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    He woke abruptly out of an alcohol-sodden sleep, the pain in his ribs his first conscious sensation. Then the swollen eye and upper lip, the antiseptic, musty smell of the cell, the sour odour of his body, the salty taste of blood and old beer in his mouth.

  




  

    And the relief.

  




  

    Jigsaw pieces of the previous evening floated into his mind. The provocation, the annoyed faces, the anger – such normal, predictable motherfuckers, such decent, conventional pillars of the community.

  




  

    He remained motionless, on the side that wasn’t painful, the hangover throbbing like a disease through his body.

  




  

    Footsteps in the corridor outside, a key turning in the lock of the grey steel door, the grating of metal on metal slicing through his head. Then the uniform stood there.

  




  

    ‘Your attorney’s here,’ the policeman said.

  




  

    Slowly he turned on the bed. Opened one eye.

  




  

    ‘Come.’ A voice devoid of respect.

  




  

    ‘I don’t have an attorney.’ His voice sounded far away.

  




  

    The policeman took a step, hooked a hand into the back of his collar, pulled him upright. ‘Come on.’

  




  

    The pain in his ribs. He stumbled through the cell door, down the paved passage to the charge office.

  




  

    The uniform walked ahead, used a key to indicate the way to the small parade room. He entered with difficulty, hurting. Kemp sat there, his briefcase next to him, a frown on his face. He sat down in a dark blue chair, his head in his hands. He heard the policeman close the door behind him and walk away.

  




  

    ‘You’re trash, van Heerden,’ said Kemp.

  




  

    He didn’t respond.

  




  

    ‘What are you doing with your life?’

  




  

    ‘What does it matter?’ His swollen lip lisped the ‘s’.

  




  

    Kemp’s frown deepened. He shook his head. ‘They didn’t even bother to lay a charge.’

  




  

    He wanted to indulge in the relief, the lessening of the pressure, but it eluded him. Kemp. Where the fuck did Kemp come from?

  




  

    ‘Even dentists know shit when they see it. Jesus, van Heerden, what’s with you? You’re pissing your life away. Dentists? How drunk do you have to be to take on five dentists?’

  




  

    ‘Two were GPs.’

  




  

    Kemp took in van Heerden’s appearance. Then the attorney got up, a big man, clean and neat in a sports jacket and grey slacks, the neutral colours of the tie a perfect match. ‘Where’s your car?’

  




  

    He rose to his feet slowly, the world tilting slightly. ‘At the bar.’

  




  

    Kemp opened the door and walked out. ‘Come on, then.’

  




  

    Van Heerden followed him into the charge office. A sergeant pushed his possessions over the counter, a plastic bag containing his slender wallet and his keys. He took it without making eye contact.

  




  

    ‘I’m taking him away,’ said Kemp.

  




  

    ‘He’ll be back.’

  




  

    The day was cold. The wind knifed through his thin jacket and he resisted the impulse to pull it closer around his body.

  




  

    Kemp climbed into his large four-by-four, leaned across and unlocked the passenger door. Slowly van Heerden walked around the vehicle, climbed in, closed the door and leaned his head against it. Kemp pulled off.

  




  

    ‘Which bar?’

  




  

    ‘The Sports Pub, opposite Panarotti’s.’

  




  

    ‘What happened?’

  




  

    ‘Why did you fetch me?’

  




  

    ‘Because you told the entire Tableview police station that I would sue them and the dentists for everything ranging from assault to brutality.’

  




  

    He vaguely remembered his charge-office tirade. ‘My attorney.’ Mockingly.

  




  

    ‘I’m not your attorney, van Heerden.’

  




  

    The ache in the swollen eye killed his laughter. ‘Why did you fetch me?’

  




  

    Aggressively Kemp changed gears. ‘Fuck alone knows.’

  




  

    Van Heerden turned his head and looked at the man behind the steering wheel. ‘You want something.’

  




  

    ‘You owe me.’

  




  

    ‘I owe you nothing.’

  




  

    Kemp drove, looking for the pub. ‘Which car is yours?’

  




  

    He pointed to the Corolla.

  




  

    ‘I’ll follow you. I have to get you clean and respectable.’

  




  

    ‘What for?’

  




  

    ‘Later.’

  




  

    He got out, walked across the road and got into the Toyota. He found it difficult to unlock the door, his hand shaking. The engine stuttered, wheezed and eventually fired. He drove to Koeberg Road, left past Killarney, onto the N7, wind suddenly sweeping rain across the road. Left to Morning Star and left again to the entrance to the smallholding, Kemp’s imported American Ford behind him. He looked at the big house amongst the trees but turned off to the small whitewashed building and stopped.

  




  

    Kemp stopped next to him, opening his window just a crack against the rain. ‘I’ll wait for you.’

  




  

    First of all he showered, without pleasure, letting the hot water sluice over his body, his hands automatically soaping the narrow space between shoulder and chest and belly – just the soap, no washcloth, careful over the injured part of the ribs. Then, methodically, he washed the rest of himself, leaning his head against the wall for balance as he did first one foot, then the other, eventually turning off the taps and pulling the thin, over-laundered white towel from the rail. Sooner or later he would have to buy a new towel. He let the hot tap of the washbasin run, cupped his hands under the slow stream and threw the water over the mirror to wash away the steam. He squeezed a dollop of shaving cream into his left hand, dipped the shaving brush into it, made it foam. He lathered his face.

  




  

    The eye looked bad, red and puffy. Later it would be a purplish blue. Most of the scab on his lip had been washed off. Only a thin line of dried blood remained.

  




  

    He pulled the razor from the left ear downwards, all the way across the skin, over the jawline into the neck, then started at the top again, without looking at himself. Pulled the skin of his jaw to tighten it around the mouth, then did the right side, rinsed the razor, cleaned the basin with hot water, dried off again. Brushed his hair. Had to clean the brush: it was clogged with black hair.

  




  

    Had to buy new underpants. Had to buy new shirts. Had to buy new socks. Trousers and jacket still reasonable. Fuck the tie. The room was dark and cold. Rain against the windows at ten past eleven in the morning.

  




  

    He walked out. Kemp opened the door of the four-by-four.

  




  

    There was a long silence that lasted as far as Milnerton.

  




  

    ‘Where to?’

  




  

    ‘City.’

  




  

    ‘You want something.’

  




  

    ‘One of our PAs has started her own practice. She needs help.’

  




  

    ‘You owe her.’

  




  

    Kemp merely snorted. ‘What happened last night?’

  




  

    ‘I was drunk.’

  




  

    ‘What happened last night that was different?’

  




  

    There were pelicans on the lagoon opposite the golf course. They were feeding, undisturbed by the rain.

  




  

    ‘They were so full of their fucking four-by-fours.’

  




  

    ‘So you assaulted them?’

  




  

    ‘The fat one hit me first.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    He turned his head away.

  




  

    ‘I don’t understand you.’

  




  

    He made a noise in his throat.

  




  

    ‘You can make a living. But you have such a shitty opinion of yourself . . .’

  




  

    Paarden Island’s industries moved past.

  




  

    ‘What happened?’

  




  

    Van Heerden looked at the rain, fine drops scurrying across the windshield. He took a deep breath, a sigh for the uselessness of it all. ‘You can tell a man his four-by-four isn’t going to make his prick any larger and he pretends to be deaf. But drag in his wife . . .’

  




  

    ‘Jesus.’

