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    1984

  




  

    He stood behind the American, almost pressed against him by the crush of le Métro. His soul was far away at a place on the Transkei coast where giant waves broke in thunder.

  




  

    He thought of the rocky point where he could sit and watch the swells approaching in ranks across the Indian Ocean, in awe at their epic journey over the long, lonely distance to hurl and break themselves against the rocks of the Dark Continent.

  




  

    Between each set of waves there was a time of perfect silence, seconds of absolute calm. So quiet that he could hear the voices of his ancestors – Phalo and Rharhabe, Nquika and Maqoma, his bloodline, source and refuge. He knew that was where he would go when his time came, when he felt the long blade and the life ran out of him. He would return to those moments between the explosions of sound.

  




  

    He came back to himself slowly, almost carefully. He saw that they were only minutes from the St Michel Métro station. He leant down, only half a head’s length, to the ear of the American. His lips were close like those of a lover.

  




  

    ‘Do you know where you are going when you die?’ he asked in a voice as deep as a cello, the English heavy with an accent of Africa.

  




  

    The tendons in the back of the enemy’s neck pulled taut, big shoulders tilted forward.

  




  

    He waited calmly for the man to turn in the overfilled crush of the carriage. He waited to see the eyes. This was the moment he thirsted for. Confrontation, the throwing down of the gauntlet. This was his calling – instinctive, fulfilling him. He was a warrior from the plains of Africa, every sinew and muscle knitted and woven for this moment. His heart began to race, the sap of war coursed through his blood, he was possessed by the divine madness of battle.

  




  

    The American’s body turned first, unhurried, then the head, then the eyes. He saw a hawk there, a predator without fear, self-assured, amused even, the corners of the thin lips lifting. Centimetres apart, theirs was a strange intimacy.

  




  

    ‘Do you know?’

  




  

    Just the eyes staring back.

  




  

    ‘Because soon you will be there, Dorffling.’ He used the name contemptuously, the final declaration of war that said he knew his enemy – the assignment accepted, the dossier studied and committed to memory.

  




  

    He saw no reaction in the lazy eyes. The train slowed and stopped at St Michel. ‘This is our station,’ he said. The American nodded and went, with him just a step behind, up the stairs into the summer-night bustle of the Latin Quarter. Then Dorffling took off. Along the Boulevard San Michel towards the Sorbonne. He knew that prey chose familiar territory. Dorffling’s den was there, just around the corner from the Place du Pantheon, his arsenal of blades and garrottes and firearms. But he hadn’t expected flight; he’d thought that the ego would be too big. His respect for the ex-Marine turned CIA assassin deepened.

  




  

    His body had reacted instinctively; the dammed-up adrenalin exploding, long legs powering the big body forward rhythmically, ten, twelve strides behind the fugitive. Parisian heads turned. White man pursued by black man. An atavistic fear flared in their eyes.

  




  

    The American spun off into the Rue des Ecoles, right into the Rue St Jaques and now they were in the alleys of the University, almost deserted in the student-holidays August, the age-old buildings sombre onlookers, the night shadows deep. With long sure strides he caught up with Dorffling and shouldered him. The American fell silently to the pavement, rolled forward and stood up in one sinuous movement, ready.

  




  

    He reached over his shoulder for the cut-down assegai in the scabbard that lay snug against his back. Short handle, long blade.

  




  

    ‘Mayibuye,’ he said softly.

  




  

    ‘What fucking language is that, nigger?’ Hoarse voice without inflection.

  




  

    ‘Xhosa,’ he said, the click of his tongue echoing sharply off the alley walls. Dorffling moved with confidence, a lifetime of practice in every shift of his feet. Watching, measuring, testing, round and round, the diminishing circles of a rhythmic death dance.

  




  

    Attack, immeasurably fast and before the knee could drive into his belly – his arm was around the American’s neck and the long thin blade through the breastbone. He held him close against his own body as the pale blue eyes stared into his.

  




  

    ‘Uhm-sing-gelli,’ said the ex-Marine.

  




  

    ‘Umzingeli.’ He nodded, correcting the pronunciation softly, politely. With respect for the process, for the absence of pleading, for the quiet acceptance of death. He saw the life fade from the eyes, the heartbeat slowing, the breathing jerky, then still.

  




  

    He lowered the body, felt the big, hard muscles of the back soften, and laid him gently down.

  




  

    ‘Where are you going? Do you know?’

  




  

    He wiped the assegai on the man’s T-shirt. Slid it slowly back into the scabbard.

  




  

    Then he turned away.
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    Transcript of interview with Ismail Mohammed by A.J.M. Williams, 17 March, 17:52, South African Police Services offices, Gardens, Cape Town.

  




  

    

      	W:



      	You wanted to talk to someone from Intelligence?

    




    

      	M:



      	Are you?

    




    

      	W:



      	I am, Mr Mohammed.

    




    

      	M:



      	How do I know that?

    




    

      	W:



      	You take my word for it.

    




    

      	M:



      	That’s not good enough.

    




    

      	W:



      	What would be good enough for you, Mr Mohammed?

    




    

      	M:



      	Have you got identification?

    




    

      	W:



      	You can check this out if you want to.

    




    

      	M:



      	Department of Defence?

    




    

      	W:



      	Mr Mohammed, I represent the State Intelligence Service.

    




    

      	M:



      	NIA?

    




    

      	W:



      	No.

    




    

      	M:



      	Secret Service?

    




    

      	W:



      	No.

    




    

      	M:



      	What, then?

    




    

      	W:



      	The one that matters.

    




    

      	M:



      	Military Intelligence?

    




    

      	W:



      	

        There seems to be some misunderstanding, Mr Mohammed. The message I got was that you are in trouble and you want to improve your position by providing certain information. Is that correct?



        

          [Inaudible.]

        


      

    




    

      	W:



      	Mr Mohammed?

    




    

      	M:



      	Yes?

    




    

      	W:



      	Is that correct?

    




    

      	M:



      	Yes.

    




    

      	W:



      	You told the police you would only give the information to someone from the Intelligence Services?

    




    

      	M:



      	Yes.

    




    

      	W:



      	Well, this is your chance.

    




    

      	M:



      	How do I know they are not listening to us?

    




    

      	W:



      	According to the Criminal Procedures Act the police must advise you before they may make a recording of an interview.

    




    

      	M:



      	Ha!

    




    

      	W:



      	Mr Mohammed, do you have something to tell me?

    




    

      	M:



      	I want immunity.

    




    

      	W:



      	Oh?

    




    

      	M:



      	And guaranteed confidentiality.

    




    

      	W:



      	You don’t want Pagad to know you’ve been talking?

    




    

      	M:



      	I am not a member of Pagad.

    




    

      	W:



      	Are you a member of Muslims Against Illegitimate Leaders?

    




    

      	M:



      	
Illegal Leaders.

    




    

      	W:



      	Are you a member of MAIL?

    




    

      	M:



      	I want immunity.

    




    

      	W:



      	

        Are you a member of Qibla?



        

          [Inaudible]

        


      

    




    

      	W:



      	I can try to negotiate on your behalf, Mr Mohamed, but there can be no guarantees. I understand the case against you is watertight. If your information is worth anything, I can’t promise you more than that I do my best . . . 

    




    

      	M:



      	I want a guarantee.

    




    

      	W:



      	Then we must say goodbye, Mr Mohamed. Good luck in court.

    




    

      	M:



      	Just give me—

    




    

      	W:



      	I’m calling the detectives.

    




    

      	M:



      	Wait . . .

    




    

      	W:



      	Goodbye, Mr Mohammed.

    




    

      	M:



      	Inkululeko.

    




    

      	W:



      	Sorry?

    




    

      	M:



      	Inkululeko.

