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  Other sins only speak; murder shrieks out




  John Webster
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  10.15 p.m., 25 May 2004, Johannesburg




  Bernard Klamm sits in the sumptuous study of his Parkview home, deeply engrossed in a book by Sir Laurens van der Post. He is not expecting any visitors, least of all

  expecting his life to end this night.




  The large stuffed armchair he is sitting in is upholstered in polished oxblood leather, secured to its heavy wooden frame with brass studs. On a small table by his left hand stands a snifter of

  cognac beside a green banker’s reading light angled to cast its full glow over Klamm’s lap. A quilted blanket, thrown over his seventy-nine-year-old knees, provides some comfort against

  the cold May wind that blasts autumn leaves over the lawn outside. Blue flames whisper amongst fake coals in the large open fireplace, which is flanked by red-oak shelves filled with books. Two of

  the other walls are lined with numerous black and white photographs.




  The man’s brow is furrowed and under bushy white eyebrows his expression is one of either anger or scorn. He inhales regularly in shallow whistles, although he quit pipe smoking more than

  twenty years ago.




  As something in the fireplace crackles loudly, Klamm looks up and glances at the window, noticing how raindrops are collecting on the glass. It is unusual weather for May, indeed.




  He does not notice a face staring at him from the darkness beyond, and turns his attention back to the volume he is reading: a detailed study of the Khoisan, who were not only master hunters and

  survivors but also great historians who documented on cave walls their everyday activities and encounters with other tribes and cultures.




  From the kitchen door there is the faint sound of duct tape being torn from a roll. Four strips are neatly applied to one door pane, before an elbow smashes through the glass without any

  fragments spilling over the floor. This break-in goes unnoticed by the old man in his study. Moments later the door behind Bernard Klamm opens, and soundlessly a figure approaches him over the

  thick beige carpet.




  Reaching for his snifter, the old man suddenly realizes he is not alone. His glass raised halfway to his lips, Klamm fixes his gaze on the mantelpiece. ‘I thought I already told you to

  bugger off. I’ve nothing more to say to you.’




  ‘Really?’ replies a deep voice.




  Klamm glances sharply over his shoulder.




  ‘How—?’ His eyes widen as his book slips to the floor.




  The first heavy blow hits Klamm square in the mouth, breaking teeth and rupturing lips and gums. He slides helplessly out of his chair, sprawling close to the fireguard. Klamm spits out a

  mouthful of blood on the carpet, then slides an arm under his torso and tries to push himself upright, but the intruder quickly moves around the armchair and sharply boots him twice in the ribs.

  The old man tumbles back again, his legs caught underneath him at an awkward angle.




  Kneeling down beside him, the assailant is panting heavily. ‘What goes around comes around, you old son of a bitch.’




  The green dressing gown Klamm wears has come loose, exposing his bony chest covered in scraggy tufts of white hairs. Roughly shoving the two armchairs aside to make more space in front of the

  fireplace, the intruder goes to fetch the petrol can and coil of rope he has left ready outside the study door. On his way back, he picks up a straight-backed chair from in front of the bureau.




  Klamm’s eyes widen in horror as he tries to get words out of his slack jaw.




  ‘No,’ growls his assailant. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’ Pinning his victim to the floor under his knee, the intruder yanks Klamm’s arms back and up, and binds

  them tightly with duct tape. Next, the weakened old man is quickly strapped with cord to the upright chair then doused with petrol all over till the green robe is soaked through. Klamm yelps

  pitifully as the pink liquid splashes into his eyes.




  An ugly smile suddenly spreads over the assailant’s face as he detaches the petrol can’s funnel. ‘Open your mouth,’ he orders.




  Klamm’s eyes bulge as he tries to clamp his injured jaw shut. Tears well up in his eyes as he bobs his head this way and that in an effort to evade the other man’s hands.




  ‘Open your fucking mouth.’ Finally the attacker manages to clamp a hand over Klamm’s cheeks. Squeezing them under his fingers and thumb, he forces Klamm to open his

  mouth. The funnel is rammed deep down his throat, partially blocking a scream. Holding the plastic cone firmly in place, the intruder stoops for the container of petrol and pours the rest of it

  down his victim’s throat. The elderly prisoner bucks violently in the chair, his nose flaring as he gasps for breath. A Lion match is struck and sent tumbling into Bernard Klamm’s

  lap.




  The flames blossom like a rare blue rose opening up its petals. Klamm jerks this way and that, till the funnel jammed in his mouth is thrown clear. Screams now escape him and resound in the

  confines of the study. His green robe steadily turns black; his facial skin blisters and cracks. Grabbing hold of the chair, the intruder heaves it with all his might straight into the

  fireplace.




  Finally, as silently as he arrived, the intruder departs – fading into the cold rainy night like a bad memory.




  2




  0.04 a.m., 26 May 2004, Soweto




  The initial shrill ring of the phone in the living room wakes him. Jacob Tshabalala holds his breath until another ring confirms the call. He wonders who would want to

  phone him this late at night, then it dawns on him that he is on call this week.




  ‘Are you going to get that?’ asks a tired voice next to him, speaking in Zulu.




  Jacob grunts as he rises out of bed. Freezing rain and wind are still lashing at the windows. Dressed only in white boxer shorts, he hastens to answer the phone.




  ‘Inspector Tshabalala? Tinus van Schalkwyk here at Parkview. We’ve got a mess down here, a real big mess. We need you to come take a look.’




  Jacob jots down the details on a lined notepad resting next to the phone before disconnecting and then trying his police partner. There is no answer from the man’s home, and only a tired

  voice message on his mobile. Jacob replaces the receiver with a dismissive shake of his head. This is not the first time his partner has made himself unavailable on duty. He returns to the warmth

  of his bedroom and switches on the light, apologizing to Nomsa for waking her. Hurriedly he dresses in jeans, a collared shirt and a thick green jacket, then gives Nomsa a goodbye peck on the

  forehead. As his long-term partner, she is used to such call-outs. After eight years of serving in the Murder and Robbery Unit, Jacob still prefers to live in Soweto, the sprawling township lying

  west of Johannesburg, as infamous for its violent history as it is renowned for being the birthplace of the country’s fledgling democracy. It is a community that gets under the skin, infects

  people equally with affection and revulsion, binding them to it and rooting them to its dusty roads, its never-ending shacks and bare-brick houses, its nameless streets and thoroughfares lit by

  spider webs of suspended streetlights.




  He grew up in an impoverished district where there were no streetlights, no running water except for a communal tap and where raw sewage trickled along makeshift channels filled with garbage.

  These days, however, he owns his own house, with its own driveway leading out onto a tarred street reminiscent of any other suburb. The garbage is collected every Wednesday, and thankfully he has

  yet to suffer a break-in.




  It takes Jacob nearly an hour to drive to the address located in an affluent northern suburb. The rain has ceased and the blustering wind dropped by the time he parks his cruiser across the road

  from two white and blue rapid-response Golf GTIs, still splashing their emergency lights over the high, electrified walls of surrounding properties. The coroner’s van is already in evidence,

  the two men beside it smoking lazily as they wait for the forensic team to wrap up their examination of the crime scene. By the open gate of the victim’s house, a uniformed policeman is

  taking statements from an elderly married couple, obviously neighbours, who stand shivering in slippers and nightwear.