  




  

    For a brief moment he felt the hate again, the relief, the moment of release of the previous evening: the five middle-aged men, their faces contorted with rage, the blows, the kicks that rained down on him until the three bartenders managed to separate them.

  




  

    They didn’t speak again until Kemp stopped in front of a building on the Foreshore.

  




  

    ‘Third floor. Beneke, Olivier and partners. Tell Beneke I sent you.’

  




  

    He nodded and opened the door, got out. Kemp looked thoughtfully at him.

  




  

    Then he closed the door and walked into the building.

  




  

    He slumped in the chair, lack of respect evident in his posture. She had asked him to sit down. ‘Kemp sent me,’ was all he had said. She had nodded, glanced at the injured eye and lip and ignored them.

  




  

    ‘I believe that you and I can help one another, Mr van Heerden.’ She tucked her skirt under her as she sat down.

  




  

    Mister. And the attempt at common ground. He knew this approach. But he said nothing. He looked at her. Wondered from whom she had inherited the nose and the mouth. The large eyes and the small ears. The genetic dice had fallen in strange places for her, leaving her on the edge of beauty.

  




  

    She had folded her hands on the desk, the fingers neatly interlaced. ‘Mr Kemp told me you have experience of investigative work but are not in permanent employ at the moment. I need the help of a good investigator.’ Norman Vincent Peale. She spoke smoothly and easily. He suspected that she was clever. He suspected she would take longer to unnerve than the average female.

  




  

    She opened a drawer, took out a file.

  




  

    ‘Did Kemp tell you I was trash?’

  




  

    Her hands hesitated briefly. She gave him a stiff smile. ‘Mr van Heerden, your personality doesn’t interest me. Your personal life doesn’t interest me. This is a business proposition. I’m offering you a temporary job opportunity for a professional fee.’

  




  

    So fucking controlled. As if she knew everything. As if her cell phone and her degree were the only defence she needed.

  




  

    ‘How old are you?’

  




  

    ‘Thirty,’ she said without hesitation.

  




  

    He looked at her third finger, left hand. It was bare.

  




  

    ‘Are you available, Mr van Heerden?’

  




  

    ‘It depends on what you want.’
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    My mother was an artist. My father was a miner.

  




  

    She saw him for the first time on a cold winter’s day on Oliën Park’s frost-covered rugby field, his striped Vaal Reef’s jersey almost torn off his body. He was walking slowly to the touchline to fetch a new shirt, his sweaty litheness, the definition of shoulders and stomach and ribs, gleaming dully in the weak late afternoon sun.

  




  

    She had told the story accurately, every time: the pale blue of the sky, the bleached grey-white of the stadium’s grass, the smallish group of students loudly supporting their team against the miners, the purple of their scarves bright splashes of colour against the dull grey of the wooden benches. Every time I heard the story I added more detail: her slender figure taken from a black-and-white photograph of that time, cigarette in her hand, dark hair, dark eyes, a certain brooding beauty. How she saw him, how all the lines of his face and his body were so irresistibly right, as if, through all that, she could see everything.

  




  

    ‘Into his heart,’ she said.

  




  

    She knew two things with absolute certainty at that moment. One was that she wanted to paint him.

  




  

    After the game she waited for him outside, among the officials and second-team players, until he came out wearing a jacket and tie, his hair wet from the showers. And he saw her in the dusk, felt her intensity and blushed and walked to her as if he knew that she wanted him.

  




  

    She had the piece of paper in her hand.

  




  

    ‘Call me,’ she said when he stood in front of her.

  




  

    His mates surrounded him so she simply gave him the folded paper with her name and telephone number and left, back to the house in Thom Street where she was boarding.

  




  

    He phoned late at night.

  




  

    ‘My name is Emile.’

  




  

    ‘I’m an artist,’ she said. ‘I want to paint you.’

  




  

    ‘Oh.’ Disappointment in his voice. ‘What kind of painting?’

  




  

    ‘One of you.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘Because you’re a handsome man.’

  




  

    He laughed, disbelieving and uncomfortable. (Later he had told her that it was news to him, that he’d always had trouble getting girls. She’d replied that that was because he was stupid with women.)

  




  

    ‘I don’t know,’ he eventually stammered.

  




  

    ‘As payment you can take me out for dinner.’

  




  

    My father only laughed again. And just over a week later, on a cold winter’s Sunday morning, he drove in his Morris Minor from the single quarters in Stilfontein to Potchefstroom. She, with easel and painting kit, got into the car and she directed him – out on the Carletonville road, close to Boskop Dam.

  




  

    ‘Where are we going?’

  




  

    ‘Into the veld.’

  




  

    ‘The veld?’

  




  

    She nodded.

  




  

    ‘Doesn’t one do it in a . . . an art room?’

  




  

    ‘A studio.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Sometimes.’

  




  

    ‘Oh?’

  




  

    They had turned off onto a farm road and stopped at a small ridge. He helped her carry her equipment, watched as she stretched the canvas on the easel, opened the case and tidied the brushes.

  




  

    ‘You can undress now.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not going to take everything off.’

  




  

    She merely looked at him in silence.

  




  

    ‘I don’t even know your surname.’

  




  

    ‘Joan Kilian. Undress.’

  




  

    He took off his shirt, then his shoes.

  




  

    ‘That’s enough,’ he resisted.

  




  

    She nodded.

  




  

    ‘What must I do now?’

  




  

    ‘Stand on the rock.’

  




  

    He climbed onto a large rock.

  




  

    ‘Don’t stand so stiffly. Relax. Drop your hands. Look over there, towards the dam.’

  




  

    And then she began painting. He asked her questions but she didn’t reply, only warned him a few times to stand still, looked from him to the canvas, mixed and applied paint until he gave up trying to talk. After an hour or more she allowed him to rest. He asked his questions again, discovered that she was the only daughter of an actress and a drama lecturer in Pretoria. He vaguely remembered their names from Afrikaans films of the Forties.

  




  

    Eventually she lit a cigarette and started packing her painting equipment.

  




  

    He dressed. ‘Can I see what you’ve drawn?’

  




  

    ‘Painted. No.’

  




  

    ‘Why not?’

  




  

    ‘You can see it when it’s finished.’

  




  

    They drove back to Potchefstroom and drank hot chocolate in a café. He asked about her art, she asked him about his work. And some time during the late afternoon of a Western Transvaal winter he looked at her for a long time and then said: ‘I’m going to marry you.’ She nodded because that was the second thing she had known with certainty when she saw him for the first time.
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    The female attorney looked down at the folder and slowly drew in her breath. ‘Johannes Jacobus Smit was fatally wounded with a large-calibre gun on 30 September last year during a burglary at his home in Moreletta Street, Durbanville. The entire contents of a walk-in safe are missing, including a will in which, it is alleged, he left all his possessions to his friend, Wilhelmina Johanna van As. If the will cannot be found, the late Mr Smit will have died intestate and his assets will eventually go to the state.’

  




  

    ‘What’s the size of the estate?’

  




  

    ‘At this stage it seems to be just under two million.’

  




  

    He had suspected it. ‘Van As is your client.’

  




  

    ‘She lived with Mr Smit for eleven years. She supported him in his business interests, prepared his meals, cleaned his house, looked after his clothes and at his insistence had their child aborted.’

  




  

    ‘He never offered to marry her?’

  




  

    ‘He was no . . . advocate of marriage.’