    




    

      	W:



      	Inkululeko?

    




    

      	M:



      	He exists.

    




    

      	W:



      	I don’t know what you’re talking about.

    




    

      	M:



      	Then why are you sitting down again?
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    A young man stuck his head out of a minibus taxi, wagging a mocking finger and laughing with a wide white-toothed grin at Thobela Mpayipheli.

  




  

    He knew why. Often enough he had seen his reflection in the big shop windows – a huge black man, tall and broad, on the tiny Honda Benly, the 200cc engine ineffectively but bravely putt-putting under his weight. His knees almost touching the handlebars, long arms at sharp angles, the full-face crash helmet incongruously top heavy.

  




  

    Something of a spectacle. A caricature.

  




  

    He had been self-conscious too during those first weeks when, to add to it all, he had had to learn to ride the thing. Going to work or home, every morning and afternoon in the rush-hour traffic of the N2, he’d been awkward and unsure. But once he’d learned the skills, learned to dodge the vans and 4x4s and buses, learned to slip between the gaps in the cars, learned to turn the pitiful horsepower to his advantage, the pointing mocking fingers had ceased to trouble him.

  




  

    And later he began to revel in it: while the larger vehicles sat trapped and frustrated in the gridlocked traffic, he and his Benly buzzed between them, down the long valleys that opened up between the rows of cars.

  




  

    On the road to Guguletu and Miriam Nzululwazi.

  




  

    And Pakamile who would wait for him on the street corner, then run alongside the Benly the last thirty metres to the driveway. Silent, seven-year-old solemnity on the wide-eyed face, serious like his mother, patiently waiting till Thobela took off the helmet and lifted down the tin workbox, swept his big hand over the boy’s head and said, ‘Good afternoon, Pakamile’. The child would overwhelm him with his smile and throw his arms around him, a magic moment in every day, and he would walk in to Miriam who would be busy already with cooking or washing or cleaning. The tall, lean, strong and beautiful woman would kiss him and ask about his day.

  




  

    The child would wait patiently for him to finish talking and change his clothes. Then the magic words: ‘Let’s go farm.’

  




  

    He and Pakamile would stroll down the yard to inspect and discuss the growth of the last twenty-four hours. The sweetcorn that was making cobs, the runner beans (‘Lazy Housewife – what are you hinting at?’ asked Miriam), the carrots, the squashes and butternuts and watermelons trailing along the beds. They would pull an experimental carrot. ‘Too small.’ Pakamile would rinse it off later to show to his mother and then crunch the raw and glowing orange root. They would check for insects and study the leaves for fungus or disease. He would do the talking and Pakamile would nod seriously and absorb the knowledge with big eyes.

  




  

    ‘The child is mad about you,’ Miriam had said on more than one occasion.

  




  

    Mpayipheli knew. And he was mad about the child. About her. About them.

  




  

    But first he had to navigate the obstacle course of the rush hour, the kamikaze taxis, the pushy four-by-fours, the buses belching diesel exhaust, the darting Audis of the yuppies switching lanes without checking their rear-view mirrors, the wounded rusty bakkies of the townships.

  




  

    First to Pick ’n Pay to buy the fungicide for the butternuts.

  




  

    Then home.

  




  

    The Director smiled. Janina Mentz had never seen him without a smile.

  




  

    ‘What kind of trouble?’

  




  

    ‘Johnny Kleintjes, Mr Director, but you need to hear this yourself.’ Mentz placed the laptop on the Director’s desk.

  




  

    ‘Sit, Janina.’ Still he smiled his hearty, charming smile, eyes soft as if gazing on a favourite child. He is so small, she thought, small for a Zulu, small for a man bearing such a great responsibility. But impeccably dressed, the white shirt a shout in contrast to the dark skin, the dark grey suit an expression of good taste, somehow just right. When he sat like that the hump, the small deformity of back and neck could barely be seen. Mentz manoeuvred the cursor on the screen to activate the replay.

  




  

    ‘Johnny Kleintjes,’ said the Director. ‘That old rogue.’

  




  

    He tapped on the computer keyboard. The sound came tinnily through the small speakers.

  




  

    ‘Is this Monica?’ Unaccented. Dark voice.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Johnny Kleintjes’s daughter?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Then I need you to listen very carefully. Your Daddy is in a bit of trouble.’

  




  

    ‘What kind of trouble?’ Immediate worry.

  




  

    ‘Let’s just say he promised, but he couldn’t deliver.’

  




  

    ‘Who are you?’

  




  

    ‘That I am not going to tell you. But I do have a message for you. Are you listening?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘It is very important that you get this right, Monica. Are you calm?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    Silence, for a moment. Mentz looked up at the Director. His eyes were still soft, his body still relaxed behind the wide, tidy desk.

  




  

    ‘Daddy says there is a hard-disk drive in the safe in his study.’

  




  

    Silence.

  




  

    ‘Are you getting this, Monica?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘He says you know the combination.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Good.’

  




  

    ‘Where is my father?’

  




  

    ‘He is here. With me. And if you don’t work with us, we will kill him.’

  




  

    A catch of breath. ‘I . . . please . . .’

  




  

    ‘Stay calm, Monica. If you stay calm, you can save him.’

  




  

    ‘Please . . . Who are you?’

  




  

    ‘A businessman, Monica. Your Daddy tried to trick me. Now you have to put things right.’

  




  

    The Director shook his head ruefully. ‘Ai, Johnny,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘You will kill him anyway.’

  




  

    ‘Not if you cooperate.’

  




  

    ‘How can I believe you?’

  




  

    ‘Do you have a choice?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Good. We are making progress. Now go to the safe and get the disk.’

  




  

    ‘Please stay on the line.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll be right here.’

  




  

    The hiss of the electronics. Some static interference on the line.

  




  

    ‘When did this conversation take place, Janina?’

  




  

    ‘An hour ago, Mr Director.’

  




  

    ‘You were quick, Janina. That is good.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, sir, but it was the surveillance team. They’re on the ball.’

  




  

    ‘The call was to Monica’s house?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘What data do you think they are referring to here, Janina?’

  




  

    ‘Sir, there are many possibilities?’

  




  

    The Director smiled sympathetically. There were wrinkles around his eyes, regular, dignified. ‘But we must assume the worst?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir. We must assume the worst.’ Mentz saw no panic. Only calmness.

  




  

    ‘I . . . I have the disk.’

  




  

    ‘Wonderful. Now we have just one more problem, Monica.’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘You are in Cape Town, and I am not.’

  




  

    ‘I will bring it.’

  




  

    ‘You will?’ A laugh, muffled.

  




  

    ‘Yes. Just tell me where.’

  




  

    ‘I will, my dear, but I want you to know. I cannot wait for ever.’

  




  

    ‘I understand.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think so. You have seventy-two hours, Monica. And it is a long way.’

  




  

    ‘Where must I take it?’

  




  

    ‘Are you very sure about this?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    Another pause, long-drawn-out.

  




  

    ‘Meet me in the Republican Hotel, Monica. In the foyer. In seventy-two hours.’

  




  

    ‘The Republican Hotel?’

  




  

    ‘In Lusaka, Monica. Lusaka in Zambia.’

  




  

    They could hear the indrawn breath.

  




  

    ‘Have you got that?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t be late, Monica. And don’t be stupid. He is not a young man, you know. Old men die easily.’

  




  

    The line went dead.

  




  

    The Director nodded. ‘That’s not all.’ He knew.

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    She tapped again. The sound of dialling. A phone rang.

  




  

    ‘Yes?’

  




  

    ‘Could I talk to Tiny?’

  




  

    ‘Who’s speaking?’

  




  

    ‘Monica.’

  




  

    ‘Hold on.’ Muffled, as though someone was holding a hand over the receiver. ‘One of Tiny’s girlfriends looking for him.’

