom he was acting as bodyguard, a Dutch tourist, Mrs Thilini Scherpenzeel. The train was en route to Pretoria.


‘Thilini Scherpenzeel,’ Cupido rolled the words in his mouth. ‘That’s some name, pappie, all elegance. I bet you she’s a looker.’


Johnson had last been seen on that Saturday: after he had enjoyed dinner with Mrs Scherpenzeel on the train, he had escorted her to the door of her compartment. A spokesperson for Rovos later confirmed that Johnson was not on the train when it arrived in Pretoria on Monday. His client and the train staff had assumed he had left the train voluntarily on Saturday night, as his suitcase was also missing. It was only found on Monday when the train reached its destination in Pretoria, pushed deep under his folding bunk.


That Monday afternoon Johnson’s ex-wife Robyn realised he was missing. Late that night she reported it at the police station in Brackenfell, the northern suburb of Cape Town where she and Johnson lived apart.


No attempts to trace Johnson had yielded fruit.


One week later, on Monday, 14 August, the body of a man was found beside the main railway line near Three Sisters in the Karoo. The apparent cause of death was massive skull fracture. A SAPS forensic investigator from George found blood, tissue, bone splinters and hair on the steel pole of an electrification pylon, at a height that indicated the deceased had hit it when he jumped from the train, or was thrown. There was a broken cell phone in his inner jacket pocket. It was his body that appeared in the photographs in the docket.


On Wednesday, 16 August, the investigating detective from Beaufort West, Sergeant Aubrey Verwey, established via the IMEI number of the broken phone that the deceased was most probably the missing Johnson Johnson.


That was more or less the sum total of the information at their disposal.


Cupido put down the blue marker and took a step back. ‘Jurisdictional nightmare,’ he said. ‘Brackenfell, Pretoria, Three Sisters, Beaufort West, and nobody knows where this dude died. We’ll have to start from Ground Zero.’ Ground Zero was a spot in the Karoo beside a railway line beyond the tiny hamlet of Three Sisters. Cupido phoned Beaufort West, talked to Sergeant Aubrey Verwey and made an appointment to drive through the following day to inspect the scene where Johnson Johnson’s body had been found.


Griessel began to collect the scattered photos and documents, slipping them back into the yellow-brown folder. ‘Let’s go and talk to the ex,’ he said.


‘And we have to see Thilini Scherpenzeel as well,’ said Cupido, hopefully, ‘sooner or later.’


‘Aren’t you the man courting a certain Desiree Coetzee of Stellenbosch?’ Griessel asked.


‘I am that man,’ said Cupido. ‘My interest in Mrs Scherpenzeel is purely professional.’


‘Of course,’ said Griessel.


It was just past three in the afternoon. They walked out, down the half-lit corridor, some of the fluorescent lights flickering, others dead.




Chapter 3


August, Daniel Darret, Bordeaux


He was unsettled for days after the fight at the river, and grateful that his employers were away on vacation. His face was bruised and swollen, his hand bandaged.


The sense of risk gnawed at him. He lived in the multicultural Saint Michel neighbourhood; there was a mosque just a block away from his apartment. It was common knowledge that the French DGSI, the Direction Générale de la Sécurité Intérieure, was active there. His lifestyle and connections would have reassured them long ago that he was harmless, but his photo would be on a database somewhere. The police in the city were efficient, too, with an extensive system of CCTV cameras at their disposal. It would be possible to connect him to the fight and track him down. Even if he pleaded self-defence, even if there was a witness to confirm it, it was the attention, the close scrutiny, he wanted to avoid. That was something he couldn’t afford.


He was disturbed that five young amateurs could do him so much damage, disturbed at how age had weakened and slowed him.


And now he had to start looking over his shoulder again, had to keep close watch on place Camille Pelletan below his apartment window again, keep his ears tuned when he heard a siren, tense at the sight of a uniform. That was a life he never wanted back.


The newspapers covered the story, of the five who were involved in a ‘bloody gang war’ across the river. Two were sought for other crimes.


There was no knock on the door, no policeman eyeing him dubiously.


It all blew over. The swelling on his face subsided.


But nothing was quite as it had been before.


And then Madame Lecompte spotted him.




Chapter 4


August, Benny Griessel, Brackenfell


They stopped in the parking lot of the Fairbridge Mall in Brackenfell, and made for the big pet shop at the back near the railway line. They walked side by side, Benny Griessel and Vaughn Cupido. Griessel, with his tousled hair, always overdue a cut, the dark almond eyes that had been described as Slavic: he had been on the wagon for more than two hundred and forty days now, but his long battle with the booze had left deep tracks on his face, making him seem a decade older than his forty-six years. Next to him, a flamboyant Vaughn Cupido, a head taller, aged thirty-nine, sporting an elegant winter coat, had been saying for months: ‘The big four-oh, pappie, it’s coming for me. And you know what they say, when forty hits, you have to hit back . . .’ He hadn’t yet revealed how he would retaliate.


The pet shop looked like a mini farmyard and farmhouse. The big sign read Robyn’s Ark. They had to enter through the gate and cross the garden, with its chickens, rabbits and ducks, before they reached the shop entrance. The interior reeked of bird droppings, dog food and cat urine. A cacophony of parrots, canaries, finches and puppies filled the air. One entire wall was lined with fish tanks, which contained the only silent life form there.