  




  

    ‘Where was she on the evening of the . . .’

  




  

    ‘Thirtieth? In Windhoek. He sent her there. On business. She returned on the first of October and found him dead, tied to a kitchen chair.’

  




  

    He slid further down in his chair. ‘You want me to trace the will?’

  




  

    She nodded. ‘I’ve already explored every possible legal loophole. The final sitting at the Master of the Supreme Court is in a week’s time. If we cannot supply a legal document by that time, Wilna van As doesn’t get a cent.’

  




  

    ‘A week?’

  




  

    She nodded.

  




  

    ‘It’s almost . . . ten months. Since the murder.’

  




  

    The attorney nodded again.

  




  

    ‘I take it the police haven’t had a breakthrough.’

  




  

    ‘They did their best.’

  




  

    He looked at her, and then at the two certificates on the wall. His ribs were hurting. He made a short, obscene noise, part pain, part disbelief. ‘A week?’

  




  

    ‘I . . .’

  




  

    ‘Didn’t Kemp tell you? I don’t do miracles any more.’

  




  

    ‘Mr van . . .’

  




  

    ‘It’s ten months since the man’s death. It’s a waste of your client’s money. Not that that would bother an attorney.’

  




  

    He saw her eyes narrowing and a small rosy fleck in the shape of a crescent moon slowly appeared on one cheek. ‘My ethics, Mr van Heerden, are above reproach.’

  




  

    ‘Not if you give Mrs van As the impression that there’s any hope,’ he said and wondered just how much self-control she had.

  




  

    ‘Miss van As is completely informed about the significance of this step. I advised her of the potential uselessness of the exercise. But she is prepared to pay you because it’s her last chance. The only remaining possibility. Unless you don’t see your way clear, Mr van Heerden. Evidently there are other people with the same talents . . .’

  




  

    The crescent was bright red but her voice remained measured and controlled.

  




  

    ‘Who would be only too pleased to join you in taking Miss van As’s money,’ he said and wondered if the fleck could become any redder. To his surprise she smiled slowly.

  




  

    ‘I’m really not interested in how you acquired your wounds.’ With her manicured hands she gestured at his face. ‘But I’m beginning to understand why.’

  




  

    He saw the crescent moon slowly disappearing. He thought for a moment, disappointed. ‘What else was in the safe?’

  




  

    ‘She doesn’t know.’

  




  

    ‘She doesn’t know? She sleeps with him for eleven years and she doesn’t know what’s cooking in his safe?’

  




  

    ‘Do you know what’s in your wife’s wardrobe, Mr van Heerden?’

  




  

    ‘What’s your name?’

  




  

    She hesitated. ‘Hope.’

  




  

    ‘Hope?’

  




  

    ‘My parents were somewhat . . . romantic.’

  




  

    He rolled the name around in his mouth. Hope. Beneke. He looked at her, wondered how someone, a woman, thirty years old, could live with the name Hope. He looked at her short hair. Like a man’s. Fleetingly he wondered with which angle of her face the gods of features had fumbled – an old game, vaguely remembered.

  




  

    ‘I don’t have a wife, Hope.’

  




  

    ‘I’m not surprised . . . What’s your name?’

  




  

    ‘I like the “mister”.’

  




  

    ‘Do you want to accept the challenge, Mister van Heerden?’

  




  

    Wilna van As was somewhere in her indefinable middle years, a woman with no sharp edges, short and rounded, and her voice was quiet as they sat in the living room of the house in Durbanville while she told him and the attorney about Jan Smit.

  




  

    She had introduced him as ‘Mr van Heerden, our investigator.’ Our. As if they owned him now. He asked for coffee when they were offered something to drink. Strangers to one another, they sat stiffly and formally in the living room.

  




  

    ‘I know it’s almost impossible to find the will in time,’ van As said apologetically and he looked at the female attorney. She met his gaze, her face expressionless.

  




  

    He nodded. ‘You’re sure of the existence of the document?’

  




  

    Hope Beneke drew in her breath as if she wanted to raise an objection.

  




  

    ‘Yes. Jan brought it home one evening.’ She gestured in the direction of the kitchen. ‘We sat at the table and he took me through it step by step. It wasn’t a long document.’

  




  

    ‘And the tenor of it was that you would inherit everything?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Who drew up the will?’

  




  

    ‘He wrote it himself. It was in his handwriting.’

  




  

    ‘Did anyone witness it?’

  




  

    ‘He had it witnessed at the police station here in Durbanville. Two of the people there signed it.’

  




  

    ‘There was only the one copy?’

  




  

    ‘Yes,’ said Wilna van As, in a resigned voice.

  




  

    ‘You didn’t find it odd that he didn’t have an attorney to draw up the document?’

  




  

    ‘Jan was like that.’

  




  

    ‘How?

  




  

    ‘Private.’

  




  

    The word hung in the air. Van Heerden said nothing, waiting for her to speak again.

  




  

    ‘I don’t think he trusted people very much.’

  




  

    ‘Oh?’

  




  

    ‘He . . . we . . . led a simple life. We worked and came home. He sometimes referred to this house as his hiding place. There weren’t any friends, really . . .’

  




  

    ‘What did he do?’

  




  

    ‘Classical furniture. What other people describe as antiques. He said that in South Africa there weren’t really any antiques, the country was too young. We were wholesalers. We found the furniture and provided traders, sometimes sold directly to the collectors.’

  




  

    ‘What was your role?’

  




  

    ‘I began working for him about twelve years ago. As a kind of . . . secretary. He drove around looking for furniture, in the countryside, on farms. I manned the office. After six months . . .’

  




  

    ‘Where’s the office?’

  




  

    ‘Here,’ she indicated. ‘In Wellington Street. Behind Pick ’n Pay. It’s a little old house . . .’

  




  

    ‘There was no safe in the office.’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘After six months . . .’ he reminded her.

  




  

    ‘I quickly learnt the business. He was in the Northern Cape when someone telephoned from Swellendam. It was a jonkmanskas, a wardrobe, if I remember correctly, nineteenth-century, a pretty piece with inlays . . . In any case, I phoned him. He said I had to have a look at it. I drove there and bought it for next to nothing. He was impressed when he got back. Then I started doing more and more . . .’

  




  

    ‘Who manned the office?’

  




  

    ‘We started off by taking turns. Afterwards he stayed in the office.’

  




  

    ‘You didn’t mind?’

  




  

    ‘I liked it.’

  




  

    ‘When did you start living together?’

  




  

    Van As hesitated.

  




  

    ‘Miss van As . . .’ Hope Beneke leaned forward, briefly searched for words. ‘Mr van Heerden must unfortunately ask questions that might possibly be . . . uncomfortable. But it’s essential that he acquire as much information as possible.’

  




  

    Van As nodded. ‘Of course. It’s just that . . . I’m not used to discussing the relationship. Jan was always . . . He said people didn’t have to know. Because they always gossip.’

  




  

    She realized that he was waiting for an answer. ‘It was a year after we began working together.’

  




  

    ‘Eleven years.’ A statement.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘In this house.’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘And you never went into the safe.’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    He simply stared at her.

  




  

    Van As gestured. ‘That’s the way it was.’

  




  

    ‘If Jan Smit had died under different circumstances, how would you have got the will out of the safe?’

  




  

    ‘I knew the combination.’

  




  

    He waited.

  




  

    ‘Jan changed it. To my birth date. After he had shown me the will.’