  




  

    Then a new voice. ‘Who’s this?’

  




  

    ‘Monica.’

  




  

    ‘Tiny doesn’t work here any more. Nearly two years now.’

  




  

    ‘Where is he now?’

  




  

    ‘Try Mother City Motorrad. In the city.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’

  




  

    ‘Tiny?’ asked the Director.

  




  

    ‘Sir, we’re working on that one. There’s nothing on the priority list, sir. The number Monica phoned belongs to one Orlando Arendse. Also unknown. But we’re following it up.’

  




  

    ‘There’s more.’

  




  

    Mentz nodded. She set the program running again.

  




  

    ‘Motorrad.’

  




  

    ‘Could I speak to Tiny, please?’

  




  

    ‘Tiny?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘I think you have the wrong number.’

  




  

    ‘Tiny Mpayipheli?’

  




  

    ‘Oh. Thobela. He’s gone home already.’

  




  

    I need to get hold of him urgently.’

  




  

    ‘Hold on.’ Papers rustled. Someone cursed softly.

  




  

    ‘Here’s a number. Just try it. 555–7970

  




  

    ‘Thank you so much.’ The line was already dead.

  




  

    New call.

  




  

    ‘Hello:

  




  

    ‘Could I speak to Tiny Mpayipheli, please?’

  




  

    ‘Tiny?’

  




  

    ‘Thobela?’

  




  

    ‘He is not home yet.’

  




  

    ‘When do you expect him?’

  




  

    ‘Who is calling?’

  




  

    ‘My name is Monica Kleintjes. I . . . he knows my father.’

  




  

    ‘Thobela is usually home by a quarter to six.’

  




  

    ‘I must speak to him. It’s very urgent. Can you give me your address? I must see him.’

  




  

    ‘We’re in Guguletu. 21 Govan Mbeki.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’

  




  

    ‘There is a team following her and we’ve sent another team to Guguletu, sir. The house belongs to a Mrs Miriam Nzululwazi and I expect that was her on the phone. We will find out what her relationship with Mpayipheli is.’

  




  

    ‘Thobela Mpayipheli, also known as Tiny. And what are you going to do, Janina?’

  




  

    ‘The tail reports that she is travelling in the direction of the airport. She could be on her way to Guguletu. A soon as we’re sure, sir, we’ll bring her in.’

  




  

    The Director folded his delicate hands on the shiny desktop.

  




  

    ‘I want you to hang back a bit.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Let’s see how this unfolds.’

  




  

    Mentz nodded.

  




  

    ‘And I think you had better call Mazibuko.’

  




  

    ‘Sir?’

  




  

    ‘Get the RU on a plane, Mentz. A fast one.’

  




  

    ‘But, sir . . . I’ve got this under control.’

  




  

    ‘I know. I have absolute confidence in you, but when you buy a Rolls-Royce sometime or other you must take it for a test drive. See if it is worth all the expense.’

  




  

    ‘Sir, the Reaction Unit . . .’

  




  

    He raised a small, fine-boned hand. ‘Even should they do nothing, I think Mazibuko needs to get out a bit. And you never know.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘And we know where the data is going. The destination is known. This creates a safe test environment. A controllable environment.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir.’

  




  

    ‘They can be here in –’ the Director examined his stainless steel watch ‘– a hundred and forty minutes.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll do as you say, sir.’

  




  

    ‘And I assume the Ops Room will get up and running?’

  




  

    ‘That was next on my agenda.’

  




  

    ‘You’re in charge, Janina. And I want to be kept up to date, but I’m leaving it entirely in your hands.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, sir.’ Mentz knew that she was being put to the test. She and her team and Mazibuko and the RU. She had been waiting a long time for this.
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    The boy was not waiting on the street corner and unease crept over Thobela Mpayipheli. Then he saw the taxi in front of Miriam’s house. Not a minibus – a sedan, a Toyota Cressida with the yellow light on the roof: ‘Peninsula Taxis’, hopelessly out of place here. He turned up the dirt driveway and dismounted – more a case of careful disentanglement of his limbs from the motorbike – loosened the ties that held his tin box and the packet with the fungicide on the seat behind him, rolled the cords carefully in his hand and walked in. The front door was standing open.

  




  

    Miriam rose from the armchair as he entered. He kissed her cheek but there was tension in her. He saw the other woman in the small room, still seated.

  




  

    ‘Miss Kleintjes is here to see you,’ said Miriam.

  




  

    He put down his parcel, turned to her and put out his hand. ‘Monica Kleintjes,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘Pleased to meet you.’ He could wait no longer and looked to Miriam. ‘Where is Pakamile?’

  




  

    ‘In his room. I told him to wait there.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Monica Kleintjes.

  




  

    ‘What can I do for you?’ Mpayipheli looked at her, slightly plump in her loose, expensive clothes, blouse, skirt, stockings and low-heeled shoes. He struggled to keep the irritation out of his voice.

  




  

    ‘I am Johnny Kleintjes’s daughter. I need to talk to you privately.’

  




  

    His heart sank. Johnny Kleintjes. After all these years.

  




  

    Miriam’s back straightened. ‘I will be in the kitchen.’

  




  

    ‘No,’ he said. ‘I have no secrets from Miriam.’

  




  

    But Miriam walked out anyway.

  




  

    ‘I really am sorry,’ said Monica again.

  




  

    ‘What does Johnny Kleintjes want?’

  




  

    ‘He’s in trouble.’

  




  

    ‘Johnny Kleintjes,’ he said mechanically as the memories returned. Johnny Kleintjes would choose him. It made sense.

  




  

    ‘Please,’ Monica said.

  




  

    He jerked back to the present. ‘First, I must say hello to Pakamile,’ he said. ‘Back in a minute.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli went through to the kitchen. Miriam stood by the stove, her gaze directed outside. He touched her shoulder but got no reaction. He walked down the short passage and pushed open the door of the child’s room. Pakamile lay on the little bed with a Schoolbook. He looked up. ‘Aren’t we going to farm today?’

  




  

    ‘Afternoon, Pakamile.’

  




  

    ‘Afternoon, Thobela.’

  




  

    ‘We will go farming today. After I have talked to our visitor.’

  




  

    The boy nodded solemnly.

  




  

    ‘Have you had a nice day?’

  




  

    ‘It was OK. At break we played soccer.’

  




  

    ‘Did you score a goal?’

  




  

    ‘No. Only the big boys kick goals.’

  




  

    ‘But you are a big boy.’

  




  

    Pakamile just smiled.

  




  

    ‘I’m going to talk to our guest. Then we’ll go farm.’ Mpayipheli rubbed his hand over the boy’s hair and went out, his unease now increasing. Johnny Kleintjes – this meant trouble, and he had brought it to this house.

  




  

    They strode in time across the Parachute Battalion parade ground, Captain Tiger Mazibuko one step ahead of Little Joe Moroka.

  




  

    ‘Is it him?’ asked Mazibuko and pointed to the small group. Four Parabats sat in the shade under the wide umbrella of the thorn tree. A German Shepherd lay at the feet of the stocky lieutenant, its tongue lolling, panting in the Bloemfontein heat. It was a big, confident animal.

  




  

    ‘That’s him, captain.’

  




  

    Mazibuko nodded and picked up the pace. Red dust puffed up at each footfall. The Bats, three whites and one coloured, were talking rugby, the lieutenant holding forth with authority. Mazibuko was there, stepped between them and kicked the dog hard on the side of the head with his steel-toed combat boot. It gave one yelp and staggered against the sergeant’s legs.

  




  

    ‘Fuck,’ said the Bat lieutenant, dumbfounded.

  




  

    ‘Is this your dog?’ asked Mazibuko. The soldiers’ faces expressed total disbelief.