A woman approached, thirty-something and full-figured, her make-up and hair a bit overdone, earrings large, nails long, painted dark crimson. ‘I’m Robyn,’ she said. ‘You’re from the SAPS, right?’


‘The Hawks,’ said Cupido.


‘I know policemen. I was married to one for a long time,’ she said. ‘It’s about time they got the Hawks involved.’


They introduced themselves, asked if they could talk to her about Johnson Johnson.


‘Of course, but everyone called him JJ. Come through, we’ll talk in my office.’


‘We’re very sorry for your loss,’ said Cupido. ‘It must have been really hard.’


She stood at the door, waited for them to enter. ‘Yes, it’s hard. Especially for the children. But it’s been three weeks and I’m coping better. I actually knew, when JJ didn’t pitch up that night . . . I actually knew. So I’ve had time to grieve . . .’ She closed the door behind them.


 


They sat around her desk. She lit a slim cigarette. The detectives took out their notebooks and pens.


The walls were decorated with posters of animals – dogs, cats, ducks – with comic expressions and funny captions. The colourful files on the shelf behind the desk lent a cheerful air to the room. A framed photograph of two girls, perky ponytails pulled back from their pretty faces, stood on the desk. It felt strange to Griessel to be talking about death.


‘Excuse us, ma’am, but we want to start right at the beginning,’ said Cupido. ‘Cast a fresh eye on the whole investigation.’


‘We’re going to ask questions that you will already have answered,’ said Griessel.


‘It’s okay, shoot,’ she said, and drew deeply on her cigarette.


‘Mr Johnson was in the Police Service a long time,’ said Griessel.


She nodded and tapped the ash off with a long fingernail. ‘From age eighteen, two years before we got married. He was Flying Squad at the station in Hermanus, then made detective in Bellville, spent five years at the VIP Protection Unit in Pretoria before he turned freelance. Private protection consultant.’


‘What precisely did that work involve?’ Griessel asked.


‘JJ . . . His ambition was to be the go-to guy at all the five-star hotels for briefing the tourists on staying safe in South Africa, and he’d be available if they wanted to hire him as a bodyguard. But it’s not easy to get in with the grand hotels. JJ said they’re a closed system – they don’t like money flowing to the outside. So, here and there he got briefing opportunities with the smaller tour operators, and sometimes he rode shotgun for them – that’s what he called it. He would ride along in the bus with them, just to give them peace of mind. It was in the last few months that the bodyguard jobs started coming in. But not officially, through the hotels,’ she said.


‘His name was Johnson Johnson, genuine? Just like that?’ asked Cupido, who had a thing about names.


‘Yes. His mom christened him that. All her life she said the double feature gave him gravitas and dignity. Bless her soul. But everyone called him JJ.’


‘How long did he freelance?’ asked Griessel.


‘Nearly two years.’


‘Solo?’


‘Yes. He even had an offer from Body Armour, the protection agency in Cape Town, but JJ said, why would he give twenty per cent of his income to someone else? He wanted to try on his own. The first ten, twelve months were tough for him, but he never stopped marketing himself and networking. He handed out his business card everywhere. And I do mean everywhere. Stuff started trickling in, and from about January things were improving. He never missed a single payment in child support, I’ll have you know. Those two girls,’ she pointed at the photograph on the desk, ‘were everything to him.’


‘When were you divorced?’


‘When he was in Pretoria, three years ago. I stayed here. You know, the shop, I had no choice – I’m the sole proprietor . . . But a long-distance marriage just didn’t work for us. JJ . . . Let me just say, like most men, he wasn’t good at being alone at night. But we managed to conduct the whole divorce thing in an adult and civilised manner because of the kids. JJ rented a flat down the road, so they often stayed overnight at his place. And we were the best of friends . . .’


‘His home address was here in Springbok Park, Olympus Street,’ Griessel said.


‘That’s right.’


‘And you can provide us with the keys?’


She opened a drawer, took out a set and put it on the desk. ‘Please don’t leave a mess. I have to vacate the place before the end of the month.’


‘Of course,’ said Griessel.


‘Ma’am, we’d like to know the sequence of events, please, from when he left here on the train,’ Cupido said.


‘You last saw him on Saturday, the fifth of August?’ Griessel asked.


‘You can give us as much detail as you can remember,’ Cupido added.


‘I understand,’ she said, and drew on the cigarette again as if it gave her the strength to go on.


 


Robyn Johnson said her former husband had dropped off his daughters at the pet shop just after nine. They had spent the night with him at his flat, as they did most Fridays. They were four and six years old, and they immediately began to whine that they wanted to go with their father because ‘Daddy’s going on a fancy train, Mommy. Why can’t we go too?’


‘So I asked him, “What’s the story with the train?” He said some Dutch aunty had hired him. His business-card distribution was paying off again. The maître d’ at the Cape Grace Hotel had recommended him. And the aunty was going to Pretoria on the Rovos Rail. It’s ultra-luxurious, and he’d get his own cabin and everything. Plus she was paying him good money for his services.’


‘He didn’t say anything else about the client? Why she needed protection?’