  




  

    ‘He kept all his important documents in the safe?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know what else was in it. Because it’s all gone now.’

  




  

    ‘May I see it? The safe?’

  




  

    She nodded and stood up. Wordlessly he followed her down the passage. Hope Beneke followed them. Between the bathroom and the main bedroom, on the right-hand side, was the safe’s big steel door, the mechanism of the combination lock set in it. The door was open. Van As touched a switch on the wall and a fluorescent light flickered and then glowed brightly. She walked in and stood in the safe.

  




  

    ‘I think he added it. After he bought the house.’

  




  

    ‘You think so?’

  




  

    ‘He never mentioned it.’

  




  

    ‘And you never asked?’

  




  

    She shook her head. He looked at the inside of the safe. It was entirely lined with wooden shelves, all of them empty.

  




  

    ‘You have no idea what was inside?’

  




  

    She shook her head again, small beside him in the narrow confines of the safe.

  




  

    ‘You never walked past when he was busy inside?’

  




  

    ‘He closed the door.’

  




  

    ‘And the secrecy never bothered you?’

  




  

    She looked at him, almost childishly. ‘You didn’t know him, Mr van Rensburg.’

  




  

    ‘Van Heerden.’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry.’ He could see the woman blushing. ‘I’m usually good with names.’

  




  

    He nodded.

  




  

    ‘Jan Smit was . . . He was a very private person.’

  




  

    ‘Did you clean in here after the . . .’

  




  

    ‘Yes. When the police had finished.’

  




  

    He turned and walked out, past Hope Beneke who was standing in the doorway, back to the living room. The women followed him. They sat down again.

  




  

    ‘You were the first to arrive on the scene?’

  




  

    The attorney lifted her hands. ‘Could we have a bit of breathing space?’

  




  

    Van As nodded. Van Heerden said nothing.

  




  

    ‘I would love some tea,’ Beneke said. ‘If it’s not too much trouble.’ She gave the other woman a warm, sympathetic smile.

  




  

    ‘With pleasure,’ said Wilna van As and walked to the kitchen.

  




  

    ‘A touch of compassion wouldn’t hurt, Mr van Heerden.’

  




  

    ‘Just call me van Heerden.’

  




  

    She looked at him.

  




  

    He leaned back in the chair. The pain around his eye was surpassing the ache of his ribs. The hangover throbbed dully in his head. ‘Seven days doesn’t leave me much time for compassion, Hope.’ He could see that his use of her name irritated her. It pleased him.

  




  

    ‘I don’t think it will take either time or trouble.’

  




  

    He shrugged.

  




  

    ‘You make it sound as if she’s a suspect.’

  




  

    He was quiet for a moment. Then he said slowly, tiredly: ‘How long have you been an attorney?’

  




  

    ‘Almost four years.’

  




  

    ‘How many murder cases have you handled during this period?’

  




  

    ‘I fail to see what that has to do with you and your lack of basic decency.’

  




  

    ‘Why do you think Kemp recommended me? Because I’m such a lovable guy?’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    He ignored her. ‘I know what I’m doing, Beneke. I know what I’m doing.’
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    For years the painting of my father hung on the wall facing their double bed – the lithe miner with his coppery blond hair and muscled torso set against a ridge in the Western Transvaal, bleached by winter. The painting was a symbol of their unique meeting, their unusual romance, the love at first sight that evidently happened more often in those days than it does now.

  




  

    I don’t offer Emile and Joan’s meeting as an amusing prologue, but as one of the great factors that shaped my life.

  




  

    In the shadow of their romance, I would spend most of my life searching for that moment in which I, too, would discover the same immediate and dramatic certainty of love.

  




  

    It would, eventually, lead to my downfall.

  




  

    My father was a man of integrity. (How disappointed he would have been had he known his son as an adult.) That – and his body – possibly formed the foundation on which my parents’ marriage was built, because they had nothing in common. Even after their marriage, three years later, they lived in separate worlds in the mine house in Stilfontein.

  




  

    I must admit that I don’t recall much of the first four or five years of my life but I did know that my mother, the artist, was always surrounded by her artistic friends: painters, sculptors, actors and musicians, odd people who came on visits from Johannesburg and Pretoria, occasionally filling the third bedroom to overflowing, even bedding down in the living room on some weekends. She guided the conversation, a cigarette in her hand, an open book within reach, music coming from scratchy records, especially Schubert, but Beethoven and Haydn as well. (Mozart, she said, didn’t have enough passion.) She didn’t like housekeeping or cooking, but there was always a meal for my father, often an exotic dish prepared by one of her friends. And he was a figure on the periphery, the man who came off shift with his hard hat and his tin lunchbox and went to rugby practice. Or went jogging in summer. He was a fitness fanatic years before it became fashionable. He ran the Comrades Ultra-marathon year after year, other forgotten marathons as well. He was a quiet man and his life revolved around his love for her and his love for sport – and, later, his love for me.

  




  

    Into this household fate shoved me on 27 January, 1960, a boy with his mother’s dark features and, evidently, his father’s silences.

  




  

    It was his suggestion that they should name me ‘Zatopek’.

  




  

    He was a great admirer of the Czech athlete Emil Zatopek, and the fact that he shared his first name with him, even if the spelling differed slightly, probably also played a role. For my mother, ‘Zatopek’ was different, exotic, bohemian. Neither of them, with their ordinary names, could have foreseen what this would do to a boy growing up in a mining town. Not that the children’s insensitive teasing left a scar. But neither did they foresee the lifelong irritation of spelling your first name every time a form had to be filled in; the raised eyebrows and the inevitable ‘Come again?’ every time you introduced yourself.

  




  

    There were only two events during my first six years that would remain with me forever.

  




  

    The first was the discovery of the beauty of women.

  




  

    The applicability of this is multifaceted and you must bear with me, forgive me if I digress from narrative and chronology. But it was a subject that would fascinate me, enchant me and eventually add to the jigsaw of my psyche.

  




  

    The specifics of the event have been forgotten. I think I was five, probably playing with my toys in the living room of the mine house, among the adults, my mother’s wide circle of artistic friends, when I looked up at one of her friends, an actress. And in that moment recognized her beauty, undefined, but with the complete knowledge that she was beautiful, that one was swept away by the sum total of her features. I must admit that I can’t recall her face, just the fact that she was small and slender and possibly had brown hair. But it was the first of many such experiences, each one a milestone of growing admiration and meditation on the beauty of women.

  




  

    The danger, of course, was the possible loss of objectivity. Because all men, after all, admire beautiful women. But I believed that my feeling for beauty, the way in which it impressed me, was above the average. Perhaps, I thought then, when I still had the energy and the hunger for reflection, that it was the only inheritance from my mother’s artistic genes – to be enchanted by the shape, the angles, the separate particles that make up the sum total of a woman, as my father’s body had enchanted her. The difference was that she wanted to paint it, as she did so many other people’s faces and postures. I was always content merely to look and to ponder. To wonder about the unfairness of the gods who conferred beauty in a haphazard fashion; about the devils of old age who could take back the beauty so that only the personality that had been shaped by it remained; about the influence of stunning beauty on a woman’s character; about the strangeness of beauty, its many wonderful facets of nose and mouth and chin, cheekbone and eye. And I wondered about the gods’ sense of humour, their wickedness and meanness in giving some woman a perfect body and then holding back at the very epicentre of beauty, the face. Or connecting an exquisite face to a hideous body. Or adding a fraction of imperfection to the mix so that it hangs there in no-man’s-land.