  




  

    ‘What the hell did you do that for?’ A trickle of blood ran out of the dog’s nose. It leant dazedly against the sergeant’s leg. Mazibuko lashed out again, this time kicking the animal in the side. The sound of breaking ribs was overlaid by the cries of all four Parabats.

  




  

    ‘You fucker . . .’ screamed the lieutenant and hit out, a wild swing that caught the back of Mazibuko’s neck. He took one step back. He smiled. ‘You are all my witnesses. The lieutenant hit me first.’

  




  

    Then Mazibuko moved in, free and easy, unhurried. A straight right to the face to draw attention upwards. A kick deftly and agonizingly to the kneecap. As the Parabat toppled forwards, Mazibuko brought up his knee into the white man’s face. The lieutenant flipped over backwards, blood streaming from a broken nose.

  




  

    Mazibuko stepped back, hands hanging relaxed at his sides. ‘This morning you messed with one of my men, lieutenant.’ He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at Little Joe Moroka. ‘You set your fucking little dog on him.’

  




  

    The man had one hand over his bloody nose, the other on the ground trying to prop himself up. Two Bats came closer, the sergeant kneeling by the dog, which lay still. ‘Uh . . .’ said the lieutenant looking down at the blood on his hand.

  




  

    ‘Nobody fucks with my people,’ said Mazibuko.

  




  

    ‘He wouldn’t salute,’ said the lieutenant reproachfully and stood up, shaky on his feet, the brown shirt stained darkly with his blood.

  




  

    ‘So you set the dog on him?’ Mazibuko strode forward. The Parabat raised his hands reflexively. Mazibuko grabbed him by the collar, jerked him forward and smashed his forehead into the broken nose. The man fell backwards again. Red dust billowed in the midday sun.

  




  

    The cell phone in Mazibuko’s breast pocket began to chirp.

  




  

    ‘Jissis,’ said the sergeant. ‘You’re gonna kill him.’ He knelt down beside his mate.

  




  

    ‘Not today . . .’

  




  

    The ringing got louder, a penetrating noise.

  




  

    ‘Nobody fucks with my people.’ He unbuttoned the pocket and activated the phone.

  




  

    ‘Captain Mazibuko.’

  




  

    It was the voice of Janina Mentz.

  




  

    ‘Activation call, captain. At 18:15 there will be a Falcon 900 from 21 Squadron standing by at Bloemspruit. Please confirm.’

  




  

    ‘Confirmed,’ Mazibuko said, his eyes on the two Parabats still standing. But there was no fight in the men, only bewilderment.

  




  

    ‘18:15. Bloemspruit,’ Mentz said.

  




  

    ‘Confirmed,’ he said once more.

  




  

    The connection was cut. Mazibuko folded the phone and returned it to his pocket. ‘Joe. Come,’ he said. ‘We’ve got things to do.’ He walked past the sergeant, treading on the hind leg of the German Shepherd as he went. There was no reaction.

  




  

    ‘My father said – more than once – that if anything ever happened to him I should get you, because you are the only man that he trusts.’

  




  

    Thobela Mpayipheli only nodded. Monica Kleintjes spoke hesitantly; he could see that she was extremely uncomfortable, deeply aware of her invasion of his life, of the atmosphere that she had created here.

  




  

    ‘And now he’s done a stupid thing. I . . . we . . .’

  




  

    She searched for the right words. He recognized her tension, but didn’t want to know. Didn’t want it to affect the life he had here.

  




  

    ‘Did you know what he was involved with after ’92?’

  




  

    ‘I last saw your father in ’86.’

  




  

    ‘They . . . He had to . . . everything was so mixed up then, after the elections. They brought him back to help . . . the integration of the Intelligence Services was difficult. We had two, three branches and the apartheid regime had even more. The people wouldn’t work together. They covered up and lied and competed with each other. It was costing a lot more money than they had made provision for. They had to consolidate. Create some order. The only way was to split everything up into projects, to compartmentalize. So they put him in charge of the project to combine all the computer records. It was almost impossible: there was so much – the stuff at Infoplan in Pretoria alone would take years to process, not to mention Denel and the Security Police and the Secret Service, Military Intelligence and the ANC’s systems in Lusaka and London, four hundred, five hundred gigabytes of information, anything from personal information on members of the public to weapons systems to informants and double agents. My father had to handle it all, erase the stuff that could cause trouble and save the useful material, create a central, uniform, single-platform database. He . . . I kept house for him during that time, my mother was sick. He said it upset him so much, the information on the systems . . .’

  




  

    Monica was quiet for a while, then opened her big black leather handbag and took out a tissue as if to prepare herself.

  




  

    ‘He said there were some strange orders, things that Mandela and Nzo would not approve, and he was worried. He didn’t know what to do, at first. Then he decided to make back-ups of some of the material. He was scared, Mr Mpayipheli, those were such chaotic times, you understand. There was so much insecurity and people trying to block him and some trying to save their careers and others trying to make theirs. ANCs and whites, both sides of the fence. So he brought some stuff home, data, on hard disks. Sometimes he worked through the night on it. I kept out of it. I suspect that he . . .’

  




  

    She dabbed at her nose with the tissue.

  




  

    ‘I don’t know what was on the disks and I don’t know what he meant to do with the data. But it looks as if he never handed it in. It looks as if he was trying to sell the data. And then they phoned me and I lied because—’

  




  

    ‘Selling it?’

  




  

    ‘I . . .’

  




  

    ‘To whom?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know.’ There was despair in Monica’s voice, whether for the deed or for her father he couldn’t say.

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘Why did he try to sell it? I don’t know.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli raised his eyebrows.

  




  

    ‘They pushed him out. After the project. Said he should go on pension. I don’t think he wanted that. He wasn’t ready for that.’

  




  

    He shook his head. There had to be more to it.

  




  

    ‘Mr Mpayipheli, I don’t know why he did it. Since my mother died . . . I was living with him but I had my own life – I think he got lonely. I don’t know what goes on in an old man’s head when he sits at home all day and reads the white men’s newspapers. This man, who played such a major role in the Struggle, pushed aside now. This man, who was once a player. He was respected, in Europe. He was somebody and now he is nothing. Maybe he wanted, just one more time, to be a player again. I was aware of his bitterness. And his weariness. But I didn’t think . . . Perhaps . . . to be noticed? I don’t know. I just don’t know.’

  




  

    ‘The information. Did he say what was so upsetting?’

  




  

    Monica shifted uneasily in the chair and her gaze slid away from his. ‘No. Just that there were terrible things . . .’

  




  

    ‘How terrible?’

  




  

    She just looked at him.

  




  

    ‘Now what?’ Mpayipheli asked.

  




  

    ‘They phoned. From Lusaka, I think. They have some disks, but that is not what they want. I had to get another disk from my father’s safe.’

  




  

    He looked her in the eye. This was it.

  




  

    ‘In seventy-two hours I must deliver another disk in Lusaka. That’s all the time they gave me.’

  




  

    ‘Not a lot of time.’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Why are you wasting time sitting here?’

  




  

    ‘I need your help. To deliver the data. To save my father, because they will kill him anyway. And I –’ she raised the hem of her long wide skirt, ‘– am a little slow.’ He saw the wood and metal, the artificial legs. ‘And not very effective.’

  




  

    Tiger Mazibuko stood under the wing of the Condor in his camouflage uniform and black beret, feet planted wide, hands behind his back, his eyes on the twelve men loading ammunition boxes.

  




  

    He had waited thirty-eight months for this. More than three years since Janina Mentz, dossier in hand, had come to fetch him, a one-pip lieutenant, out of the Recces.

  




  

    ‘You’re a hard man, Mazibuko. But are you hard enough?’