‘Nothing more. He was serious about the confidentiality of the client relationship. I respected that, so I didn’t press him.’


‘He was cool? No worries?’ asked Cupido.


‘That day?’


‘That day, that ball park.’


‘JJ was always cool. He used to say worry never sorted anything, just burned up energy you could use to solve the problems.’


‘Okay,’ said Cupido, ‘and then?’


‘Then he said to me, “Jewel” – he called me “Jewel” because my name, Robyn, means “ruby” – “I’m flying back one o’clock Monday. I’ll be in Cape Town at three. I’ll come pick up the kids at four.” Now, there’s a few things about JJ you have to understand. Number one, he’s never late. Not when it comes to those two girls. Never, ever. Number two, if something unforeseen happens that could delay him, he always calls. Always. Number three, every night he calls his girls. Depending on his schedule, somewhere between six and eight, but every night he phones, unless he tells me, “Jewel, I’m busy tonight, send the girls my love.” That man had his faults, but he was a wonderful father. He lived for those two girls.’


‘Point taken,’ said Cupido.


Griessel nodded and scribbled in his notebook.


‘Right. So, he phoned that Saturday night, and I heard him tell the girls they were at Matjiesfontein, the train had stopped there, and he told them how fancy the train was, how they had high tea, I ask you, and he sent them some photos on WhatsApp.’


‘What time did he phone?’ Griessel asked.


‘Just after six.’


Griessel made a note.


‘Do you still have the photos?’ asked Cupido.


‘Yes. My phone is in there.’


‘We can look at them later, thank you. Are there any photos of the Dutch aunty?’


‘He would never do that. He was too discreet. Only photos of his compartment, all that lovely wood panelling, and the cake they had for high tea – JJ had a sweet tooth . . . And of the historic buildings at Matjiesfontein, and the outside of the train.’


‘Okay.’


‘Please continue,’ said Griessel.


‘So. That Sunday evening, he didn’t call. I began to worry just a little bit – what was going on? – because he always called.  Always. But you say to yourself, He’s working, maybe it just wasn’t convenient. And you wonder, you just can’t help it, how old the Dutch aunty is, and what she looks like, because JJ is JJ, if you know what I mean . . . Anyway, I let it go. Until the Monday. All day I heard nothing, which was fine, but when three o’clock came and he didn’t appear, and then four o’clock and still nothing, I phoned him, because, as I said, he was never late when it came to picking up the girls. But his phone went straight to voicemail, and I thought, Okay, maybe he’s still on the plane, maybe it was delayed, and I left him a voice message and said, ‘Call me, JJ. You’re making me worry.’ By six o’clock I knew there was trouble. That was when I called Rovos. Those people were very nice, you can imagine, they can’t just hand out details about their passengers, but they went out of their way to help, and I think they could hear how upset I was. They did say there was one passenger who got off the train sometime on Saturday night or Sunday morning, they couldn’t give me details, but I should maybe go ahead and report it. So I went to the police station here – there’s a warrant officer who worked with JJ in Bellville, Neville Bandjies, they would even still braai together sometimes, and we made out the missing-person report. But I already knew, that night, something very bad had happened because Johnson Johnson loved his two little girls too much not to call them.’




Chapter 5


August, Daniel Darret, Bordeaux


It was pure chance. Daniel Darret was standing at his front door, key in hand, in the same instant that the woman came round the corner.


Place Camille Pelletan is small, really just a widening of the rue Marengo where it crosses the rue Saint-François – like the bowl of a tobacco pipe at the end of the stem. It wasn’t much busier than some of the other streets in that part of the Saint Michel neighbourhood. There were always people on the way to the basilica or the Capucins market. More on Saturdays.


His new alertness made no difference: the timing was pure bad luck, the woman rounding the corner just as he was poised at his door. He turned around when he heard her heels on the cobblestones. And she looked at him. An instant of recognition. And then, just when she seemed about to smile shyly, Daniel looked away, unlocked the door, slipped in and quickly shut it behind him.


He leaned against the door, swearing. The cat, Wackett, replied to him halfway up the stairs.




Chapter 6


August, Benny Griessel, Brackenfell


A week and a half later, when the call came through from Sergeant Aubrey Verwey of Beaufort West, the shock was not as great as you’d expect, Robyn Johnson said. ‘In a way it was a relief, you know? I mean, you can stop wondering if it’s true or not. But you’re also angry. Who did this? And why? I mean, JJ was just such a nice guy . . . And how? How did JJ end up like that beside the railway tracks? So much anger. And hate. For the faceless people who did this. These animals, these bastards . . . He was a good person, he had his flaws – don’t we all? – but inside he was a good man.’


She shook her head fiercely, as if to rid herself of the negative emotions. ‘You must catch them,’ she said quietly. ‘Please, you have to catch them.’ She stubbed out her cigarette with a trembling hand, her eyes welling with tears.


‘We are the Hawks,’ said Cupido. ‘That’s what we do.’


Griessel gave her a moment, and then he asked: ‘Ma’am, how was Mr Johnson’s . . . health?’


‘His health? It was tip-top. Why do you ask?’


‘His mood. Was he wound up?’


‘I told you JJ wasn’t the type to worry.’