  




  

    Oh, and the talent women possess to enhance nature’s parsimony, using clothes and colour, lipstick and brush and small movements of hands and fingers to produce an improved, more alluring product.

  




  

    From that moment, in a living room in Stilfontein, I was a slave to beauty.

  




  

    The second unforgettable event during my first six years began with an earthquake.
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    ‘I returned from Windhoek and Jan was supposed to fetch me at the airport. But he wasn’t there. I phoned home. There was no reply. So I took a taxi after waiting for about two hours. It was late, probably ten o’clock in the evening. The house was in darkness. I was worried because he always came home early. And the kitchen light was always burning. So I opened the front door and walked in and I saw him, there, in the kitchen. Immediately. It was the first thing I saw. And I knew he was dead. There was so much blood. His head hung low on his chest. They had fastened him to the chair, one of the kitchen chairs. I sold the set, I couldn’t keep them. His arms were tied behind him with wire, the police told me. I couldn’t go any closer, I simply stood there in the doorway and then I ran to the neighbours. They telephoned the police, I was in shock. They called the doctor as well.’

  




  

    From the sound of her voice he knew that she had repeated the story more than once: the lack of intonation that repetition and suppressed trauma brings.

  




  

    ‘Later the police asked you to look through the house.’

  




  

    ‘Yes. They wanted to know lots of things. How the murderer had entered the house, everything that was stolen . . .’

  




  

    ‘Could you help them?’

  




  

    ‘We don’t know how they got in. The police think they were lying in wait for him when he got home. But the neighbours didn’t notice anything.’

  




  

    ‘What was gone, out of the house?’

  




  

    ‘Only the contents of the safe.’

  




  

    ‘His wallet? Television set? Hi-fi?’

  




  

    ‘Nothing, except the contents of the safe.’

  




  

    ‘How long were you in Windhoek?’

  




  

    ‘I spent the entire week in Namibia. In the countryside, mostly. I only flew to and from Windhoek.’

  




  

    ‘How long had he been dead when you got back?’

  




  

    ‘They told me it had happened the previous evening. Before I came back.’

  




  

    ‘You didn’t telephone here on that day?’

  




  

    ‘No. I’d phoned two days before from Gobabis, just to tell him what I’d found.’

  




  

    ‘What did he sound like?’

  




  

    ‘The same as always. He didn’t like telephones. I did most of the talking. I made sure that the prices I’d offered were correct, gave the addresses for the truck.’

  




  

    ‘He said nothing strange? Different?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘The truck. Which truck?’

  




  

    ‘It’s not our truck. Manie Meiring Transport, of Kuilsriver, fetched the stuff once a month. We let them have the addresses and the cheques which had to be given to the sellers. Then he sent someone with a truck.’

  




  

    ‘How many people knew you were out of town that week?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know . . . Only Jan, really.’

  




  

    ‘Do you have a char? Gardener?’

  




  

    ‘No. I . . . we did everything.’

  




  

    ‘Cleaner at the office?’

  




  

    ‘The police also asked me. Perhaps there was someone who knew I was away but we had no other employees. They also wanted to know if I went out of town on a regular basis. But it was never precisely the same time in any given month. Sometimes I was away for only a night or two, sometimes for two weeks.’

  




  

    ‘And then Jan Smit did his own laundry and cleaned the house.’

  




  

    ‘There wasn’t much to clean, and there’s a laundry which does ironing as well in Wellington Street.’

  




  

    ‘Who knew about the safe?’

  




  

    ‘Only Jan and I.’

  




  

    ‘No friends? No family?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Mrs van As, have you any idea of who could possibly have waited for him and murdered him, anyone who could possibly have known about the contents of the safe?’

  




  

    She shook her head and then, without any warning, the tears ran soundlessly down her cheeks.

  




  

    ‘But I know you,’ said Mavis Petersen when van Heerden walked into Murder and Robbery’s unattractive brick building in Kasselsvlei Road, Bellville.

  




  

    He hadn’t looked forward to his return. He didn’t want to count how many years had passed since he’d walked out through these same doors. Virtually nothing had changed. The same musty, wintry smell, the same tiled floors, the same Civil Service furniture. The same Mavis. Older. But as welcoming.

  




  

    ‘Hallo, Mavis.’

  




  

    ‘But it’s the Captain,’ said Mavis and clapped her hands.

  




  

    ‘Not any more, Mavis.’

  




  

    ‘And look at that eye. What did you do? How many years has it been? What is the Captain doing these days?’

  




  

    ‘As little as possible,’ he said, uncomfortable, unprepared for the reception, unwilling to contaminate this woman with the sourness of his existence. ‘Is Tony O’Grady in?’

  




  

    ‘I can’t believe it, Captain. You’ve lost weight. Yes, the Inspector is here, he’s on the second floor now. Do you want me to buzz him?’

  




  

    ‘No, thank you, Mavis, I’ll just walk up.’

  




  

    He walked past her desk into the body of the building, recollections hammering at the door of his memory. He shouldn’t have come, he thought. He should have met O’Grady somewhere else. Detectives sat in offices, walked past him, strange faces he had never known. He climbed the stairs to the top floor, passed the tearoom, saw someone there, asked directions. Then he arrived at O’Grady’s office.

  




  

    The fat man behind the desk looked up when he heard the knock against the door frame.

  




  

    ‘Hi, Nougat.’

  




  

    O’Grady’s eyes narrowed. ‘Jesus.’

  




  

    ‘No, but thanks . . .’

  




  

    He walked to the desk, extended a hand. O’Grady hoisted himself halfway up in his chair, shook hands and sat down again, his mouth still half-open. Van Heerden took a slab of imported nougat out of his jacket pocket. ‘You still eat this?’

  




  

    O’Grady didn’t even glance at it. ‘I don’t believe it.’

  




  

    He put the nougat on the desk.

  




  

    ‘Jesus, van Heerden, it’s been years. It’s like seeing a ghost.’

  




  

    He sat down on one of the grey steel chairs.

  




  

    ‘But I suppose ghosts don’t get black eyes,’ O’Grady said and picked up the nougat. ‘What’s this? A bribe?’

  




  

    ‘You could call it that.’

  




  

    The fat man fiddled with the cellophane cover of the nougat. ‘Where have you been? We’ve even stopped talking about you, you know.’

  




  

    ‘I was in Gauteng for a while,’ he fabricated.

  




  

    ‘In the Force?’

  




  

    ‘No.’

  




  

    ‘Jesus, wait till I tell the others. So what happened to the eye?’

  




  

    He gestured. ‘Small accident. I need your help, Tony.’ He wanted to keep the conversation short.

  




  

    O’Grady took a bite of the nougat. ‘You sure know how to get it.’

  




  

    ‘You handled the Smit case. Last September. Johannes Jacobus Smit. Murdered in his home. Walk-in safe . . .’

  




  

    ‘So you’re a private eye now.’

  




  

    ‘Something like that.’

  




  

    ‘Jesus, van Heerden, that’s not a fucking living. Why don’t you come back?’

  




  

    He breathed deeply. He had to suppress all the fear and the anger.

  




  

    ‘Do you remember the case?’