  




  

    Fuck, it was hard to take her seriously. A chick. A white woman who marched into the Recces and sent everyone back and forth with that soft voice and way too much self-assurance. And a way of playing with his head. ‘Isn’t it time to get out of your father’s shadow?’ Mazibuko had been ready to go from the first question. The follow-up was just Mentz showing that she could read between the lines in those official files.

  




  

    ‘Why me?’ he had asked anyway, on the plane to Cape Town.

  




  

    Mentz had looked at him with those piercing eyes and said, ‘Mazibuko, you know.’

  




  

    He hadn’t answered, but still he had wondered. Was it because of his . . . talents? Or because of his father? He found the answer progressively in the stack of files (forty-four of them) that he had to go through to choose the twenty-four members of the Reaction Unit. He began to see what Mentz must have known from the start. When he read the reports and interviewed the guys, looked into their eyes and saw the ruthlessness. And the hunger.

  




  

    The ties that bound them.

  




  

    The self-hatred that was always there had found a form, had become a thing.

  




  

    ‘We’re ready, captain,’ said Da Costa.

  




  

    Mazibuko came out from under the wing. ‘Get up. Let’s go to work.’

  




  

    Yes, they were ready. As ready as nearly three years of tempering could make them. Four months to put the team together, to hand-pick them one by one. The winnowing of the chaff from the grain, over and over, till there were only twenty-four, two teams of a dozen each, the perfect number for ‘my RU’, as the Director referred to them possessively, Aar-you, the Hunchback’s English abbreviation for Reaction Unit. Only then did the real honing begin.

  




  

    Now Mazibuko pulled the door of the Condor shut behind this half of the Dirty Double Dozen. The Twenty-four Blackbirds, the Ama-killa-killa and other names they had made up for themselves in the twenty-six months since the best instructors that money and diplomatic goodwill could buy had taken them in hand and remodelled them. Driven them to extremes that physically and psychologically they were not supposed to withstand. Half of them, because of the two teams of twelve, one was continuously on standby for two weeks as Team Alpha, while the other as Team Bravo worked on refining their skills. Then Team Alpha would become Team Bravo, the members shuffled around, but still they were a unit. A Un-it. The ties that bind. The blood and sweat, the intensity of physical hardship. And that extra dimension – a psychological itch, a communal psychosis, that shared curse.

  




  

    They sat in the plane, watching him; their faces bright with expectation, absolute trust and total admiration.

  




  

    ‘Time to kick butt!’ he said.

  




  

    In unison, they roared.
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    Through the kitchen window they could see the child standing in the vegetable garden. ‘I never told him that men go away. Now he will learn for himself.’

  




  

    ‘I am coming back,’ Mpayipheli said.

  




  

    She just shook her head.

  




  

    ‘Miriam, I swear . . .’

  




  

    ‘Don’t,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘I . . . it’s . . . I owe Johnny Kleintjes, Miriam . . .’

  




  

    Her voice was soft. It always was when she was angry. ‘Remember what you said?’

  




  

    ‘I remember.’

  




  

    ‘What did you say, Thobela?’

  




  

    ‘I said I am not a deserter.’

  




  

    ‘And now?’

  




  

    ‘It’s only for one or two days. Then I’ll be back.’

  




  

    She shook her head again, filled with foreboding.

  




  

    ‘I have to do this.’

  




  

    ‘You have to do this? You don’t have to. Just say “no”. Let them sort out their own trouble. You owe them nothing.’

  




  

    ‘I owe Johnny Kleintjes,’ he repeated.

  




  

    ‘You told me you can’t live that life any more. You said you had finished with it.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli sighed deeply. He turned around in the kitchen, turned back to Miriam, his hands and voice pleading. ‘It’s true. I did say that. And I meant it. Nothing has changed. You’re right – I can say “no”. It’s a choice, my choice. I have to choose the right way. I must do the right thing, Miriam, the thing that makes me an honourable man. Those are the difficult choices. They are always the most difficult choices.’

  




  

    He saw that she was listening and he hoped for understanding. ‘My debt to Johnny Kleintjes is a man’s debt; a debt of honour. Honour is not only caring for you and Pakamile, coming home every afternoon, doing a job that is within the law and non-violent. Honour also means that I must pay my debts.’

  




  

    She said nothing.

  




  

    ‘Can you understand?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t want to lose you.’ Almost too soft to hear. ‘And I don’t think he can afford to lose you.’ Her gaze indicated the boy outdoors.

  




  

    ‘You won’t lose me. I promise you. I will come back. Sooner than you think.’

  




  

    She turned to him, her arms around his waist, held him with a fierce desperation.

  




  

    ‘Sooner than you think,’ he said again.

  




  

    The biggest room on the sixth floor of Wale Street Chambers was known as the Ops Room and had only been used eight times in twenty-four months – for ‘readiness testing’, the term Mentz used for the quarterly trials to test the systems and the standards of her team. The bank of twelve television screens against the east wall was connected to digital and analog satellite TV, closed-circuit TV and video-conferencing facilities. The six desktop PCs against the north wall were connected by optic fibre to the local network and the Internet backbone. Next to the double doors on the west side were the digital tuner and receiver for the radio network and the cellular and landline exchange with eighteen secure lines and telephone-conferencing facilities. On the south wall was the big white screen for the video projector, which was suspended from the ceiling. The oval table with seating for twenty people occupied the centre of the room.

  




  

    The sixteen now seated around the table had a strong feeling that this late-afternoon call to the Ops Room was not a practice run. The atmosphere in the room was electric when Janina Mentz walked in; their gazes followed her with restrained anticipation. There would already have been rumours. The phone tappers would have hinted at superior knowledge, acceded with vague nods that something was developing, while their envious colleagues could only make guesses and use old favours as leverage to try and get information.

  




  

    That was why the sixteen pairs of eyes focused on Mentz. In the past there had been different kinds of unspoken questions. At first, when she had been assembling the team for the Director, they had been gauging her skills, her ability to wield authority, because the group was predominantly male and its members came from backgrounds where their gender reigned supreme. They put her to the test and they learned that crude language and boorish behaviour wouldn’t put her off her stride: aggression left her calm and cold, thinly disguised anti-feminism would not provoke her. Piece by piece they reconstructed her history so that they could know their new master: the rural upbringing, the brilliant academic career, the political activity, the climb through the Party ranks, slow because she was white and Afrikaans and somewhere along the way had been married and divorced. A gradual progress – until the Director had sought her out.

  




  

    Really they respected her for what she had accomplished and the way in which she had done it.

  




  

    That was why she could enter the room with muted confidence. She checked her watch before she said ‘Evening, everyone.’

  




  

    ‘Good evening, Mrs Mentz.’ It was a jovial chorus, obedient to the Director’s wishes for formal address. She was relaxed, unobtrusively in control.

  




  

    She tucked her grey skirt under her with deft hands as she took the seat at the head of the long table, next to the laptop plugged into the port of the video projector. She switched it on.

  




  

    ‘Let us begin with one sure thing: from this moment the Ops Room is officially operational. This is not a test.’ There was a tingling atmosphere in the room.

  




  

    ‘Let there be no doubt that this is the real thing. We have worked hard to get here and now our skills and abilities will be put to the test. I am depending on you.’

  




  

    Heads nodded eagerly.