‘Ma’am, we understand that kind of question isn’t pleasant for you,’ said Cupido, ‘but we have to look at this from every possible angle. So, fact is, there really was no chance that Mr Johnson fell off that train by accident. Two things could have happened. Either he jumped or he was pushed. If my colleague asks about your ex’s health, what we really want to know is if maybe he suffered from depression. It’s another way of asking the awkward question, did he jump?’


‘Okay. Sorry. I understand now. No. Never. Not JJ. He . . . There were times when I thought he was too happy-go-lucky. If you’d seen him with his two girls . . .’


‘Ma’am, the other possibility,’ said Griessel, ‘the big question we usually ask in an investigation like this, is whether anyone might wish him harm.’


She considered that, then shook her head. ‘JJ was nice. That was his problem. He was just so damn nice.’


‘But he was a policeman. A detective. Did he ever mention anyone threatening him, someone he’d arrested?’


She thought for a moment, then shook her head again. ‘He hasn’t been a policeman for two years.’


‘We understand that, but still, did he ever say anything?’


‘Not that I know of.’


‘No gang affiliations?’ asked Cupido.


‘JJ comes from Ashton. There are no gangs there.’


There were gangs in Ashton, but they could tell she wanted the interview over with now.


‘Okay. He didn’t, in the lean times, borrow money somewhere?’ asked Cupido.


‘You mean from a loan shark?’


‘That’s right.’


‘No. He knew he could come to me. As a matter of fact, he did borrow money from me, at the beginning of the year. But he paid it all back by June. And he was busy these last four months or so. He was making good money.’


‘How did he manage his admin? Did he have someone to send out his accounts? Do the books?’


‘He managed all that himself.’


‘What was his system?’ Cupido asked.


‘What do you mean, his system?’


‘Did he keep files on his clients and his payments?’ Cupido pointed at the shelf of multicoloured ledgers behind her.


‘No. He did that on his laptop.’


‘Where is the laptop now?’


‘I . . . It’s usually in his flat, locked in the sideboard. Or else he took it along in his case. I didn’t think to look.’


‘Don’t worry, we will,’ said Cupido.


Griessel put his pen and notebook into his jacket pocket. They stood up. ‘Mrs Johnson, what do you think happened on that train?’ Griessel asked.


‘If you had to speculate,’ said Cupido.


She looked up at the ceiling. She tapped her long nails on the desk. Slowly she stood up. From inside the shop, with apparently deliberate timing, a parrot said, out loud and crystal clear: ‘Fuck you, Fanus.’


The tension in the room dissolved.


‘That bird,’ she said. ‘How am I ever going to sell it with a mouth like that?’


They smiled.


‘You have to understand, I loved JJ with all my heart,’ Robyn Johnson said.


‘Noted.’


‘First I thought it had to be a robbery – I mean, in this country everyone’s stealing now. From the president all the way down. I wanted it to be something like that. Random. Bad luck.’


They waited silently.


‘But then I thought, on that train full of grand, rich people, why would they rob JJ? And then you’ve got to come to the point and admit that he did have a roving eye.’


They nodded in understanding.


‘My best guess is that JJ was messing with another man’s wife on the train. A man who wouldn’t stand for it.’


 


In the parking lot Cupido checked his watch and said they were leaving at six in the morning for Beaufort West. Tonight he was having dinner with Desiree, and she didn’t want to be too late as it was a weekday night, school term, and she was very strict with her son, Donovan.


So, they drove back to the Hawks’ offices in Market Street, Bellville, and made arrangements for the next morning’s trip. ‘Your turn to bring music for the road, Benna,’ Cupido said, over his shoulder, his coat flapping behind him as he strode down the corridor, on his way to Stellenbosch.


Griessel made notes on the docket’s Part C and said his goodbyes through open office doors as he headed out to his car. When he reached into his jacket pocket for his keys, he found the bunch for Johnson Johnson’s flat and decided it was as good a time as any to take a look. The woman in his life, Alexa Barnard, was in Johannesburg for meetings with her record company’s musicians. He wasn’t in the mood to sit alone at home watching meaningless TV.


He drove to Brackenfell.


 


Johnson’s flat was in a townhouse complex just a block away from the Sorgvry Police apartments, where Colonel Mbali Kaleni had lived until a couple of years ago.


Griessel parked in the bay for number five, picked up his murder case and walked to the front door that bore the same number. He opened the case, removed forensic gloves and the small Canon Powershot camera, unlocked the security gate and door, picked up the case again and went inside. The door closed behind him. He stood still just inside the threshold.


He would never grow accustomed to searching the home of a murder victim. There was a dreadful silence, as if the space knew the owner would not be returning, the uneasy feeling nonetheless that you were invading privacy, the constant tension that you would overlook something vital, or damage a piece of evidence because you didn’t know what you were looking for.


He began with the sitting-dining-kitchen area, an open-plan design with a sofa, two chairs, a coffee-table with a stack of DVD boxes of children’s films. A TV and Blu-ray player on a stand. No paintings, no dining table, just a long, low sideboard against the wall, and the breakfast nook with three bar stools at the kitchen counter. He took photos of everything before he began the search.