  




  

    O’Grady stared at him for long time, his jaws moving as he masticated the nougat, eyes narrowed. He looks exactly the same, van Heerden thought. No fatter, no thinner. The same plump policeman who hid the sharp mind behind the flamboyant personality and the heavy body.

  




  

    ‘So what’s your interest?’

  




  

    ‘His mistress is looking for a will that was in the safe.’

  




  

    ‘And you must find it?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    He shook his head. ‘Private dick. Shit. You used to be good.’

  




  

    Van Heerden took a deep breath. ‘The will,’ he said.

  




  

    O’Grady peered at him over the slab of nougat. ‘Ah. The will.’ He put down the confectionery, pushed it aside. ‘You know, that was the one thing that never really figured.’ He leaned back, folded his arms over his stomach. ‘That fucking will. Because at first I was sure she did him. Or hired somebody. It fitted the whole damn’ case. Smit had no friends, no business associates, no other staff. But they got in, tortured him until he gave them the combination, cleaned out the safe and killed him. Took nothing else. It was an inside job. And she was the only one on the inside. Or so she says.’

  




  

    ‘Tortured him?’

  




  

    ‘Burned him with a fucking blowtorch. Arms, shoulders, chest, balls. It must have been murder, if you’ll pardon the expression.’

  




  

    ‘Did she know that?’

  




  

    ‘We didn’t tell her or the press. I played it close to the chest, tried to see if I could trick her.’

  




  

    ‘She says she knew the combination, Nougat.’

  




  

    ‘The blowtorch could have been for effect. To take suspicion away from her.’

  




  

    ‘Murder weapon?’

  




  

    ‘Now there’s another strange thing. Ballistics said it was an M16. The Yank army model. Not too many of those around, are there?’

  




  

    Slowly van Heerden shook his head. ‘Just one shot?’

  




  

    ‘Yep. Execution style, back of the head.’

  




  

    ‘Because he’d seen them? Or knew them?’

  




  

    ‘Who knows these days? Maybe they shot him just for the fun of it.’

  




  

    ‘How many were there, do you think?’

  




  

    ‘We don’t know. No fingerprints inside, no footprints outside, no neighbourhood witnesses. But Smit was a big man, in reasonable shape. There must have been more than one perp.’

  




  

    ‘Forensics?’

  




  

    O’Grady leant forward, pulled the nougat towards him again. ‘Sweet Fanny Adams. No prints, no hair, no fibres. Just a fucking piece of paper. In the safe. Found a piece of paper, about the size of two match boxes. Clever guys in Pretoria say it was part of a wrapping. For wrapping little stacks of money. You know, ten thousand in fifties, that sort of thing . . .’

  




  

    Van Heerden raised his eyebrows.

  




  

    ‘But the funny thing is, according to the type and all that shit, that they’re pretty sure it was dollars. US dollars.’

  




  

    ‘Fuck,’ said van Heerden.

  




  

    ‘My sentiments exactly. But the plot thickens. It was the only thing I had to go on, so I put a lot of pressure on Pretoria through the Colonel. Forensics has a money expert. Claassen, or something. He went back to his books and his microscope and came back and said the paper indicated that it was old money. The Americans don’t wrap their money like that any more. But they used to. In the seventies and early eighties.’

  




  

    Van Heerden digested the information for a moment. ‘And you asked Wilna van As about that?’

  




  

    ‘Yep. And got the usual answer. She doesn’t know anything. She never took dollars as payment for that old-fart furniture, never paid with it. Doesn’t even know what a fucking dollar bill looks like. I mean, shit, this woman lived with the deceased for a fucking decade or more, but she’s like the three little monkeys – hear, see, speak no evil. And that little sexpot lawyer of hers is all over me like a Sumo wrestler every time I want to ask some straight questions.’ O’Grady took a frustrated bite of nougat and sank back in his chair again.

  




  

    ‘No American clients or friends she knew about.’ It was a statement. He already knew the answer.

  




  

    The fat detective spoke with his mouth full but managed to utter each word clearly. ‘Not one. I mean, with the rifle and the dollars, it just makes sense that there is some kind of Yank involvement.’

  




  

    ‘Her attorney says she’s innocent.’

  




  

    ‘Is she your new employer?’

  




  

    ‘Temporarily.’

  




  

    ‘At least get her into bed. Because that’s all you’re going to get from this one. It’s a dead end. I mean, where’s the fucking motive for Wilna van As? Without the will she apparently gets nothing.’

  




  

    ‘Unless there was a deal that she would get half of the haul. In a year or two when things had cooled down.’

  




  

    ‘Maybe . . .’

  




  

    ‘And without her there were no other suspects?’

  




  

    ‘Zilch. Nothing.’

  




  

    Time to eat humble pie: ‘I would like to see the dossier very much, Nougat.’

  




  

    O’Grady stared fixedly at him.

  




  

    ‘I know you’re a good policeman, Nougat. I have to go through the motions.’

  




  

    ‘You can’t take it with you. You’ll have to read it here.’
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    The earthquake woke me, late at night, the deep, rolling thunder from the depths of the earth that made all the windows shiver and the corrugated roof of the mine house creak. I cried and my father came to comfort me, took me in his arms in the dark and said that it was only the earth moving itself into a more comfortable position.

  




  

    I had fallen asleep again when the telephone rang, an hour or so later. To call him out.

  




  

    The rest of the tale was told to me by my mother, patched together from the official announcements, the stories of my father’s colleagues and her own imagination.

  




  

    He led one of the rescue teams which had to bring out the fourteen men trapped a kilometre underground after one of the tunnels had collapsed.

  




  

    It was hot and confused down there. Other rescue teams were already at work when they got there, taken down the shaft in the rattling, shaking cage, carrying their shovels and their pickaxes, first-aid kits and bottles of water. No one wore the regulation hard hat, it only got in the way. They all, black and white, folded down the top half of their overalls to work in the heat with naked torsos that gleamed in the glaring electric spotlights, shining brightly in one place and casting deep shadows in another. The black men’s rhythmical singing provided the universal tempo to which everyone worked – the diggers, the soil removers, side by side, the usually rigid divisions drawn between races and trades suddenly forgotten because four of the trapped men were white and ten were black.

  




  

    Hour after hour in the eternal dark to move a mountain.

  




  

    On the surface relatives of the white men had begun to gather, waiting for news with the usual support of the community, friends and colleagues, as well as families of the rescue teams because they, too, weren’t safe.

  




  

    My mother painted during those hours, Schubert’s lieder playing tinnily on the radiogram. Calm, she thought my father was invincible, while I knew nothing of the tension of an entire town.

  




  

    Just before his team was due to return to the surface at the end of their shift they heard muffled cries for help, exhausted moans of pain and fear, and he encouraged them, the thin edge of the wedge which bit by bit moved rock and stone and earth, to excavate a narrow tunnel, the opportunity for rest suddenly forgotten in the adrenalin high of success in sight. Emile van Heerden was in the lead, his lithe body drawing on the fitness of a lifetime to reach the trapped men.

  




  

    His team had broken through to the small opening that the survivors had dug with bare hands and bleeding fingers.

  




  

    The news that there were voices down there quickly spread to the surface and the people in the small recreation hall clapped their hands and wept.

  




  

    And then the earth shook again.