  After a quick word with the officer, Jacob heads on down the wet gravel drive towards the house itself, which is set well back from the road. His path is illuminated by lights positioned

  discreetly among the shrubs that fringe the yellowing lawn. Reaching the front door, Jacob spots a couple of detectives standing over to his right, peering through a window into a well-lit room.

  One of them is a chubby white man with an upturned nose, the other a tall African with bulbous eyes.




  The shorter one notices Jacob first, and raises a hand in greeting. ‘Inspector Tshabalala? Come have a look at what we found just now.’




  A camera flash from inside the study distracts Jacob momentarily as he crouches to a neatly cultivated flowerbed separating the side of the house from the lawn. Two sunken footprints stand out

  distinctly.




  ‘Look fairly fresh, don’t they?’ continues the same officer. ‘I’m Tinus van Schalkwyk, and this is Sam Sehlapelo.’




  Jacob confirms his own identity, before greeting Sehlapelo in Sotho.




  Van Schalkwyk beckons Jacob to follow him further around the side of the house, where they find a team of fingerprint specialists carefully examining the kitchen door. ‘Whoever broke in

  here took the time to first wipe his shoes clean on some wet grass over there. That means no decent footprints on the floor tiles.’




  After glancing along a short garden path leading towards some servants’ quarters, where a pale light shimmers through frosted windows, Jacob stoops to examine how neatly the pane of glass

  has been removed, just above the door lock.




  ‘Still the best way of breaking in without waking the neighbours.’ Van Schalkwyk looks up at his partner, who nods in response. ‘At the time of the incident, the housekeeper

  was cooking supper in her quarters over there, and says she didn’t hear anything until the old man started screaming. She says she was too scared to come out and investigate. When she finally

  felt brave enough to peer out of her door, she glimpsed a figure hurrying across the lawn toward the gate, but she couldn’t make out anything clearly.’




  ‘Nothing?’ asks Jacob.




  ‘The lights in the garden weren’t switched on then,’ explains Sehlapelo.




  ‘Well,’ says a lanky technician with messily gelled hair. ‘We’ve found a few fresh fingerprints on the door, but almost none in the study itself. We’ll have to

  compare them with those of anyone who may have had access to the house over these last few days.’




  ‘I see there is an alarm system connected to this door.’ Jacob looks up at a blinking sensor positioned above the frame. ‘I wonder why it wasn’t activated?’




  ‘You know how these rich okes get,’ says van Schalkwyk, moving aside for the departing technicians. ‘They buy themselves the most expensive security toys, use them for a

  month or two, then forget all about them.’




  ‘When did this murder happen?’




  ‘About two hours ago.’




  ‘And the housekeeper is our only witness of any kind?’




  ‘A few neighbours heard a car revving up loudly in the street round about the time it must’ve happened. Judging by the way our friend looks, I’m surprised the whole

  neighbourhood didn’t hear him die.’




  Jacob goes over to the fridge and opens the door. It is well stocked. The cupboards show no sign of being plundered either. Food rifling usually goes hand in hand with burglary. His nose picks

  up an unmistakable stench of burnt flesh still hanging in the air. ‘Who was he, anyway?’




  Sehlapelo refers to his notebook as he follows Jacob towards the study. ‘Bernard Klamm, seventy-nine years old. A retired businessman of some sort. Apparently he was originally from the

  Northern Cape, and moved to Johannesburg to act as a representative of some mining company during the late sixties. More we don’t know; it seems he didn’t mix much with his

  neighbours.’




  The three detectives cross a wide hallway with natural pine flooring. A large black and white aerial photograph of some desolate town is mounted on the wall to Jacob’s left, positioned so

  it will be instantly visible to guests entering via the front door. He studies the caption beneath it: Leopold Ridge, 1959.




  In one corner stands an old copper cannon shell upended to serve as a stand for walking sticks and umbrellas, beside which another uniformed police officer is taking a statement from the

  distressed housekeeper.




  Jacob reads the name badge stitched above his shirt pocket. ‘Laubscher, will you take the witness into the kitchen, if you don’t mind?’




  The young constable, sporting a trim black moustache, turns to his superior and nods. He then turns back to the housekeeper. ‘Come on, atta, you can show me where the tea is, and

  I’ll make us some.’




  Jacob pushes open the study door, where a small glass chandelier glitters amidst the last trails of smoke, giving everything a hazy, filtered look, like in an old film. He instantly notices the

  neat rows of black and white photographs arranged on two of the walls. There is a sudden flash from the far end of the room, where a police photographer is taking some final shots.




  ‘There are several photos missing,’ observes Jacob, after a pause.




  Van Schalkwyk shoulders his way past his colleague. ‘How do you know?’




  Jacob approaches the bureau to study the wall behind it. ‘Two pictures have been removed recently.’ He indicates the empty hooks and the two darker rectangles amid a thin layer of

  dust. ‘Look, three more are missing over there. Do we know what the subjects might have been?’




  ‘I’ll ask the housekeeper,’ suggests Sehlapelo.




  ‘Better take her from room to room,’ Jacob calls after him, ‘to check if anything else is missing.’




  While waiting for the photographer to finish, he begins examining the contents of the bookcase nearest to him. Van Shalkwyk follows his example by picking out a book from a shelf on the other

  side of the room. The volumes seem to be arranged more by size and shape than by subject matter, but by and large they deal with hunting and travel photographs, the mining industries and

  geology.




  ‘Fuck!’ cries van Schalkwyk behind him.




  Jacob turns, startled, as a book hits the floor. The Parkview man laughs sheepishly and stoops to pick up the large paperback he had been handling. ‘Look at this,’ he says to the

  photographer. ‘Isn’t this the most disgusting thing you’ve ever seen, hey?’




  The photographer looks up from focusing on the charred and partially exposed yellow skull of the murder victim, and peers at the pages van Schalkwyk is holding open for him. The man shrugs his

  shoulders. ‘It’s pretty ugly – but it’s not real.’




  Jacob calls over to van Schalkwyk. ‘Let me see that, too.’




  The page the detective holds open for him depicts an obscene statuette decorated with countless tumours, horns and phalli that disfigure its body. A long tongue, culminating in a shape like a

  vulva, lolls out of a mouth split in a wide, leering grin. The entire body is deep ochre in colour, but the eyes are a startling white. Jacob takes the book to study it more closely. For him it is

  not the image’s obscene sexuality that he finds offensive, but the expression so painstakingly carved into its face, the patient care and attention to detail, the creative power

  injected into this idol, almost as if it has been treated with love and reverence.




  A yellow Post-it note has been stuck to the opposite page, jotted with numbers and letters that look like abbreviations. Stick-ons mark other pages where whole paragraphs have been underlined.

  Jacob closes the book and reads the title: West African Death Cults: A Study in Supernatural Rape.




  ‘That stuff’s sick.’ Van Schalkwyk is peering over Jacob’s shoulder while wiping his nose with a checked handkerchief. ‘What’s an old man like him doing with

  books like this?’




  ‘Could be his hobby.’ Jacob hands back the book and begins to examine the rest of the volumes on the shelf. Here they are arranged in alphabetical order, by author. While many are

  amateurishly published paperbacks, others look academic and well-informed. Many of them have severely creased spines and slips of paper sticking out their tops, again with numbers and letters

  scrawled in pencil. The books on the shelves along the other wall seem barely touched in comparison.




  Van Schalkwyk carefully replaces the book where he found it. ‘You think this stuff has anything to do with why he was killed?’