He located the right key on the bunch he was holding to unlock the double doors of the sideboard. On the left, plates and glasses, coffee mugs and a few dishes. Plus alcohol. A quarter-bottle of Klipdrift brandy, half a bottle of Three Ships whisky, a few small bottles of sparkling wine and two full-sized bottles of red, still sealed. For a second his demons stared into his eyes. On the right, a tangle of cables and chargers, an old ADSL modem, the box of an LG phone and ripped envelopes containing municipal and cell-phone accounts, receipts and a memory stick. No laptop. Griessel locked the sideboard again.


He deposited the memory stick in a plastic evidence bag, went to search through the kitchen cupboards and the fridge, then the two bedrooms. One was for the children. There was nothing of consequence in the cupboards or bedside drawers.


In Johnson’s room the bed was made, the built-in cupboards reasonably tidy. An attractive old chest of drawers faced the bed. The top drawer held personal documents – including an ID, a driver’s licence that had expired the previous year, the divorce decree. Photos of the children. And a photo of the family when it was still whole. They were seated on a couch – not the one in the front sitting area. Johnson was in the middle, surrounded by Robyn and the children.


He was a lean man. Fit. Handsome. With a smile full of confidence, and an expression that said: ‘Look at the beautiful things life has given me.’


As he systematically searched and recorded his findings on the Canon, Griessel thought about photos. Some of them lied. The picture of the Johnson family was about three years old. It might once have been displayed on Robyn’s desk. Or on JJ’s wall where he lived in Pretoria. It spoke of harmony and happiness, foretold a fairy tale.


And now look at them.


He was pretty sure he didn’t have any photos like that. When he and Anna, his ex-wife, were that age, he was working night and day at the old Murder and Robbery squad. Working and boozing. His life was a haze of violent crime and liquor. He had snapped the few photos in existence with a point-and-click when they’d holidayed in April. Ten days of sobriety by the sea at Langebaan or Hermanus, his mind back on his job, his heart on brandy. Only Anna, his daughter Carla and his son Fritz in the pictures. The kids were lively, happy. The look in Anna’s eyes – was he imagining it with hindsight? – a little hesitant, afraid of the monster in her husband, the post-traumatic stress disorder that no one properly understood back then.


Those photographs had predicted their future much more accurately. Because he was missing from them.


Carla was twenty-two now. She had begun work as a public-relations officer on a wine estate. She’d studied drama, but hadn’t found work in the entertainment industry. Fritz was nineteen and in his second year at AFDA, the Cape film school that Griessel could not afford. And Anna was married to a lawyer. When he and Anna saw each other occasionally, she always seemed relieved to be shot of him – and a bit embarrassed by his unfashionable clothes, his apologetic manner. And why wouldn’t she be? He was still only a policeman, a recovering alcoholic, barely eight months dry, and his greatest wish was to ask the other recovering alcoholic in his life to marry him. He had already bought the ring for Alexa. It was locked in his top drawer at work.


He kept telling himself he hadn’t asked her yet because he wanted to make the engagement special. An occasion she could recount with pride and delight. But, truth be told, he was scared.


Benny Griessel sighed. He finished up, locked the house and left.


He had found nothing.




Chapter 7


August, Daniel Darret, Bordeaux


Daniel’s life had been deliberately uncomplicated before Madame Lecompte and the violence in the night.


He worked as an assistant to the furniture restorer Henry Lefèvre. The old man with thick, silvery-white hair and moustache was a genius wood-wizard who could mend priceless seventeenth- and eighteenth-century pieces so perfectly that the best antique-furniture experts in Europe could not spot the repairs. But Lefèvre had Asperger’s syndrome. His mind was in the socially problematic range of the autism spectrum. He made no eye contact and had no sense of empathy with the feelings and intentions of others. That made him very hard to work with. Colleagues quickly felt that he was insulting, humiliating or ignoring them, even though that was not his intention. ‘He doesn’t have a filter, and he thinks everyone else is like that,’ his wife, Madame Sandrine Lefèvre, told Daniel when she interviewed him. ‘The assistants last only a week or two, Monsieur Darret, even though we pay more than double the usual salary. If you’re easily offended, you’d better say so. And rather look for another job.’


She ran a neighbouring antiques shop in the Chartons district – Madame Lefèvre. Antiquités, Brocante – that sold her husband’s handiwork, among other things. She was a very clever woman.


Daniel told her then that he thought he could handle the Asperger’s. And she hired him – mainly because he was big and strong, and accepted the salary without negotiation. Madame was desperate, just like he was.


It took him months to come to terms with the old man’s strange behaviour. Eventually a bond developed between them, unspoken, amorphous and strange. It existed in the silences of the workshop, in the rhythm of their working together, and in the rare, fleeting flickers in Lefèvre’s eyes that spoke a softer, more accommodating language. And he fell in love with the Lefèvre process, the art of making broken things whole again.


 


Daniel rose at six every weekday, drank strong coffee, ate his oatmeal, fed the cat, cleaned the one-bedroom flat, washed and shaved, and walked to La Boulangerie on the rue des Faures at seven o’clock. He greeted the bakers by name, and they him. He would buy two croissants and two chocolatines. The latter he would eat as he walked to work, while they were still warm from the oven. The croissants went into his small rucksack, to be eaten at ten with his tea.