  




  

    Mentz turned on the laptop and opened Microsoft PowerPoint. ‘This photo was taken nineteen days ago at the entrance to the American Embassy as part of our routine surveillance. The man exiting the door is Johnny Kleintjes, a former leader in the intelligence services of the Struggle. He studied mathematics and applied mathematics at the University of the Western Cape, but due to political activity, restrictions and extreme pressure from the Security Police of the previous regime, he never obtained his degree. He was an exile from 1972, too late to be one of the mgwenya of the Sixties. He quickly made a name for himself at the ANC and MK offices in London. Married in 1973. He was East German-trained at Odessa from 1976 and specialized in Intelligence, where he earned the nickname Umtkakathi, meaning wizard, thanks to his skill with computers. Kleintjes was responsible for establishing the ANC’s computer systems in London, Lusaka and Quibaxe in Angola in the Eighties and, more importantly, the project leader for the integration of Struggle and Regime computer systems and databases since 1995. He retired at the age of sixty-two in 1997, after his wife died of cancer, and shares a house with their only daughter, Monica.’

  




  

    She looked up. She had their attention still.

  




  

    ‘The question is: what was Johnny Kleintjes doing at the American Embassy? And the answer is that we don’t know. Telephone monitoring of the Kleintjes household was initiated the same evening.’

  




  

    Mentz clicked the mouse. Another photo, black and white, of a woman, slightly plump, at the open door of a car. The coarse grain of the photo indicated it was taken at a distance with a telephoto lens.

  




  

    ‘This is Monica Kleintjes, daughter of Johnny Kleintjes. A typical child of exiles. Born in London in 1974, went to school there and stayed on to complete her studies in computer science in 1995. In 1980 she was the victim of a motor accident outside Manchester that cost her both legs. She gets around with prosthetic limbs and refuses to use crutches or any other aids. She is any personnel manager’s affirmative-action dream and currently works for the technology division of Sanlam as senior manager.’

  




  

    Mentz tapped at the keyboard. ‘These are the major players that we have pictures of. The following conversations were recorded by our voice-monitoring team this afternoon.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli sat with Pakamile at the kitchen table with the big blue atlas and a copy of National Geographic magazine, just as they did every evening. Miriam’s chair was, as always, a little further back, her needlework on her lap. Tonight they were reading about Chile, about an island on the west coast of South America where wind and rain had eroded fantastical shapes out of the rock, where unique plants had created a false paradise and animal life was almost non-existent. He read in English as it was printed, for that way the child would learn the language better, but translated paragraph by paragraph into Xhosa. Then they would open the atlas and look for Chile on the world map before turning the pages to a smaller-scale map of the country itself.

  




  

    They never read more than two pages in a session, because Pakamile’s concentration faded quickly, unless the article dealt with a terrifying snake or some other predator. But tonight it was more difficult than usual to keep the boy’s attention. His gaze kept darting to the blue sports bag resting by the door. Eventually Mpayipheli gave up.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got to go away for a day or two, Pakamile. I have some work to do. I have to help an old friend.’

  




  

    ‘Where are you going?’

  




  

    ‘First, you must promise to tell nobody.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘Because I want to give my friend a surprise.’

  




  

    ‘Is it his birthday?’

  




  

    ‘Something like that.’

  




  

    ‘Can’t I even tell Johnson?’

  




  

    ‘Johnson might tell his father and his father might phone my old friend. It must be a secret between us three.’

  




  

    ‘I won’t tell anyone.’

  




  

    ‘Do you know where Zambia is on the map?’

  




  

    ‘Is it in – eee – Mpumalanga?’

  




  

    Miriam would have smiled, in normal circumstances, at her son’s wild guess. Not tonight.

  




  

    ‘Zambia is a country, Pakamile. Let me show you.’ Mpayipheli paged through the atlas to a map of Southern Africa. ‘Here we are.’ He pointed with his finger.

  




  

    ‘Cape Town.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. And up here is Zambia.’

  




  

    ‘How are you going to get there, Thobela?’

  




  

    ‘I am going to fly on an aeroplane to here, in Johannesburg. Then I will get on another plane that is going to fly here, over Zimbabwe, or maybe here, over Botswana, to this place. It’s called Lusaka. It’s a city, like Cape Town. That’s where my old friend is.’

  




  

    ‘Will there be cake? And cold drinks?’

  




  

    ‘I hope so.’

  




  

    ‘I want to come too.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli laughed and looked at Miriam. She just shook her head.

  




  

    ‘One day, Pakamile, I will take you. I promise.’

  




  

    ‘Bedtime,’ said Miriam.

  




  

    ‘When are you going to fly?’

  




  

    ‘Soon, when you are sleeping.’

  




  

    ‘And when are you coming back?’

  




  

    ‘Only about two sleeps. Look after your mother, Pakamile. And the vegetable garden.’

  




  

    ‘I will. Will you bring me back some cake?’

  




  

    ‘The wild card is Thobela Mpayipheli,’ said Janina Mentz. ‘We don’t know why Monica Kleintjes went to him. You heard the conversations – he is also known as “Tiny”, works at Mother City Motorrad, a BMW motorbike dealership, and lives with Miriam Nzululwazi in Guguletu. We know she is the registered owner of the house, nothing else. Kleintjes went by taxi to the house, stayed just over forty minutes and went straight home. Since then neither Mpayipheli nor Kleintjes have moved.

  




  

    ‘There are two surveillance teams with her and one in Guguletu, with him. The Reaction Unit is on its way from Bloemfontein and should land at Ysterplaat any minute now. They will stay there until we have more information. That, people, is how things stand.’

  




  

    She turned off the video.

  




  

    ‘Now we must jump to it. Radebe, we have only one man in Lusaka. I want four more. With experience. The Gauteng office is closest and they have enough of the right kind of people. Preferably two men and two women who can book into the Republican Hotel as couples. Discreetly and certainly not at the same time, but I’ll leave that to you. Get your phone systems running. Quinn, we need to intercept the calls to the Nzululwazi home in Guguletu. Urgently. Rajkumar, bring in your team. I want to know who Thobela Mpayipheli is. I don’t care what database you fish in; this is absolute priority. Right, people – go, go, go. Twenty minutes, please, then we are rolling.’

  




  

    Tiger Mazibuko was the last one off the Condor. He let the members of Team Alpha go first, watching them, white, black, brown, each with his own story. Da Costa, sinewy descendant of Angolan refugees, with the knife scar on his cheek and a five o’clock shadow on his jaw. Weyers, the Afrikaner from Germiston, with bodybuilder’s arms. Little Joe Moroka, a Tswana raised on a maize farm at Bothaville, who spoke seven of the country’s eleven official languages. Cupido, the shortest, the most talkative, a coloured town boy from Ashton with a Technikon diploma in electronic engineering. Even a ‘token Royal’, as Zwelitini, the tall, lean Zulu, liked to call himself, although he was not a member of the King’s family.

  




  

    They stood in line on the runway. The Cape summer breeze blew softly against Mazibuko’s cheek as he dropped to the tar.

  




  

    ‘Offload now. Hurry up and wait. You know the drill.’

  




  

    At the front door Mpayipheli put his arms around Miriam, pressed her slender body against him, smelt the woman smell, the faint remains of shampoo and scent after a long day, the aromas of the kitchen and that unique warmth that was special to her.

  




  

    ‘I will have to stay over in Johannesburg,’ he said softly into her ear. ‘I can only catch a plane to Lusaka tomorrow.’

  




  

    ‘How much money did she give you?’

  




  

    ‘Plenty.’

  




  

    Miriam did not comment, just held him tight.

  




  

    ‘I’ll phone as soon as I get to the hotel.’

  




  

    Still she stood with her face pressed against his neck and her arms around him. At last she stepped back and kissed him quickly on the mouth. ‘Come back, Thobela.’

  




  

    Janina Mentz phoned home from the privacy of her office. Lien, the oldest, picked up. ‘Hello, mamma.’

  




  

    ‘I have to work late, sweetie.’

  




  

    ‘Maaa . . . You promised to help me with Biology.’

  




  

    ‘Lien, you’re fifteen. You know when you know your subject well enough.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll wait up.’