  Jacob shakes his head. ‘Can’t say yet.’ He finally turns his attention to what is left of the body, lying sprawled between two expensive-looking armchairs. A banker’s

  lamp lies on the soft beige carpet next to a broken brandy glass, two bloody teeth, and a large wet stain. A Rorschach-like print of blood on the carpet reminds Jacob of a lizard. Even the top of

  the white-painted mantel has been stained with greasy soot from Klamm’s immolation.




  ‘The petrol was brought in this can over here,’ explains van Schalkwyk, without even looking to see whether Jacob is paying attention. ‘It looks like something you’d buy

  at any Outdoor Warehouse for a few bucks. The rope binding the victim is standard nylon, also easily available at your nearest hardware store. The victim was surprised at around half past ten,

  attacked with fists or a blunt instrument, since a couple of his teeth were knocked loose. The killer tipped him into the fireplace while he was still tied up in that chair. Too terrified to

  investigate, the housekeeper called the Flying Squad from her quarters. Laubscher was first on the scene, just eight minutes after receiving the call. Klamm was already dead by the time he

  arrived.’




  ‘Let me have a look at that petrol container,’ says Jacob.




  Van Schalkwyk hands it to him, and Jacob examines it carefully. It has a black metallic sheen and seems somewhat smaller than the ones he is used to seeing. The standard ones for sale also are

  green, rather than black. He hands it back to van Schalkwyk. ‘Please make sure this is catalogued.’




  The forensic technician steps aside to let Jacob take a closer look. The dead man’s feet lie at grotesque angles, giving the strange impression that the victim has been pushing himself

  even deeper into the fireplace. A scorched upright chair with a wicker-lattice seat lies on its side, while on the fire-resistant carpet are scorched patches wherever burning petrol landed. The

  victim’s night robe is hiked up above his knees, exposing his bony limbs and pale, hairy flesh. Both hands have contracted into talons, and there are white flecks of paint under his

  fingernails.




  ‘The pathologist reckons he died of asphyxiation due to smoke and heat inhalation, but only an autopsy will tell for sure. The scratches down low on the mantelpiece indicate he was still

  alive when he was tipped into the fireplace. We have a feeling this funnel was driven down into the victim’s throat.’ Van Schalkwyk flaps his handkerchief and laughs. ‘Hey, it

  must really stink going like this at his age – excuse the pun. You float through life without a care, then just before you’re due to go, this happens to you. We dealing with a

  pyromaniac here, or what?’




  Jacob shrugs. ‘So far, it seems nothing more than some framed photos are missing. That the perp brought along duct tape, a can of petrol and a coil of rope seems to show that he came

  specifically intending to kill the old man. Those footprints in the flowerbed near the window are so deep that he must’ve stood watching outside in the rain for some time. A pyromaniac who

  preys on the elderly? Well, maybe – it happened in Bertrams in 1997. But it may also mean someone wanted to get revenge. This was done by someone much younger and stronger, able to overpower

  his victim, and topple him into the fireplace.’




  Jacob stoops and examines the dead man’s left hand more closely. ‘We’d better start by talking to his wife if she’s still alive.’




  ‘His wife?’




  Behind them rises a whimper. They turn around to see Sehlapelo standing near the doorway with the housekeeper, indicating to her the gaps left by the missing pictures.




  ‘Look here.’ Jacob beckons van Schalkwyk closer and indicates Klamm’s ring finger. The flesh at the base is marginally paler than the rest. ‘I don’t know where the

  wedding ring is now, but he definitely wore one up until recently.’




  3




  2.20 a.m., 26 May 2004, Johannesburg




  A comfortable brown lounge suite offers seating for six in the living room, under the angry, glassy-eyed gaze of an African buffalo whose head is mounted high up on one

  wall. On the large coffee table between them are arranged several books on Southern African game parks. Everyone has now left, apart from the two Parkview detectives, Jacob and the housekeeper. The

  woman, Paulina – whose eyes droop at the sides, and whose mouth seems strangely snout-like – looks very uncomfortable sitting here on her late employer’s living-room sofa.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell us earlier that he had a wife?’ Van Schalkwyk’s mood has deteriorated as they progressed further into the early morning hours, his aggravation now

  directed at the housekeeper.




  ‘You didn’t ask me.’ Paulina dabs at her broad, flat nose with a crumpled tissue pulled from her shirtsleeve.




  ‘Does she live here, too?’ asks Jacob.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Where, then?’




  ‘I don’t know. Mr Klamm, he didn’t talk to me much She’s not with him any more, but she come visit here sometimes.’




  ‘We need to talk to her,’ says Sehlapelo. ‘Do you have her address?’




  ‘No, I don’t have her number. Nothing.’




  ‘Why the hell not?’ Van Schalkwyk’s sharp tone draws a glance from Jacob.




  ‘It is not my place. I don’t know any of his telephone numbers.’ Paulina tilts her head back. ‘The few times she was here before tonight, they end up shouting almost loud

  enough for me to hear over there, in my room outside.’




  ‘She was here tonight?’ Jacob’s high forehead crinkles with surprise.




  ‘Yes, about quarter past six.’




  ‘Quarter past six? Are you sure?’ asks van Schalkwyk.




  ‘The news on TV, it just started. I was in my room.’




  ‘Did they argue then, too?’ asks Sehlapelo.




  ‘No . . . I don’t know. I didn’t hear them. I was cooking my supper and the TV, it was on.’




  ‘You didn’t see her leave?’ Van Schalkwyk sits with one leg crossed over the other, his foot bouncing up and down.




  ‘No, I hear her leave some time around nine o’ clock, but I didn’t see. I was watching the TV.’




  Sehlapelo leans forward. ‘Does he have any other family?’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘How long have you worked for him?’




  She counts off on her fingers. ‘Almost eight years now.’




  ‘Eight years?’ asks van Schalkwyk. ‘And you say you don’t know anything about him?’




  ‘He employed me to clean, and I cleaned – that is all. He wasn’t a friendly man.’ The housekeeper keeps her eyes fixed on the table.




  Jacob clears his throat. ‘Paulina, tell me what you do know about your employer?’




  She turns her body to face only Jacob, cold-shouldering the Parkview detectives. ‘He did not work, because he had the money, and he didn’t have many visitors. He stay in his study

  very much, but I don’t know what he did there, because I was never allowed to go in while he was busy. His telephone calls, they were few – and always short. He went out often.’

  She shrugs. ‘I didn’t speak with him unless he wanted the answers from me, because Mr Klamm, he get angry very easy, you see. I only worked half day, five days a week, and when I finish

  at one, I got out of his house very quickly. Over weekends I always go home to Ivory Park.’




  ‘Sounds like a regular grumpy old man, atta.’ Van Schalkwyk interjects as Jacob is about to ask another question. ‘Why didn’t you like him?’




  Paulina ignores him but, when Jacob gestures for her to answer, she answers over her shoulder. ‘I’ll tell you why. I had really bad flu about a year ago, but do you think he gave me

  time off? No, not him. His eyes, they go angry, then he shout at me I must stop being such a lazy kaffir, and get back to work. The next day I was cleaning the bathroom – I was feeling worse

  – and I took a small bit of toilet paper to blow my nose. He was walking past, and he screamed and went red in the face when he saw me. He said no black can take from him without asking, not

  in his house. He said he was going to take the money for a toilet roll from my salary, at the end of the month. He did it.’ Paulina slaps her leg at the memory. ‘He did

  it.’