He was always the first at work. He would unlock the workshop and breathe in the scent of furniture polish and varnish, glue, wood shavings and sawdust, the stacks of planks and the strange, mysterious musk of the old, worn-out pieces. Every morning the aromatic blend varied slightly, determined by what le génie had last chiselled or sawn, sanded or polished.


This was his regular daily routine when the Lefèvres were there: he would sweep and dust, pack and hang tools exactly as Lefèvre liked them; he would restack planks and furniture, check stock, replenish where needed and make a list of orders. At nine Madame would arrive, and they would consult about the tasks of the day. He marked the repaired items and carried them to the service entrance where the delivery truck would collect them just before ten. Then he ate his croissants with tea, and when the génie arrived, he worked with Lefèvre as he directed until Madame brought lunch to the back. They ate separately, each on his own wooden crate on opposite sides of the workshop. And he stole with his eyes everything that Henry Lefèvre did with the wood and furniture.


Sometime after three, Madame would quietly beckon him away and he would shift things around in the shop for her, do small deliveries or help transport pieces with the panel van. Sometimes he would work on his own project, when the schedule allowed. After five he would go home, without saying goodbye to Monsieur, for by then the cabinet maker was already deeply immersed in his own world.


It was a long day’s work, physically challenging, as he was on his feet practically all the time, and had to lift and carry heavy items, usually alone. Exactly as he liked it. It kept him fit and tired him out, so that he barely had energy at night to yearn, or mourn, or remember.


 


In the evening after work he watched television. Soccer. Old films. News. Or read about events in his home country on his second-hand tablet.


Saturdays, he cleaned the flat from top to bottom. He went to the market for his weekly purchases of cheese and ham, slices of terrine or pâté, saucisson and fruit, Wackett’s fish, and for a glass of wine and a chat with Mamadou Ali, who worked for the florist and was generally known as Ali du Mali – Ali from Mali. He had no other real friends; people didn’t know much about him.


On Sundays he would clean his motorbike in the small garage he rented in the rue Permentade, then go for a ride on the BMW, alone. To Saint-Émilion for lunch. Or Arcachon, or Bayonne, now and then as far as San Sebastián across the Spanish border, or the twisting roads and landscape delights of the Périgord. He returned before sundown, put the motorbike away, and went home. Monday he would be back at work.


That was his life, more or less, before the woman and the violence in the night.


 


More than a week after she’d seen him at his front door, on the Tuesday afternoon, she was standing there waiting for him. The giraffe lady. Beside the big flowerpot at the entrance to his old three-storey apartment building.




Chapter 8


August, Benny Griessel, Three Sisters


‘Right here,’ said Detective Sergeant Aubrey Verwey, pointing to a dry gully in a patch of Karoo bushes beside the railway track. ‘They found him right there. With his brains hanging out, and he’d been there eight days already. You can imagine. Not a pretty sight.’


‘You mean the guy who works for the railway?’ Cupido asked, his irritability showing. He had been in a mood since early that morning when they drove out of Bellville at six.


On the way to Beaufort West – where they were headed to pick up Verwey – Griessel told Cupido about his search of Johnson’s townhouse. But he could see his colleague’s attention was elsewhere. Initially he thought it was because of the earliness of the hour.


Now they were standing beside the tracks in the expanse of the Great Karoo, nine kilometres past the Three Sisters filling station. They had to walk for twenty minutes down the dusty service road from the chained gate beside the N1, as the man from Transnet hadn’t arrive with the key to unlock the padlocked gate. Despite the blue skies the August wind was bitterly cold. Neither Cupido nor Griessel had brought warm clothing. ‘It’s a semi-desert, for crying out loud. You’d expect a bit of heat,’ said Cupido, indignantly, to Griessel as they emerged from the car.


‘Yes, the Transnet section manager,’ said Verwey. He was young. His haircut was trendy, a complex array of indents, layers and waves.


‘The same one who was supposed to bring us the key?’ Griessel asked.


‘That’s correct.’ As though he was under cross-examination in court.


Cupido shook his head slowly and sighed audibly. ‘Okay, let’s take it from the top.’


‘Captain?’


‘Tell us the whole story, Sergeant, how all this unfolded for the SAPS in Beaufort West.’


‘It’s all there in the docket.’


‘I know it’s in the docket, but the docket is not exactly a masterpiece of detail and eloquence, to put it mildly.’


‘My docket is professional,’ said Verwey, stung. ‘Strictly by the book.’


Griessel intervened before Cupido could react. The dossier wasn’t a shining light of efficiency, but he could see this was not the time to bring it up. ‘You know how it is,’ he said to Verwey. ‘A docket is a summary. We want the bigger picture.’


Verwey must have suspected he was just being humoured. He squared his shoulders slightly, shooting Cupido an indignant glare. ‘My docket is professional.’


Griessel nodded. Cupido mercifully refrained from speaking.


Verwey stared across the plains. ‘The Transnet guy . . . Chungu, that’s his name. He found him here.’


Griessel nodded again, encouraging.