  




  

    ‘Let me talk to Suthu. She must sleep over, because I won’t get home tonight.’

  




  

    ‘Ma-aa. My hair – tomorrow morning.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, Lien. It’s an emergency. I need you to help out there. You’re my big girl. Did Lizette do her homework?’

  




  

    ‘She was on the phone the whole afternoon, Ma, and you know how those Grade Sevens are. “Did Kosie say anything about me? Do you think Pietie likes me?” It’s so childish. It’s gross.’

  




  

    Mentz laughed. ‘You were in Grade Seven once yourself.’

  




  

    ‘I can’t bear to think of it. Was I ever like that?’

  




  

    ‘You were. Let me talk to Lizette. You must get some sleep, sweetie. You need to be fresh for the exam. I’ll phone tomorrow, I promise.’
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    The taxi dropped Mpayipheli off outside Departures; he paid, took his bag and got out. How long since he had last flown? Things had changed; everything was new and shiny to make a good impression on the overseas tourists.

  




  

    At ComAir he bought a ticket with the cash that Monica Kleintjes had handed him in a stack of new hundred-rand notes. ‘That’s too much,’ he had said. ‘You can bring me the change,’ had been her response. Now he wondered where the money had come from. Did she have time to go and draw the cash? Or did the Kleintjes keep that much in the house?

  




  

    He sent the bag through the X-ray machine. Two pairs of trousers, two shirts, two pairs of socks, his black shoes, a jersey, his toilet bag, the remaining cash. And the hard disk, small and flat, technology that was beyond him. And somewhere in the electronic innards were unmentionable facts about this country’s past.

  




  

    He didn’t want to think about it, didn’t want to be involved, he just wanted to give the stuff to Johnny Kleintjes, see him safe, come home and get on with his life. So many plans for himself and Miriam and Pakamile . . . and then he became aware of the two grey suits behind him, the instinct a relic from another life, a muted warning in the back of his mind. He looked back but it was just his imagination. He took his bag and checked his watch. Thirty-three minutes to boarding.

  




  

    ‘What should we do?’ asked Quinn, looking expectantly at Mentz with his headphones pulled down.

  




  

    ‘First I want to know where he’s headed.’

  




  

    ‘They’re finding out. He bought a ticket with ComAir.’

  




  

    ‘Keep me informed.’

  




  

    Quinn nodded, shifted the earphones back and spoke quietly into the mike at his mouth.

  




  

    ‘Rahjev, anything?’ Mentz asked the extremely fat Indian seated behind his computer.

  




  

    ‘National Population Register lists nine Thobela Mpayiphelis. I’m checking birth dates. Give me ten.’

  




  

    She nodded.

  




  

    Why had Monica Kleintjes chosen Mpayipheli? Who was he?

  




  

    Mentz stepped over to Radebe who was on the phone talking to the Gauteng office. Someone had brought coffee and sandwiches. She didn’t want coffee yet and she wasn’t hungry. She went back to Quinn. He was just listening, and glanced up at her, calm and competent.

  




  

    An unbelievable team, she thought. This thing will be over before it has begun.

  




  

    ‘He’s flying to Johannesburg,’ said Quinn.

  




  

    ‘He has only one bag with him?’

  




  

    ‘Just the one.’

  




  

    ‘And we are absolutely sure that Monica Kleintjes is at her house?’

  




  

    ‘She’s sitting in front of the TV in the sitting room. They can see her through the lace curtain.’

  




  

    Mentz considered the possibilities, running through all the implications and scenarios. Mpayipheli must have the data. They could take it now and send their own team to Lusaka. Better control; with the RU as back-up. Perhaps. Because it would be difficult to get Mazibuko and company into Zambia. Too many diplomatic favours. Too much exposure. The Director might have to test his reaction unit some other time. The main issue: keep it in the family. Keep it safe and under control.

  




  

    ‘How good is the team at the airport?’

  




  

    ‘Good enough. Experienced,’ said Quinn.

  




  

    She nodded. ‘I want them to bring Mpayipheli in, Quinn. Low profile – I don’t want a confrontation at the airport. Discreet and fast. Get him and his bag in a car and bring them here.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli sat with his bag on his lap and the awareness of isolation crept over him. He had been living with Miriam for more than a year now, more than a year of family evenings, and suddenly here he was alone again, like he had been in the old days.

  




  

    He searched for a reaction in himself. Did he miss it? The answer surprised him, as he found no satisfaction in this privacy. After a lifetime of depending on himself, in twelve months Miriam and Pakamile had changed his life. He wanted to be there, not here.

  




  

    But he had to complete this task.

  




  

    Johnny Kleintjes. The Johnny Kleintjes he knew would never have sold out. Something must have happened to change the old man. Who knew what was happening in the inner circles and walkways of the new government and the new intelligence services? It wasn’t impossible, just improbable. Johnny Kleintjes was a man of integrity. And loyalty. A strong man with character. Mpayipheli would ask him when he saw him, when the data was handed over and Johnny had got his money. If everything went off OK. It had to. He didn’t feel like trouble, not any more.

  




  

    And then they were next to him, two grey suits. He hadn’t seen them coming and as they appeared beside him he started at the depth of his thoughts, the blunting of old skills.

  




  

    ‘Mr Mpayipheli,’ said one.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’ He was surprised that they knew his name. They were right against him, preventing him from getting up.

  




  

    ‘We want you to come with us.’

  




  

    ‘What for?’

  




  

    ‘We represent the State,’ said the second, holding a plastic ID up to his eyes – photo and national coat of arms.

  




  

    ‘I have to catch a plane,’ he said. His head was clear now, his body reacting.

  




  

    ‘Not tonight,’ said Number One.

  




  

    ‘I don’t want to hurt anybody,’ said Thobela Mpayipheli.

  




  

    Two laughed: he-he, amused. ‘Is that so?’

  




  

    ‘Please.’

  




  

    ‘I am afraid you don’t have a choice, Mr Mpayipheli.’ He tapped the blue bag. ‘The contents . . .’

  




  

    What did they know? ‘Please listen,’ he said. ‘I don’t want trouble.’

  




  

    The agent heard the note of pleading in the big Xhosa’s voice. He’s afraid, he thought. Use it. ‘We could give you more trouble than you would ever imagine, big fellow,’ he said and pushed back the lapel of his jacket to display the pistol, steel grip in a black shoulder holster. He stretched out his hand for the sports bag. ‘Come,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘Ai, ai,’ said Thobela Mpayipheli. In the time it took for the agent’s hand to reach the sports bag he had to make a decision. He had gleaned something from their behaviour: they didn’t want to cause a scene. They wanted to get him out of here quietly. He must use that. He saw One’s jacket gaping as his arm reached for the bag. He saw the pistol grip, reached up and took it, turned it, stood up. One had the bag in his hand, his eyes wide with shock. Mpayipheli leaned into him with the pistol barrel pointed at his heart. Two was behind Number One. Other passengers here and there had not seen anything amiss.

  




  

    ‘I don’t want trouble. Just give me my bag.’

  




  

    ‘What are you doing?’ asked Two.

  




  

    ‘He’s got my pistol,’ hissed One.

  




  

    ‘You take the bag,’ Mpayipheli told Two.

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘Take the bag from him and put your pistol in it.’ He shoved the pistol in his own hand hard against One’s chest, keeping him between himself and Two.

  




  

    ‘Do what he says,’ said One softly.

  




  

    Two was uncertain, eyes darting from them to the passengers waiting in the departure hall, trying to decide. He made up his mind.

  




  

    ‘No,’ he said drawing his pistol and keeping it under his jacket.

  




  

    ‘Do what he says,’ One whispered urgently, with authority.