  Jacob questions the housekeeper about Klamm’s estranged wife, but she cannot recall any specific arguments, just hearing their raised voices. He senses she is not being evasive, she just

  considered her employment here so unstable that she went out of her way not to antagonize her employer. That included scuttling off to her sleeping quarters behind the garage whenever there was any

  hint of a quarrel breaking out.




  ‘One last thing,’ asks Jacob before dismissing her. ‘Was anything other than those photographs missing from the house, or disturbed in any way?’




  ‘No,’ she replies bluntly.




  When Jacob hears the kitchen door creak with her departure, he turns to van Schalkwyk. ‘Is there something on your mind?’




  With childlike astonishment erupting on his face, the Parkview detective sits forward and points after the housekeeper with an open hand. ‘Yislike, did you hear that crap? I never

  heard anything like it. The bloody maid is telling one hellsa lie, man.’




  Jacob stifles a yawn and quickly glances at his watch. It is now nearly three in the morning. He rubs his eyes at the thought of the long drive home still ahead of him. ‘Why do you say

  that?’ he asks.




  Van Schalkwyk glances at his tall partner for reassurance. ‘Surely you read the papers? Not a month ago, the discontented housekeeper of some rich family in Bryanston decided enough is

  enough, and hired some tsotsis from Alexandra to come clean out the house; except the burglary turned ugly, and the whole family were executed in their pyjamas.’




  ‘And you think that’s what happened here?’




  ‘You heard how he treated her for eight years.’




  Sehlapelo nods in agreement, although he does not add anything.




  ‘Then why is nothing missing?’




  ‘She obviously just wanted revenge, not his things. Come on, you can’t tell me a maid knows so little about her employer. She has to wash his underwear, for Christ’s sake.

  She’s hiding something, trying to confuse us with all these vaguenesses. Nothing she’s told us about tonight can be substantiated: neither the presence of this guy’s wife –

  if he still has one – nor the fleeing culprit. She was watching TV all night, by herself. That’s no alibi – she could’ve opened the gate for anyone. Two hundred rand is all

  it costs to have someone killed these days – affordable enough even for a maid, if she hates her boss enough.’




  Jacob stares at the table more tiredly than thoughtfully. ‘Well, he was also wearing pyjamas, so maybe there is a connection with the case you mentioned.’




  Sehlapelo cannot help snorting at this sarcasm, and van Schalkwyk’s lips grow tight. ‘What was that?’




  This time Jacob yawns freely, then rises. ‘I’m not discounting your theory, Tinus, but I think we should track down the wife first, before jumping to conclusions.’




  The two Parkview detectives stand up as well. ‘No way.’ Van Schalkwyk shakes his head. ‘There is no “we” here, as much as we’d like to help you. That’s

  why we called you in the first place. Our little station isn’t designed to cope with stuff like this. My job is mostly to keep graffiti off rich people’s walls, and sort out drunken

  domestic fights. That’s all, and I have to admit I like it that way. It’s easy. No one’s going to shoot at me, and I don’t have to look at this kind of shit every

  day.’ The smile he gives Jacob exposes small, sharp teeth. ‘Enjoy this one, Inspector. I’m going back home to my wife.’




  The detectives lock up the victim’s house and check on the domestic in her quarters one last time. In the cramped space, she is loudly recounting the night’s events to a tired but

  inquisitive group of neighbourhood housekeepers who are sitting on the floor or crowded on her single bed.




  Walking out to the roadway, the police officers go their separate ways. Jacob waits to switch on his car’s ignition as the Parkview officers drive off past him. His thoughts abruptly turn

  to the good times he used to have working on such cases with his previous partner, Harry Mason. At times like this, they would go in search of some coffee, no matter how late it was, then discuss

  the strategies they would adopt the next day. That does not happen for Jacob any more. The truth is, since Harry quit the service, nothing much about his job has stimulated Jacob. His new partner,

  a rookie from Springs, is as lazy as he is incompetent. As a team, their performance appraisals have dropped steadily, and so too has the level of interest of the cases assigned to them. With a

  bitter taste in his mouth, Jacob wonders what Tudhope’s excuses will be tomorrow.




  4




  7.48 a.m., 26 May 2004, Johannesburg




  In the Christof van Wyk building in downtown Johannesburg Jacob is sitting at his small desk in a large common room designated for the detectives of the Murder and Robbery

  Unit. Opposite him, his partner’s desk is a precarious mess. This early in the morning the building is still largely empty, the way Jacob likes it because he can then make himself a cup of

  tea and read the Sowetan and Daily Sun without interruption. He strolls over to the office he once shared with Harry Mason, pushes the door open and goes inside to stand by the

  window. From here he can just make out the gleaming new constitutional court. Built on the site of the Old Fort prison, where both Gandhi and Mandela were once held, it provides a stately symbol of

  a celebration of South African democracy. The irony hardly escapes Jacob: he, a black man, now works in a building once reserved for Apartheid security police, and he is able to stare out at the

  only prison in the only country to have imprisoned two Nobel Peace Prize winners. He wishes he could still occupy this space, but two administrators who work with computers all day have now

  inherited that privilege.




  Returning to his workstation, he eyes his partner’s table with disgust. Amongst the towering heaps of files sit two chewed and flattened Styrofoam cups. Under copies of Men’s

  Health and Magnum magazines, Jacob spots a number of assignments his partner was supposed to have completed a week ago. When, shortly after the first free elections, Jacob received his

  transfer to this central bureau from Soweto, he never thought he would find himself working with this kind of slovenly ineptitude again.




  The fax machine crouching in one corner of the cramped room suddenly begins to beep and chatter, throwing out two pages. Curious, Jacob walks over for a glance at them. The fax originates from

  Sam Sehlapelo, with details of the housekeeper Paulina’s statement, including what she remembers of the missing photographs. She had dusted the black and whites often enough during her eight

  years of service to remember the handsome black man featured in all five photos now missing. He had an infectious smile and what looked like a scar near his mouth. One image showed him with an arm

  draped around Klamm’s shoulders, both men grinning widely at the photographer. She remembers frequently wondering how Klamm could have acted so friendly with a black man in his earlier years

  – for the pictures were obviously very old – when he was always such a blatant racist around her. Even then, the other man had looked considerably younger, taller and heavier than Klamm

  himself.




  Jacob returns to his desk with the fax and smoothes open his morning newspapers. The Daily Sun headlines report: White Farmer Feeds Disobedient Worker to Lions; Sangoma Rapes

  Girls as Part of ‘Treatment’; and Rocky Rainfall Plagues Family.




  He sips his tea and reads on. Three pages into the tabloid, he discovers an item concerning a dawn raid on a Sunninghill townhouse complex, which ended in a shootout between police and four

  Nigerian drug dealers. Jacob cuts out the article and places it into a neat file he keeps in the bottom drawer of his desk, one which holds all his clippings about West African criminals. He

  started this file shortly after the botched arrest of a Nigerian drug baron known only as ‘the albino’, who doubled as an African witch. It was then that his police partner’s wife

  had been killed, and Harry nearly lost his daughter, too.




  Officers begin to arrive for their day’s work, though the seat opposite Jacob remains obtrusively empty. Out of the corner of his eye, Jacob sees Senior Superintendent Niehaus approaching,

  his black moustache greying in gradual synchronicity with the hair at his temples. The fifty-year-old is still relatively new to directing the entire unit, having been the superintendent of the

  detectives under Chief Molethe. Behind the turtle-shell glasses perched high up on his nose, his eyes look stern but kind.