‘Chungu inspects the train tracks between Beaufort and Hutchinson – that’s his territory. He was driving past here, and he smelt something, something rotten, and he said that’s not such an uncommon thing. Sometimes the trains hit a kudu or something, even a donkey from time to time. So, he looked out and saw nothing, because Johnson was lying half in the sloot. So Chungu stopped where the smell was worst, got out of his railway bakkie and stood just about there, and then he saw Johnson lying here. He saw the white shirt first. And then the flies and maggots and the whole smittereens, and the smell was so bad he couldn’t take it. He drove his bakkie away, and then he phoned the Beaufort West station.’


‘Smittereens?’ Cupido asked.


‘That’s correct. Totally broken up. Johnson Johnson’s head. Completely smashed.’


‘I see,’ said Cupido. ‘This Chungu, does he follow a routine for his inspections?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘He found the body on a Monday, right?’


‘Right.’


‘So, does he check this bit of track every Monday?’


‘Oh. Okay, I see what you mean.’


‘Well?’


‘I’ll have to ask him.’


‘So he called the Beaufort West station and they sent the two constables,’ Griessel coaxed.


‘That is standard practice,’ said Sergeant Verwey.


‘For two constables to come and throw up on the crime scene?’ Cupido asked. ‘To let the entire troop of the Karoo’s Blue Bums trample over everything?’


‘The crime scene was on the train. They just threw Johnson off here,’ said Verwey. ‘That’s not rocky science.’


‘Rocky science?’ asked Cupido.


‘That’s correct. Rocky science. It means it’s not too complicated.’


‘I can see clearly now,’ said Cupido, and Griessel was sure that something serious was bothering his colleague. Under normal circumstances there would have been a hint of amusement in his voice by now. He would have shot Griessel a sidelong glance and they would have suppressed a chuckle that later, driving home, they would share. But today wasn’t normal circumstances. Something had angered Cupido, last night perhaps, or very early this morning, a brooding, growing rage, contained like steam in a pot. Griessel knew Cupido: it wouldn’t help to ask before Cupido was ready to talk. And it might burst out before he did ask. He just wanted to prevent that happening right here and now.


‘And then?’ Griessel spurred him on.


Detective Sergeant Aubrey Verwey of Beaufort West SAPS was oblivious to the undercurrent. He drew himself upright for his moment in the limelight, and he talked. About the two uniforms who finally got their nausea under control enough to inspect the corpse closely. And then, judging by the quality of the black suit and white shirt, they’d concluded that it wasn’t ‘just a local joker’.


‘Local joker,’ Cupido repeated sternly.


‘That’s correct,’ said Verwey. ‘So they radioed in for a detective.’


The station commander of Beaufort West had sent Aubrey Verwey. When he arrived at the scene there were two police vehicles from the tiny SAPS station in Hutchinson, and two from Victoria West. The bush telegraph of the law in the Karoo was very effective. They didn’t suspect that it was Johnson Johnson’s body, as none of them had seen the reports in the news the previous week.


Verwey emphasised that he had reprimanded the curious officers for trampling over the crime scene, told the men from Victoria West that he felt fokkol for their arguments that this location was just across the Northern Cape boundary and therefore fell within their jurisdiction. Detective Sergeant Aubrey Verwey had been called out, and therefore it was Detective Sergeant Aubrey Verwey’s case. And, as he had done with the two Hawks, he had emphasised the word ‘detective’.


Verwey had tied a handkerchief over his nose, but it hadn’t helped. He’d put on his latex gloves, stretched the yellow crime tape and ordered everyone to stay behind the line. He’d taken photos with his Samsung cell phone because the Beaufort West police photographer’s entire camera bag had been stolen five months ago. From the police station. It hadn’t yet been replaced, so the cell phone was the best he could do. He also searched the pockets of the victim, and found his cell phone, in pieces. The device must have been smashed when Johnson Johnson struck the pylon beside the track, or perhaps had hit a stone on the ground on falling out of the train. ‘Beyond reasonable doubt. Totally beyond reasonable doubt.’


And that was all that was to be found in the pockets of Johnson Johnson. The cell phone. An LG G5.


‘So I tagged it and I bagged it,’ said Verwey.


‘Then I found the blood and brains on the ’lectric pylon, just over there. You can still see it. The CSI man from George only found his way up here the next day, and I told him, ‘You must analyse that.’ Then I phoned my Station Commander and he reported it higher up, and the police spokesperson in the Cape told the media that a John Doe was found beside the railway . . . A John Doe is what you call an ou that’s dead but isn’t yet IDed.’


‘We live and learn,’ said Cupido, casting his eyes up to the ’lectric pylon.


Griessel took a few deep breaths.


‘And then some reporter from Die Burger called me and she asked, “Isn’t that Johnson Johnson?” That was the first time I even heard of the ou. But I told her, no comment, ’cause the victim wasn’t IDed. Only when I processed the sim card from the LG phone was it beyond reasonable doubt that it was Johnson Johnson. Completely beyond reasonable doubt.’


 


They drove back to Beaufort West. Cupido at the wheel, Aubrey Verwey in the back seat. Verwey talked a lot, mostly about the cases he had solved with his ingenious detective work: crystal meth dealers, house burglaries, stock theft and two local domestic murders.


They suspected he had an agenda. When they drove into Beaufort West, he said: ‘Okay, what must I do to become a Hawk?’


Cupido made a strangled sound, like a dog being kicked, but quiet enough that only Griessel heard it.