  




  

    He had pulled out the first three on his own with muscled, sinewy arms and loaded them onto the wood-and-canvas stretchers. The fourth one was trapped up to his chest, a black man with smashed legs who suppressed the pain with superhuman effort, the only signs the sweat pouring off him and the shaking of his upper body. Emile van Heerden dug frantically, the soil around the man’s legs moving with the effort of my father’s own fingers because a shovel was too big and too clumsy. Then the earth, once again, moved into a more comfortable position.

  




  

    He was one of twenty-four men they brought out of the shaft three days later wrapped in blankets.

  




  

    My mother only cried when she pulled the blanket aside in the mortuary and saw what the pressure of a ton of rock had done to the beautiful body of her husband.
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    Van Heerden wasn’t the kind of man she had expected.

  




  

    Kemp had said he was an ex-policeman. ‘What can I tell you? A bit . . . different? But he’s damn’ good with investigations. Just be firm with him.’

  




  

    Heaven knew, she needed ‘good with investigations’.

  




  

    She hadn’t known what to expect. Different? Perhaps an earring and a ponytail? Not the . . . tension. The way he had spoken to Wilna van As. ‘Tension’ wasn’t the right word. He was difficult to handle. Like an explosive.

  




  

    They had decided on R2,000 per week. In advance. She would have to pay it out of her own pocket at first if van Heerden found nothing. Too much money. Even if Wilna van As paid it in instalments later. Money the firm couldn’t afford. She would have to phone Kemp. She reached out for the telephone.

  




  

    He stood in her doorway.

  




  

    ‘I’ll have to speak to van As again.’ His lean body and his black eye and his fuck-you attitude, a brown envelope in his hand, leaning against her door frame. She realized that she had been startled and that he had seen it, her hand stretched towards the telephone. Her aversion to the man was small, but germinating, like a seed.

  




  

    ‘We’ll have to discuss that,’ she said. ‘And perhaps you should consider knocking before you come in.’

  




  

    ‘Why do we have to discuss it?’ He sat down in the chair opposite her again, this time leaning forward, his body language antagonistic.

  




  

    She took a deep breath, forced patience into her voice, and firmness. ‘Wilna van As, purely as a human being, can justifiably expect our compassion and respect. Added to that she was exposed to more trauma in the past nine months than most of us experience in a lifetime. Despite the little time at our disposal, I found your attitude towards her this morning upsetting and unacceptable.’

  




  

    He sat in the chair, his eyes on the brown envelope which he tapped rhythmically against his thumbnail.

  




  

    ‘I see you’re only two women.’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    ‘The firm. Female attorneys.’ He looked up, gestured vaguely at the offices around them.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’ She understood neither the drift nor the relevance.

  




  

    ‘Why?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘I can’t see what that has to do with your insensitivity.’

  




  

    ‘I’m getting to it, Hope. Are you deliberately a women-only firm?’

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Why?’

  




  

    ‘Because the legal system is a man’s world. And out there are thousands of women who have the right to be treated with sympathy and insight when they are prosecuted or want a divorce. Or are looking for wills.’

  




  

    ‘You’re an idealist,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘You’re not.’ A statement.

  




  

    ‘And that is the difference between us, Hope. You think your Women’s Groups, your all-female practice, and a regular contribution to the Street Children’s Fund and the Mission washes your heart as white as snow. You think you and other people are inherently good when you get into your expensive BMWs to go to the Health and Racquet Club and you’re so fucking pleased with yourself and your world. Because everyone is basically good. But let me tell you, we’re bad. You, me, the whole lot of us.’

  




  

    He opened the envelope, took out two postcard-size photographs. He shot them across the desk.

  




  

    ‘Have you seen these? The late Johannes Jacobus Smit. Tied to his own kitchen chair. Does that fill you with understanding and sympathy and insight? Or whatever other politically correct words you want to dish out. Someone did that to him. Tied him down with wire and burnt him with a blowtorch until he wished they would shoot him. Someone. People. And your untouchable angel, Wilna van As, is in the middle of this mess. Fat Inspector Tony O’Grady of Murder and Robbery thinks she was a part of it because a whole lot of small things don’t add up. And when it comes to murder, statistics are on his side. It’s usually the husband, the wife, the mistress or the lover. Maybe he’s right and maybe he’s wrong. But if he’s right, what happens to your idealism?’

  




  

    She looked up from the photos. Pale. ‘And you’re going to burst my bubble . . .’

  




  

    ‘Have you ever met a murderer, Hope?’

  




  

    ‘You’ve made your point.’

  




  

    ‘Or a child rapist. We . . .’ and then he hesitated for a single heartbeat before he continued, spoke through it, somewhat surprised at himself. ‘I . . . I caught a rapist whose victims were children. A gentle, cuddly old man of fifty-nine who looked as if he was a stand-in for Santa Claus. Who lured seventeen little girls between the ages of four and nine into his car with Wilson’s toffees and up on Constantiaberg . . .’

  




  

    ‘You’ve made your point,’ she said softly.

  




  

    He sank back in his chair.

  




  

    ‘Then let me do my fucking work.’

  




  

    The north-west wind blew the dark outside against the windows of the house and inside Wilna van As was talking, looking for Jan Smit with words, her hands with the fingers entwined in her lap never wholly still. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know whether I knew him. I don’t know whether it was possible to know him. But I didn’t mind. I loved him, he was . . . It was as if he had a wound, as if he ha da . . . Sometimes I would lie next to him at night and think he was like a dog who had been beaten, too often, too brutally. I thought many things. I thought perhaps there was a wife and children somewhere. Because when I was pregnant, he looked so scared. I thought he had a wife and child who had left him. Or perhaps he was an orphan. Perhaps it was something else but somewhere someone had hurt him so badly that he could never reveal it to anyone else. That much I knew and I never asked him about it. I know nothing about him. I don’t know where he grew up and I don’t know what happened to his father and his mother and I don’t know how he started the business. But I know he loved me in his way, he was kind and good to me and sometimes we laughed together, not often, but now and then, about people, I knew he couldn’t bear pretentious people. And those who flaunted their money. I think he probably went through hard times. He looked after his money so neatly, so carefully. I think he was scared of people. Or shy, perhaps . . . There were no friends. It was just us. It was all we needed.’

  




  

    Only the wind and the rain against the window. She looked up, looked at Hope Beneke. ‘There were so many times that I wanted to ask. That I wanted to say he could tell me, that I would always love him, it didn’t matter how deep the pain was. There were times that I wanted to ask because I was so dreadfully curious, because I wanted to know him. I think it was because I wanted to place him, because we do that with everybody, place them in a space in our heads so that we know what we can say to them the next time we meet, or what to give them, it makes life a little easier.

  




  

    ‘But I didn’t ask. Because if I had asked I might have lost him.’

  




  

    She looked at van Heerden. ‘I had nothing. I sometimes wondered whether his father also drank and his mother was also divorced and perhaps he also came from the wrong side of the tracks. Like me. But we had one another and we needed nothing else. That’s why I didn’t ask. Not even when I fell pregnant and he said that we would have to do something because children didn’t deserve the wickedness of this life and that we couldn’t protect them. I didn’t ask then because I knew he had been beaten. Like a dog. Too often. I simply went and had an abortion. And I went so that they could fix me so I could never get pregnant again.

  




  

    ‘Because I knew we only needed one another.’

  




  

    And then she wiped the drop from the point of her nose and looked down at her hands and he didn’t know what to say and knew he couldn’t ask his other questions.

  




  

    The house was a tomb now.