  ‘Tshabalala, where the hell is Tudhope? I told him to be in early for once this morning.’




  Jacob folds away his newspaper and looks Niehaus in the eye. ‘You know what, boss? I don’t think even Ben knows where he is. I never had this trouble with Joe.’




  ‘Look, Jacob.’ Niehaus holds up a hand. ‘When Harry quit, you and Joe worked well together, I admit, but I depend on my senior officers to train up the younger guys. Tudhope is

  inexperienced and just needs a bit of discipline. Anyway, you’re not the only one suffering. Harry seems fed up, too, if it’s any consolation.’




  It is not, thinks Jacob, looking at his watch. Getting up and grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair he says, ‘I’m more than happy to train somebody who wants to

  learn. But this guy, he doesn’t finish his work, and so constantly puts our cases in jeopardy. Do me a favour, boss, and have a word with Ben. I’m not getting through to Tudhope and I

  might just end up killing him.’




  ‘That’ll be the day.’ Niehaus laughs at Jacob’s departing back.




  5




  11.18 a.m., 26 May 2004, Johannesburg




  There is not a cloud in the blue sky as he drives towards the northern suburbs, the sun shining brightly but without much warmth. When he arrives at the deceased’s

  residence in daylight, he sees drifts of dry liquidambar leaves have collected against the ornamental wrought-iron gate. The lawn is a vast yellow smear of dry grass. Only two cypresses, one on

  either side of the driveway, remain a deep green. The house itself looks almost homely in the daylight, half hidden amongst the naked shrubs and trees.




  Jacob drives slowly down the gravel driveway, past the front of the residence, till he eventually reaches the twin garages attached to the domestic quarters. To his surprise, he finds an old

  jalopy parked in front of one of them, all its doors wide open. A young black man in his early twenties is leaning against the vehicle, wearing a floppy yellow hat and casually chewing on a plastic

  straw.




  The detective gets out of his unmarked white Toyota Corolla cruiser and approaches the man. As they confer in Sotho, the reason for his presence becomes clear when the housekeeper appears around

  the corner, carrying some of her belongings in a box.




  ‘Where are you going?’ Jacob asks her.




  ‘Ivory Park – back to my mother,’ she replies in Sotho. ‘I don’t have a job here any more, and it’s bad luck to stay here, after the way that man

  died.’




  Jacob jots down the mother’s address before turning his attention back to the man helping her move. She has not got too much and soon the car is filled up. Ready to leave, Paulina unwinds

  her window. ‘The old man still owes me my money for the last month. If you find his wife, tell her about that.’




  Jacob nods. ‘Are you absolutely sure you don’t know who that man in the missing photographs is?’




  She breaks eye contact with him and plays briefly with her strangely protruding mouth. ‘I’ve never met him here, and Mr Klamm didn’t talk to me. There is nothing more I can

  tell you, detective.’




  ‘That person you saw running away last night, could it have been him?’




  Paulina closes her eyes in an attempt to visualize what she witnessed the night before. She shakes her head. ‘It was too dark, and I was scared. The figure was just a shadow.’




  ‘And the car that revved so loud out on the street?’




  ‘Look.’ She points back over her shoulder towards the gate. From where they are the street is invisible, behind the cypress trees. ‘I heard a car, but I didn’t see

  it.’




  Once the pair have gone, Jacob lets himself in through the kitchen door and steps into an absolutely silent house. Not even the refrigerator is ticking. Only the smell from last night lingers.

  The study door opens smoothly, with neither a whisper as it slides over the carpet nor a creak from its hinges. The detective heads straight for the desk set against the wall to his right. His

  first priority is to make contact with Klamm’s widow, and find out more about the man’s activities, either in retirement or before.




  The desk is neatly kept, with only a phone, a black leather blotter centred on it, and a silver fountain pen mounted on a marble receptacle, while the various pigeonholes are filled with

  stationery and documents clamped together. A stapled article resting on the blotter draws Jacob’s eye: Satanic Abuse and the Rochdale Affair: What the State is Covering Up. This

  document looks like it was printed off the Internet, and he quickly scans it for any recent notes Klamm may have made, but it is unmarked. Testing the four drawers in turn, he discovers that they

  are all locked. He suspects that the victim may have kept the key on his person, so makes a mental note to phone the morgue and check on the whereabouts of Klamm’s personal effects.




  Moving over to the corner furthest away from the fireplace, he stands and studies the spacious room in its entirety. What would this seventy-nine-year-old keep locked away in his desk drawers?

  And why is it only the weirdest stuff in the room that shows signs of having been read?




  Each of the tiered bookshelves on either side of the mantelpiece has a broad laminated black strip running across the middle. On closer inspection, Jacob finds that these strips disguise sliding

  panels. He tries opening them, and is not surprised to find them locked, too.




  Returning to the desk, Jacob phones the morgue, and a clerk with a cracked voice puts the detective on hold while he checks the inventory of items found on Klamm’s body. Meanwhile, Jacob

  takes the opportunity of studying more closely the photographs ranged above the desk. They all seem to be from the sixties or even earlier, depicting rural small-town life and mining operations:

  conveyor belts transporting ore into sheet-metal constructed buildings, workers staring out at the camera over their wheelbarrows, cocopans full of ore being pushed on their railtracks out of

  mineshafts by gaunt, shirtless Africans, a product being packed into hessian bags and loaded on horse-drawn carts. Finally the morgue clerk comes back on the line: there was indeed a bunch of keys

  in one of Klamm’s robe pockets.




  As he replaces the receiver, Jacob finds himself squinting at one particular image, taken somewhere called Pomfret if the sign Pomfret General Supplies can be believed, though he has

  never heard of the place. A young white man in his late twenties, whom he assumes to be Klamm himself, is standing outside the shop, dressed in chinos and a white collared shirt. Hands resting on

  his hips, with shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, he squarely faces the camera with a smile that resembles a sneer.




  The phone’s sudden loud trill shatters his contemplative silence. Jacob answers it, giving his name.




  ‘Who did you say you were?’ presses a suspicious elderly female voice.




  ‘Detective Inspector Tshabalala.’




  ‘A detective?’




  ‘Yes. Can I ask who is calling?’




  There is a long silence, then the woman draws a long shuddering breath. ‘My name is Miss Henrietta Campbell. Mr Klamm is my estranged husband. What’s happened to him?’




  ‘Bernard Klamm was murdered last night, ma’am.’




  ‘That can’t be!’ the woman replies. ‘I saw him only yesterday evening.’




  ‘We are aware that you visited him, so I need to speak with you in order to help reconstruct the last hours he was known to be alive. Shall I come visit you at your home?’




  ‘No,’ she retorts, a bit too fast. ‘I will come see you at his house, if you don’t mind. Will your superior be there, too?’




  ‘My superior?’ asks Jacob, confused.




  ‘Yes, whoever’s in charge.’




  Jacob hesitates, finding the woman’s cool and businesslike reaction surprising. It is as if she is arranging a client lunch, rather than talking to a police officer about the death of

  someone close to her.




  ‘Hello,’ comes her impatient voice. ‘Are you still there?’


  

  ‘No, Miss Campbell, it’s me you’ll be speaking to, or my partner.’




  ‘Well, I suppose that will have to do. I shall be there in about half an hour.’