  




  

    ‘Fuck, Willem.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli kept his voice reasonable, calm. ‘I just want my bag. I am not good with revolvers. There are lots of people here. Someone might get hurt’

  




  

    Stalemate. Mpayipheli and Willem intimately close, Two a metre away.

  




  

    ‘Jissis, Alfred, do what the fucker says. Where can he go?’

  




  

    At last: ‘You can explain to the boss.’ Alfred took the bag slowly from Willem’s grip, unzipped it and slipped his pistol inside, zipped it back up and deposited it carefully on the floor as if the contents were breakable.

  




  

    ‘Now both of you sit down.’

  




  

    The agents moved slowly and sat.

  




  

    Mpayipheli took the bag, Willem’s pistol in his trouser pocket with his hand still on it and walked, jogged to the passenger exit, turning to check. One and Two, Willem and Alfred, one white, one brown, staring at him with unreadable faces.

  




  

    ‘Sir, you can’t . . . ’ said the woman at the exit but he was past her, outside, onto the runway. A security man shouted something, waving, but he ran out of the ring of light from the building into the dark.

  




  

    A bellow from the fat Indian: ‘I’ve got him.’ Mentz strode over to his computer monitor.

  




  

    ‘Thobela Mpayipheli, born 10 October 1962 in Alice in the Eastern Cape, father is Lawrence Mpayipheli, mother is Catherine Zongu, his ID number is 621010 5122 004. Registered address is 45, 17th Avenue, Mitchell’s Plain.’ Rajkumar leaned back triumphantly and took another sandwich from the tray.

  




  

    Mentz stood behind his chair reading off the screen.

  




  

    ‘We know he was born, Rahjev. We need more than that’

  




  

    ‘Well, I had to start somewhere.’ He sounded wounded at the dearth of praise.

  




  

    ‘I hope his birthday isn’t an omen,’ she said.

  




  

    Rajkumar glanced from the screen to her. ‘I don’t get it.’

  




  

    ‘Heroes Day, Raj. In the old days the tenth of October was Heroes Day. That address is old. Find out who lived there. He’s forty years old. Too old to be Monica’s contemporary. Old enough to have been involved with Johnny Kleintjes . . .’

  




  

    ‘Ma’am,’ called Quinn, but Mentz would not be interrupted.

  




  

    ‘. . . I want to know what that connection with Kleintjes is, Rahjev. I want to know if he served and how. I need to know why Monica Kleintjes went to him with her little problem.’

  




  

    ‘Ma’am,’ Quinn called again with great urgency. She looked up.

  




  

    ‘We have a fugitive.’

  




  

    Mpayipheli aimed for the darkest area of the airport and kept running. His ears expected sirens and shouts and shots. He was angry, with Monica and Johnny Kleintjes and himself. How did the authorities suddenly know about Johnny Kleintjes’s little deal?

  




  

    They had known his name, the two grey suits. Had tapped a finger on the blue bag. They knew what was in there. Had been watching him since he’d walked into the airport, knew about him; must have followed Monica to his house, so they knew about her, about Johnny Kleintjes, bloody Johnny Kleintjes. They knew everything. He ran, looking over his shoulder. No one was behind him. He had sworn to himself: no more violence. For two years he had been true to his vow. Had not shot, beaten or even threatened anyone. He had promised Miriam that those days were gone but within thirty seconds since the grey suits had reached him it was if all the promises were in the water and he knew how these things worked, they just got worse. Once the cycle began it couldn’t be stopped: what he should do now was take the bag back to the woman and tell her that Johnny Kleintjes could sort out his own mess. Stop the cycle before it went any further. Stop it now.

  




  

    Mpayipheli pulled up at the wire boundary fence. Beyond it was Borchards Quarry Road. He was breathing hard, his body no longer used to the exertion. Sweat ran down his cheek. He checked behind again: the building was too far away to distinguish the people in it but all was quiet, no big fuss.

  




  

    Which meant that it wasn’t a police or Customs operation. If it had been, the place would have been crawling.

  




  

    That meant . . .

  




  

    Spooks.

  




  

    It made sense, if you took into account what was on the hard drive.

  




  

    Fuck them. He was not afraid of spooks. He jumped for the fence.

  




  

    ‘Put them on speaker,’ said Janina Mentz and Quinn pressed the button.

  




  

    ‘. . . He was just lucky, Control, that’s all.’

  




  

    ‘You’re on speaker, Willem.’

  




  

    ‘Oh.’

  




  

    ‘I want to know what happened,’ said Janina Mentz.

  




  

    ‘He got away, ma’am, but—’

  




  

    ‘I know he got away. How did it happen?’

  




  

    ‘We had everything under control, ma’am’ said the voice in awe. ‘We waited until he sat down in the departure hall. We identified ourselves and asked the target to accompany us. Control said we must keep it low-profile. He’s only a motorbike mechanic, he sat there with the bag on his lap like a farm boy, he looked so shy and lonely. He said he didn’t want any trouble. It was obvious he was scared. It’s my fault, ma’am. I wanted to take the bag and he got hold of my firearm . . .’

  




  

    ‘He got hold of it?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, ma’am. He grabbed it. I . . . um . . . his actions were . . . I didn’t expect it.’

  




  

    ‘And then?’

  




  

    ‘Then he took the bag, with Alfred’s firearm in it, and ran away.’

  




  

    Silence.

  




  

    ‘So, now he has two firearms?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t think he knows what to do with them, ma’am. He called my pistol a revolver.’

  




  

    ‘Well, that’s a relief.’

  




  

    Willem did not respond.

  




  

    Quinn sighed despondently and said in a quiet aside to Mentz: ‘I thought they could handle it’.

  




  

    ‘Ma’am, he just got lucky. Judging by his reaction we’ll get him easily,’ said Willem over the ether.

  




  

    Mentz did not answer.

  




  

    ‘He even said “please”.’

  




  

    ‘Please?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, ma’am. And we know he’s not on a plane.’

  




  

    Mentz pondered the information. The room was very quiet.

  




  

    ‘Ma’am?’ said the voice on the radio.

  




  

    ‘Yes?’

  




  

    ‘What do we do now?’

  




  

    6

  




  

    There comes a time to show anger, controlled but with purpose, rejection not of your people but of their actions.

  




  

    Mentz turned off the speakerphone angrily and walked over to her computer. ‘We were in control of this thing. We knew where she was, where he was, where he was going, how he was going to get there. Absolute control.’

  




  

    Her voice carried across the room, the anger barely submerged. Everyone was looking at her, but no one made eye contact.

  




  

    ‘So why did we lose control? Lack of information. Lack of intelligence. Lack of judgement. Here and at the airport. Now we are at a disadvantage. We have no idea where he is. At least we know where he is going and we know the quickest way to get there. But that is not enough. I want to know who Thobela Mpayipheli is and I want to know now. I want to know why Monica Kleintjes went to him. And I want to know where he is. I want to know where the disk is. Everything. And I don’t care what you must do to get that information.’

  




  

    She looked for eyes, but they were looking at the floor.

  




  

    ‘And those two clowns, Quinn.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, ma’am?’

  




  

    ‘Let them write a report. And when that’s done . . .’

  




  

    ‘Yes, ma’am,’

  




  

    ‘Let them go. They don’t belong on this team.’

  




  

    She walked out of the room, wishing that there was a door to slam, down the passage, into her office – where there was a door to slam – and dropped into her black leather chair.

  




  

    Let the fools sweat.

  




  

    Let them understand in the first place that if you can’t take the heat, Janina Mentz will remove you from the kitchen. Because, Lord knew, this was no place for failure. She would live up to her promises.

  




  

    The Director knew. He sat there in his office in his snow-white shirt and he knew because he was listening. He heard every word spoken in the Ops room – and judged it: her actions and reactions, her leadership.
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