  




  

    ‘I think we must go,’ the attorney said eventually and stood up. She walked to van As and laid a hand on the woman’s shoulder.

  




  

    They ran across the street together through the rain to their cars. When she pushed the key into her BMW’s door, van Heerden stood next to her. ‘If we don’t find the will, she gets nothing?’

  




  

    ‘Nothing,’ said Hope Beneke.

  




  

    He merely nodded. And then walked to the Toyota as the water sifted over him.

  




  

    While the onions, peppercorns and cloves were boiling, he telephoned.

  




  

    ‘I’m cooking,’ he said when she replied.

  




  

    ‘What time?’ she asked and he didn’t want to hear the surprise in her voice. He looked at his watch.

  




  

    ‘Ten.’

  




  

    ‘Fine,’ she replied.

  




  

    He put the phone down. She would be pleased, he knew. She would make assumptions but she wouldn’t ask any questions.

  




  

    He walked back to the gas stove in the kitchen – the only room in the small house that showed no signs of dilapidation and want. He saw that the water had boiled away. He poured a few sticks of cinnamon into the palm of his hand, added them to the ingredients in the silver saucepan. He added olive oil, measuring with his eye, turned the flame down. The onions had to brown slowly. He pulled the chopping board towards him, cut the lamb shanks into smaller pieces, eventually transferred them to the saucepan. He grated the fresh ginger, added it to the stew, along with two cardamom pods. Stirred the mixture, turned the flame even lower. Looked at his watch, put the lid on the pot.

  




  

    He laid the table with the white tablecloth, the cutlery, salt, black-pepper grinder, the candleholder with white candles. He couldn’t remember when last he had lit them.

  




  

    Back to the work space. He opened two tins of Italian tomatoes. Had always preferred them to freshly cooked ones. He chopped the tomatoes, took a small green chilli out of the fridge, rinsed it under the tap, sliced it finely, added it to the tomatoes. He peeled the potatoes, put them in a bowl, opened the hot water tap, filled the sink, poured in washing liquid, rinsed the knife and the cutting board. Uncorked the bottle of red wine.

  




  

    There was something in that safe. Which someone knew about.

  




  

    In a separate pot, small carrots in a tablespoon of orange juice, small spoonful of brown sugar. A little grated orange peel. Bit of butter later on.

  




  

    That was all that made sense. Because nothing else was missing from the house: no cupboards ransacked, no beds overturned, no television set taken.

  




  

    Jan Smit. The lone wolf with the mistress. The man without a history, without friends.

  




  

    He looked at his watch. The meat had been in for thirty minutes. He lifted the lid, scraped the tomato and chilli pulp into the saucepan, replaced the lid. He switched on the kettle, put basmati rice in another saucepan, waited until the water boiled, added it to the rice, lit the flame, put the saucepan on the stove, checked the time.

  




  

    He made sure that the front door was unlocked, lit the candles. She would be here soon.

  




  

    Jan Smit.

  




  

    Where the fuck did you start?

  




  

    Orange juice had boiled away. Added a tablespoon of butter.

  




  

    He walked to the bedroom, took his notebook out of his jacket pocket, sat on the threadbare armchair in the too-small living room, looked at the notes he had made when he had borrowed the dossier from O’Grady that afternoon.

  




  

    Fuck-all.

  




  

    Nothing. He stared at the identity number. 561123 5127 001. On 23 November, 1956, Jan Smit’s life had begun. Where?

  




  

    The door opened. She came in on a gust of wind and with a dripping umbrella. She saw him and smiled, collapsed the umbrella and put it down at the door. She had tied a scarf around her hair. She took off her raincoat. He got up, took it from her, threw it over the arm of a chair.

  




  

    ‘Nice smell,’ she said. ‘The chair will be wet.’ She moved the raincoat to the small coffee table.

  




  

    He nodded.

  




  

    ‘Tomato stew,’ he said, walked to the kitchen and fetched the red wine, poured two glasses, handed her one. She pulled a chair away from the table and sat down.

  




  

    ‘You’re working again,’ she said.

  




  

    He nodded.

  




  

    She sipped at the wine, put the glass down, untied the scarf, took it off, shook her hair.

  




  

    He walked to the kitchen, opened the pot of stew, added the potatoes, some freshly ground black pepper, a teaspoon of sugar, a pinch of salt, tasted, added more sugar. Killed the flame under the carrots. He walked back to the table, sat opposite her.

  




  

    ‘It’s an impossible task,’ he said. ‘I’m looking for a will.’

  




  

    ‘Sam Spade,’ she said and her eyes laughed.

  




  

    He snorted without anger.

  




  

    ‘I’m so pleased,’ she said. ‘It’s been so long . . .’

  




  

    ‘Don’t,’ he said softly.

  




  

    She looked at him with overwhelming compassion. ‘Tell me,’ she said and leant back in the chair. ‘About the will.’ The light of the candles glimmered dark red in the glass of wine when she picked it up.

  




  

    Hope Beneke lit thirteen candles in her bathroom without counting them. The candles were multi-coloured: green and blue and white and yellow – one was scented, they were all short and stubby. She liked candlelight and it made the small white-tiled bathroom in the townhouse in Milnerton Ridge more bearable.

  




  

    Her temporary house with its two bedrooms and its open-plan kitchen and white melamine cupboards. Her temporary investment. Until the firm started making good money. Until she could buy something that looked out over the sea, a white house with a green roof and a wooden deck and a view over the Atlantic Ocean and its sunsets, a house with a big kitchen – for entertaining friends – and oak cupboards and a bookcase that filled an entire wall of the living room.

  




  

    She poured in bath oil, swished the water around with her hands as she bent over the bath, her small breasts moving with her shoulder muscles.

  




  

    Her house by the sea would have a huge bath for soaking in.

  




  

    She closed the taps and slowly climbed into the warm water, listened for a moment wondering if she could hear the rain outside so that the steam and the warmth and the comfort of bathing could be emphasized. She dried her hands on the white towel, picked up the book lying on the lavatory lid. London. Edward Rutherford. Thick and wonderful. She opened it at her Library Week bookmark.

  




  

    Women’s groups. The Health and Racquet Club. He couldn’t be much of a detective if he had categorized her so glibly and so incorrectly.

  




  

    In any case, she wasn’t work-out person.

  




  

    She was a jogger.

  




  

    If we don’t find the will, she gets nothing? As if he hadn’t heard it in her office, that first time. As if Wilna van As had eventually penetrated his mind that evening.

  




  

    We’re all bad . . .

  




  

    Strange man.

  




  

    She focused on the book.

  




  

    ‘That was wonderful,’ she said and neatly placed her knife and fork on the plate. He merely nodded. The meat hadn’t been tender enough for his taste. He was out of practice.

  




  

    ‘Were you in a fight again?’ It was the first time she had mentioned his eye.

  




  

    ‘Yes.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, dear,’ she said. ‘Why?’

  




  

    He shrugged, divided the last of the red wine between the two glasses.

  




  

    ‘How much was the advance she gave you?’

  




  

    ‘Two thousand.’

  




  

    ‘You must buy some clothes.’

  




  

    He nodded, took a gulp of wine.

  




  

    ‘New shoes as well.’

  




  

    He saw the gentleness in her eyes, the caring, the worry. ‘Yes,’ he said.

  




  

    ‘And you must get out more.’

  




  

    ‘Where to?’

  




  

    ‘With someone. Take someone out. There are so many attractive young . . .’
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