  6




  12.02 p.m., 26 May 2004, Johannesburg




  A quick search through the other rooms in the house reveals nothing out of the ordinary. Although his house has been richly furnished and well maintained, Klamm himself

  seems to have owned very little that could be called personal, except perhaps for his numerous books and photographs. In the victim’s austere bedroom, Jacob discovers a long safe hidden in

  the built-in closet, as well as a large annotated King James bible filled with notes scribbled on the same yellow adhesive paper to be found in the esoteric books in the study below. A grey suit

  hangs ready on a stand underneath the window that overlooks the front garden, most likely the outfit Klamm had chosen for today. Jacob finds it difficult to reconcile this old man’s

  conservative orderliness with the obscene way his corpse lay half-naked and charred in his study the night before.




  The mobile chirrups on his belt. Checking caller identification, he sighs and answers. ‘Yes, Tudhope.’




  ‘Hey, Jakes, where are you, my boet? You missed one hell of a session with the boss this morning, let me tell you. He’s coming down hard on us these days, eh?’




  ‘Have you finished with the Gordon case yet?’ asks Jacob, thinking of the mountain of paperwork lying all but forgotten on his partner’s desk.




  ‘Soon, pal, soon. Hey, I hear we’ve got ourselves a stiff out in Parkview. Sorry I couldn’t make it, man . . . I mean last night.’ Tudhope suddenly laughs

  conspiratorially. ‘I only got your message this morning. I was out – a new girl, you know.’




  ‘Look, when we are on call, that means we’re on call. It doesn’t mean we can just switch our phones off whenever . . .’ Jacob pinches the bridge of his nose. ‘Just

  finish up with the Gordon case, please.’




  ‘Hey, I told you to relax, man. I’ve got it covered. The case only goes to court on Thursday.’




  ‘It’s Tuesday today, Tudhope. Prosecution needs the rest of the information before they go to court.’




  ‘Right,’ his partner replies vacantly. ‘So what are we doing about the barbecue?’




  ‘The Gordon case, Ben. Today.’




  From the window of Klamm’s bedroom, Jacob sees a massive seven series BMW with tinted windows turn into the end of the driveway. He hangs up on Tudhope and hurries downstairs to open the

  gate. With a low growl, the car glides in and comes to a stop at the front of the house just as he is opening the front door. He steps out into the cold, ready to welcome Klamm’s widow. The

  driver’s door opens and it takes a few seconds before a leg emerges, dressed in a white stocking and a black, conservative shoe with golden buckles. Next, a set of aged fingers, nails

  lacquered a bright red, creep round the doorframe. Finally Campbell emerges from the murky depths of her vehicle. She looks to be in her seventies, although the heavy make-up makes it difficult to

  tell. Only as she starts up the flight of stone steps, with a stiff but confident gait, does she meet Jacob’s gaze.




  ‘Are you the young man I spoke to on the telephone?’




  ‘Yes, ma’am.’




  ‘You don’t look like a police officer.’ Campbell digs in her handbag for a Kleenex. Instead of using it, she crumples it up in her hand with quick, agitated movements.




  Jacob smiles. ‘I’m a detective; I don’t have to wear a uniform.’




  She grunts dismissively. Without waiting for him to advise her what to do next, she enters the house. Immediately she sniffs the air, dabs her nose with the tissue and throws Jacob a curious

  glance. ‘What’s that smell in the house? What exactly happened here? Someone should open up the windows, let some air into the place.’




  ‘Shall we take a seat in the living room, Miss Campbell?’ Jacob indicates the direction he would like her to proceed. ‘I have some questions for you.’




  ‘I don’t want to sit down. I want to get out of here as soon as I can, so please let’s attend to only what is absolutely necessary.’




  Thinking that she may be reacting so belligerently because of the abrupt loss she has suffered, Jacob offers her his sympathies. Her reply is unexpected. ‘Leave it alone. You didn’t

  even know him, so how can you be sorry? Tell me that. Now, what do you need me to sign?’




  ‘I will have to take a statement from you about last night, ma’am. So if we could . . .’ Jacob again indicates the door to the living room.




  The old woman fiddles with an emerald cat pinned to her left lapel. ‘Have you contacted your superior yet?’




  Jacob withdraws his hand and rubs his chin. ‘Like I’ve told you, Miss Campbell, I am the investigating officer in the matter of your husband’s murder.’




  ‘My estranged husband,’ corrects the woman. ‘Only you?’




  Wondering whether she is always this abrasive, Jacob grimly replies, ‘That’s right.’




  ‘But that’s outrageous.’




  ‘Why?’ He raises an eyebrow, but can guess what she is thinking: Heaven forbid a black officer should be investigating this case.




  ‘It just is.’




  The detective closes the front door behind him a little too firmly. ‘At what time did you arrive here yesterday?’




  ‘I got here around six o’ clock.’




  Purposefully, and with a hint of menace, Jacob says, ‘That probably makes you the last person we know of to see Bernard Klamm alive.’




  The woman’s frosty demeanour suddenly wilts as she finally senses the full gravity of the situation. She clasps her handbag defensively in front of her body, taking an involuntary step

  backwards, towards the centre of the hall. A strange expression passes over her face, her eyes darting from the uncanny lifelessness of the house all around her back to the police officer’s

  face.




  ‘How did it happen?’ she asks.




  Jacob describes the incident in brief. ‘It’s very important for us to establish a chronological order to last night’s events,’ he continues. ‘So when did you leave

  here, ma’am?’




  ‘I don’t know precisely.’ Her voice has softened considerably. ‘Around nine thirty, I should think. We discussed a few business matters pertaining to our past.’




  Jacob nods. ‘Was Mr Klamm himself acting strangely in any way, or did you notice anything out of the ordinary when you left him?’




  ‘I saw that maid of his standing in the doorway of her quarters as I arrived. Other than that, I didn’t see a soul. Except Bernard, of course, who was his usual gallant self.’

  She speaks the last words with a degree of bitter sarcasm. ‘Which is to say he was trying to convince me of how right he was, and became belligerent when I disagreed.’




  ‘Exactly what did you discuss?’




  ‘Is this really necessary?’ She begins to fiddle with her brooch again. ‘I came here yesterday to talk with him about private matters, that’s all. So what difference does

  the content of our discussion make? Surely you can’t suspect me of killing him?’




  ‘I disagree,’ says Jacob. ‘The content of your discussion may be relevant. What was it you argued about?’




  She tries to glower at him, but she is clearly too unnerved. ‘We talked about . . . well, we were trying to finally come to an agreement about the fate of some property of ours in the

  Northern Cape. It has been a source of contention for years, but each time we came out of our discussion undecided.’




  ‘So what happened in the end?’




  ‘We became irate with each other, as usual. I insisted I was entitled to more than thirty per cent of the proceeds, but he argued that this was all he was prepared to offer me, since the

  land in question was awarded him as part of a pay package back in 1965, and it had nothing to do with me. I grew indignant then, and told him he could choke on that farm for all I cared.’ The

  woman is clawing at her collar, as if struggling to breathe. ‘The reason for all this aimless bickering, I suspect, is that neither of us actually wanted to sell it.’




  This time, when Jacob gestures for her to step into the living room, she complies. Once they are seated – Campbell on a large three-seater sofa against one wall, and Jacob in the single

  armchair directly facing the mounted buffalo head – the detective continues.




  ‘So why did you phone him this morning?’




  ‘You know how it is. One gets in a huff and later regrets it.’




  Jacob stretches an arm out over the backrest and nods. ‘Remind me when you went home.’




  ‘Nine thirty; I told you that.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ says Jacob, glancing at his notes. ‘Nine thirty it is.’