Griessel said: ‘Just keep on doing what you’re doing.’


‘But you guys will put a word in for me, right?’


‘We’ll try.’ As close to the truth as he could say.


They dropped him off at the police station in Bird Street. ‘Hold on a minute. Vodacom’s call list has come in. I’ll get it quick,’ said Verwey, and ran into the building.


Cupido dropped his head and banged it a few times on the steering wheel.


Griessel smirked.


Verwey was back with the envelope. ‘These are Johnson Johnson’s cell-phone records. It came after I sent you the docket.’


They said goodbye, and as they drove off, Verwey shouted: ‘Put a word in for me!’ He stood on the pavement waving until they disappeared around the corner.


Griessel felt a bit sorry for him. To be stuck in this place . . .


They filled up at an Engen station. Griessel went to buy meat pies and cold drinks. Then they took the N1 back to Cape Town in silence.


Just a kilometre on from the entrance to the Great Karoo National Park, Cupido abruptly pulled off the road without warning, heading into the dusty lay-by, with its spindly saplings and concrete tables and chairs. He stopped the car and got out, leaving the door wide open as he paced a short distance away. The spot was deserted, no other cars or people in sight. He stood still, turned around.


‘Jissis, Benna,’ he said. Rage and despair, all in one.




Chapter 9


Here it comes, Griessel knew, and it was a good thing.


‘That,’ said Vaughn Cupido, pointing in the direction of Beaufort West, ‘that is the future of the SAPS.’


The full impact of his statement seemed to overwhelm him, because he shuddered. ‘That is the future of the Hawks. That is the future of this land. That “rocky science”. That “smittereens”. I ask you. Smitte-fucking-reens.’


He came back to the Ford. ‘For fuck’ sake, Benna, they can’t even speak properly. How can they write? No wonder that docket looks like a dog’s bum. How they gonna conduct a murder investigation? “The crime scene was on the train” so all the Blue Bums could throw up where they liked. No, o jirre, Benna, here comes anarchy. We’re in deep shit.’ He waved his hands in despair. ‘Did you see his hair? There was more time invested in that haircut than in this case. And then he tries to tell us what a John Doe is. Jissis . . .’ Cupido stared out over the wide plains.


‘What happened, Vaughn?’ Griessel knew Verwey was just the trigger. Something else had cocked his colleague’s gun. It must have been serious, because for Vaughn Cupido to brood for 444 kilometres was virtually unequalled.


Cupido took a deep breath. Another impotent wave of the hands. Then he stood in the car’s doorway. ‘Last night, when I was at Desiree’s . . .’ he began. A deep, drawn-out sigh. ‘. . .  her son was there, Donovan. And he’s got this new friend, Brantley. What sort of name is Brantley, Benna? Brantley. I ask you. What were they thinking? No wonder the kid turned out to be this facetious little wise-ass. Anyway, Brantley is very quick with the lip, an’ he asks me, “Uncle, is Uncle in the Hawks?” And I say, “Yebo, yes, I am a captain in the Hawks, pappie.” And he tunes me, “My daddy says you’re captured.” And I say, “What do you mean, captured?” And he says, “You know, those businessmen from India who became rich and then became crooks and then captured the president . . . My daddy says the Hawks are captured too. Everyone is captured now. Those Indians own you, you’re getting rich from envelopes under the table, and the people are getting poor from all the capture.” Jissis, Benna, you know how I feel about the Hawks. They are my life. My pride. But that’s nothing. Brantley was messing with me in front of Donovan. For months I’ve been trying to win that boy’s trust, trying to connect with the kid, ’cause I’m serious about Desiree, and I know the road to a real relationship runs through her kid . . . Now Brantley’s throwing this capture idea around and I see Donovan looking at me like he knew this guy wasn’t going to turn out well.’


‘Ay,’ said Griessel.


‘So I sit there and think, I could say, “No, we’re not captured, us Cape Hawks, our Serious and Violent Crimes Unit, we’re still clean, even though the shit has hit the fan in Durban, and nobody knows what the hell is going on in Jo’burg,” but us, Benna, we work our asses off. We used to be one hundred and forty-two brave souls, five years back, and now we’re barely thirty, but fuck knows, we’re clean and we work. Night and day. And I sat there thinking, I can’t even take Donovan to work with me to show him we’re clean because the Department of Public Works is too damn useless to come fix our toilets and lifts, our lights and tiles. So what do I do, Benna? What must I do? And then we come here and Detective Sergeant Aubrey Verwey is this arrogant little moron, the future of the SAPS, with his “Okay, what must I do to become a Hawk?” All that ambition, but they don’t want to do the work for it. And then I thought, Everything’s going to hell, and I want to beat someone until they listen, Benna. Please fix the dykes. Somebody must fix the dykes ’cause I feel like that boy with all his fingers in the holes in the dyke, but it’s springing another leak and another, and I haven’t got any more fingers left. I’m going to lose Donovan and I’m going to lose Desiree, and I’m going to lose my pride. And then? What do I have left, then, Benna?’ Cupido walked back towards the veld. He stood beside the wire fence, hands on hips, staring out at nothing.
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‘The undisputed champion of South
African crime. Meyer grabs you by the
throat and never lets go.’
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