  ‘Yes,’ says the woman. ‘Once our discussion became pointless, I promptly excused myself. My partner can confirm when I arrived home.’




  The policeman flips open a fresh page in his notebook. ‘And who is your partner?’




  ‘Detective, how can you possibly suggest either of us had anything to do with Bernard’s murder?’




  ‘I’m just closing all the loopholes. I need to make absolutely sure I’ve got all the information. It’s a process of elimination, that’s all.’




  She opens her handbag and passes Jacob her business card. ‘His name is Tobias Rees, and this is our address in Dainfern.’




  ‘How long have you been together, then?’




  ‘Thirty-two years.’




  Jacob gives a slight, confused nod. ‘Why didn’t you divorce Mr Klamm, after all that time?’




  Campbell’s lips begin to quiver, and she tightens both her fists around her handbag, the white tissue now squeezed through her fingers like soft dough. ‘For the same reason that we

  didn’t sell our house in the Northern Cape.’




  ‘And that is?’




  She hastily looks away as tears suddenly appear in her eyes. Jacob remains quiet, waiting patiently for her to answer. During the long silence that ensues, he gets the distinct impression that,

  rather than organizing her thoughts, the woman is willing him to steer away from this topic. Her eyes remain firmly fixed on a display cabinet filled with model cars from the fifties.




  ‘You did not like your husband,’ Jacob finally says, ‘so why did you never officially leave him for the man you are with now?’




  Campbell swallows hard. When she finally speaks, her voice again sounds calm and assured, completely at odds with her body language. ‘Does this have to be discussed?’




  ‘Yes,’ replies Jacob flatly.




  She nods, but still does not look at him.




  He redirects his line of questioning somewhat. ‘What else did you quarrel about?’




  She remains silent.




  Jacob sighs impatiently. ‘Please, answer me.’




  ‘He wouldn’t give it to me,’ she replies laconically.




  ‘A divorce?’ he guesses.




  She nods her head, and gulps down further emotions.




  ‘Exactly how long have you been separated, then?’




  ‘Thirty-eight years.’




  ‘Really? Can I ask how old you are?’




  For the first time this haughty woman offers him a smile, and in its brief flicker Jacob sees the beautiful woman hidden deep under bitter, painful layers of life’s disappointments.

  ‘Detective, you will allow a lady some secrets, won’t you?’




  Jacob smiles back at her. ‘Of course.’




  Campbell heaves a sigh that lifts her shoulders. ‘We didn’t get a divorce because he refused to allow me one, and maybe some part of me didn’t want it, either. You see, there

  are some things that bound us together tighter than anything most other married couples experience. We went through a very complicated emotional patch, if you will, and this is how we turned out.

  Tobias always accepted it that way, and Bernard acquiesced because I think he believed, deep down, that he would somehow win me back one day. He got stuck on that idea, you see, like he seemed to

  get stuck on more and more ideas as he grew older. He was a very stubborn man.’




  Jacob regards the woman a few moments, finding this unusual relationship difficult to digest. It seems a strange arrangement, but no stranger than that of a woman he arrested a few years back,

  who had first left her husband and two children for a Greek lover with a taste for parties, blondes, guns and cocaine, only to move back in when she ran out of the money that funded his debauchery.

  Three weeks after she returned, the boyfriend moved into the guestroom, the husband consenting to all this for the sake of the children. Three weeks after that, her husband came home to find his

  own things stored in that same guestroom, and the boyfriend now occupying his side of their marital bed. Both his wife and her lover lay spread-eagled on the mattress, naked and unconscious after

  an afternoon’s drug binge. The kids did not see them this time, which somehow convinced the husband that a dodgy mother was better than no mother at all. Two days later, Jacob and Harry Mason

  received a call placed by a neighbour who had just heard gunshots. The mother and boyfriend had been free-basing crack all afternoon, and when the husband came home and confronted them, his wife

  flew into a frenzy, which the boyfriend stoked with wild jeers, urging her to take his .38 and collect on the life insurance. She ended up putting five rounds into her husband’s face. But

  this time the children – a nine-year-old boy and a five-year-old girl – were witnesses. The two escaping addicts were caught halfway to Durban, having abandoned the two kids at home

  with their dead father stuffed in a closet.




  At least, muses Jacob, Klamm’s case does not feature kids or drugs, just a strange marital agreement between three older people who have lived with their unusual situation for decades.




  ‘Do you know of anyone who would have wanted to kill him?’




  At this she allows a bitter laugh. ‘Detective, if you have spoken with the man’s housekeeper at all, I’m sure you’ll know that Bernard wasn’t a pleasant man. If I

  had to make a list of everyone who disliked the old fool, then it would include just about everyone who ever crossed paths with him in his lifetime. Of course, most of the people we knew together

  are dead now.’




  ‘Can you think of anyone still alive who might have hated him enough to kill him so near the end of his life?’




  Henrietta Campbell’s expression clouds as she thinks this question through. ‘No, no one. There isn’t anyone left from those days, I should think. He had a way of

  bringing out the worst in people, detective, and I suspect that, before your investigation is concluded, he will have affected you that way, too. He was rotten, rotten to the core.’ She

  shakes her head. ‘I only wish I had had more courage to dissuade him from some of the things he did.’




  Jacob frowns. ‘Such as?’




  ‘He was a particularly cruel and ruthless businessman, that’s all. He worshipped money and nothing else. Nothing else mattered to him, not even his own family. I can only be thankful

  that he spared me the details of his dealings, even though gossip regularly had a habit of drifting my way.’




  ‘What was Mr Klamm doing before he retired?’




  ‘He was many things: farmer, miner, businessman – a real entrepreneur.’




  Jacob thinks about the eclectic collection of books in Klamm’s study. ‘Anything else?’




  Campbell narrows her eyes as she dabs at her nose with the tissue. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Did he ever become interested in religious practices, or was he perhaps merely interested in anthropology?’




  ‘No, whatever gave you that idea? He was a practically minded man who couldn’t give a hoot about academia, or anything spiritual either. In his spare time he went hunting and also

  did some amateur photography. He just liked shooting things in more ways than one, I guess.’ Campbell’s handbag is still perched on her lap, as if she is readying herself to depart at

  any minute.




  Jacob hands over a business card and begs her to call him should anything else come to mind. ‘But before you leave, can we take a look around and see if anything is missing – things

  you remember from when the two of you still lived together?’




  She looks at her watch. ‘I don’t know. I have another appointment.’




  ‘It will only take a minute, and it’s quite important.’ Jacob rises.




  She wets her lips. ‘It really will have to be quick, though.’




  7




  1.22 p.m., 26 May 2004, Johannesburg




  Of the house’s three bedrooms, the door of only one stands open. Campbell’s initial desire to hurry seems to drain from her the moment she goes up the stairs.

  Her face turning sad and sombre, she hesitantly enters her late estranged husband’s austere sleeping quarters, casting unsure eyes over the single bed with its threadbare green throw. A large

  teak footlocker stands at its base; there are four pairs of shoes resting on a bronze rack, and an old-fashioned alarm clock with ear-like bells stands on the bedside cabinet.




  ‘You know,’ she whispers, after a long moment’s reflection, ‘this is the first time in thirty-eight years that I’ve been up here. It all looks so different now . .

  . so soulless.’ She steps towards the bed and extends her fingers over the bedspread, as if to probe it for some residual warmth. ‘You can say what you want about Bernard, but he was

  always meticulous in his dress, and he did enjoy his luxuries. But this bed . . . it’s like a drifter’s, and there are so few items in this room. It’s not at all like the man I

  remember.’




  ‘What did he get rid of?’ urges Jacob.




  Campbell seems to recover from something deeply personal, her fingers curling up as she retracts her hand from the bed. She smiles sadly. ‘Most of our things, things I thought would never

  leave this house, things that I thought would stay here as they stayed in my memories of this room, of our bedroom, are gone. I left many of my possessions here when I departed. There was a dresser

  over there. We had a double bed and a portrait of us, painted shortly after our wedding, hung above it. I suppose that when one is the partner that leaves, one somewhat arrogantly assumes the other

  will keep mementoes of some kind.’ She turns and reaches out to touch the annotated bible with one glistening red fingernail. ‘I’m surprised to see this here. He wasn’t

  exactly an atheist, but he often scoffed at Christianity. It’s one of the reasons why we were separated.’ She shakes her head as if at some bitter memory. ‘I really don’t

  know what you expect me to find here, or not to find, detective. I don’t know exactly what he has sold off in the intervening years, or what else he has subsequently acquired that may now be

  missing. I don’t even remember many of the things we once shared.’




  ‘I noticed there is a safe in the closet,’ says Jacob. ‘Would you know what it contains?’




  ‘On the farm, he always kept a small arsenal of hunting rifles and pistols. Perhaps they are in there now? He was also a keen photographer and treasured his cameras immensely, so it could

  be them. I really don’t know.’ Campbell peeks into the ensuite bathroom, and is about to step back out when she spots something.




  Jacob follows her in.




  She grabs something lying in the soap dish. ‘I’d like to take this, if you don’t mind.’ She holds up a simple gold wedding band.




  Jacob notices that she is not wearing her own ring any more. The flatness in her tone makes him wonder how much this woman is a master at controlling her emotions, moving from one expression to

  the next at will, or whether her seemingly volatile reactions are just a strange form of shock. It could also be that she really has no feelings left for the dead man, but nevertheless is

  struggling to rekindle some here in the room they once shared so intimately. The mixed messages she is giving make it difficult for him to gauge her, or to detect what it is she is keeping from

  him. For, he realizes, she is definitely hiding details from him, judging by her uncompleted sentences and her erratic sidetracks into frivolous details. Though he would love to press her at a

  later stage for more information about their marital relationship and what exactly drove them apart, for now he is happy to allow her her evasiveness.




  Knowing full well he is bending the rules by releasing potential evidence, Jacob says, ‘Sure, you can take it.’




  ‘Thank you.’ She carefully examines the ring. ‘Despite our differences he clung on to me until the bitter end. I don’t know if I should see him as some silly lovesick

  loner, or just an obsessive fool slowly drowning in a sea of his own making.’ She slips her dead husband’s wedding band onto her thumb, but even then the ring is too large to fit

  properly.




  ‘People sometimes don’t know what they should get rid of in their lives and what they should cherish and remember,’ observes Jacob. ‘Some people make their decisions and

  bear the consequences, others make a decision only to revisit everything that led up to that point again and again.’




  Reading the house, the room and the treasured ring as an expression of Klamm’s state of mind, Jacob sees him as one of the latter – a man who could not let go, for whatever reason.

  On the one hand he tried to wipe out his past by packing up and removing half his house, but on the other he kept hold of something as small yet powerful as his wedding ring. What was it made him

  hang on to this woman for thirty-eight years, after she had so obviously rejected him? Was it love? Or something else?




  ‘You’re a wise man, detective,’ says Campbell, that genuine smile playing over her face for a second time.




  Jacob shrugs. ‘We all get hurt at some point in our lives, and we have to try to learn from the pain as best we can.’




  They move on to the other, closed bedrooms, Jacob’s shoes clopping on the pine flooring, Campbell’s heels clacking ahead of him. One is an empty chamber which the elderly woman

  explains was meant to become a guest room but always stood empty, and another, smaller room with its curtains drawn, its furnishings all covered in white sheets that give an impression that even

  rooms and inanimate objects can possess spirits and secrets. It occurs to Jacob that these unused spaces may have once been destined for children and grandchildren, but now they seem cold and

  abandoned structures, giving the house a sterile atmosphere. On the threshold of this third bedroom, Campbell abruptly tightens her grip on her handbag and refuses to step over the threshold.

  ‘I apologize, detective. I just can’t help you with any of this. I absolutely must go now.’




  ‘Ma’am, did you ever have children with Mr Klamm?’




  ‘No.’ She turns on him. ‘Why do you ask?’ Her eyes appear fearful.




  ‘It just seems this house must have been bought for a larger family.’




  ‘It was bought for prestige, and nothing more.’




  ‘Do you have children now?’ asks Jacob, persisting.




  ‘I can’t believe how invasive you are.’ She brushes past him and heads for the top of the stairs. Over her shoulder, she calls out, ‘Honestly, I thought I just had to

  sign something here; instead, I find myself interrogated as though I might have killed the man with my own hands. That’s it. I’m leaving now.’




  ‘Miss Campbell!’




  She comes to a stop halfway down the stairs. ‘What is it?’




  ‘I’m not accusing you of anything; I was merely attempting to build a picture of Bernard Klamm in my mind. I need to know as much as I can about him if I’m to solve this case,

  and he seems to have been very secretive. So far, you have been the greatest help to me. Please, will you not at least have a look at the photographs in his study? Several are missing and I’d

  like to know if you can tell me more about them.’




  The old woman rolls her eyes. ‘Let’s get it over with, then. Quickly.’




  In the study she presses the remorselessly crumpled tissue to her nose and winces when she spies the scorched mantelpiece. ‘For God’s sake, will someone just open the windows in

  here?’




  ‘Of course.’ Jacob hurries to comply. Over his shoulder he says, ‘By the bureau two photographs are missing and, from that wall over there, another three.’




  She ignores what he is saying and is irresistibly drawn towards the fireplace, towards the lizard print of her husband’s blood, the little spray-painted circles left where his teeth fell.

  The quilt she once made him, and on which they had once upon a time made love, lies carelessly crumpled next to a forgotten latex glove. The chair a neighbour once gave them still lies on its side,

  useless and ugly now, its backrest scorched and burnt. Jacob finishes opening up the windows and watches her take all this in.




  A shudder passes through her, her mouth opens, and a dry whisper gradually escalates into a low wail. ‘How? Even to him, how?’




  The detective hastens over to her, reaches out to lay his hands on her shoulders and redirect her attention, except, at the last second, he remembers her earlier reaction to his skin colour. For

  her, that had somehow defined his rank and intelligence, so she might consider it inappropriate for him to even touch her. Instead, he steps between her and the crime scene.




  ‘Ms Campbell,’ he urges softly, ‘that’s what I’m here to find out. Come over this way. If we could just have a look at the photographs on the walls . . .’




  She peers at the empty spaces for a full minute, her body quivering, her breath coming in short pants. Suddenly her breath catches, her eyes grow wide and she involuntarily claps a hand over her

  mouth.




  ‘No,’ she mumbles, ‘it can’t be.’




  ‘What is it?’ Jacob turns his intent gaze on her.




  She slowly takes her hand away and blinks at him. ‘I don’t remember any of the others, but that one I do. There was a black man in it, with one arm flung over Bernard’s

  shoulder. He had a very bright smile, and a deep scar above one side of his mouth.’




  ‘Why did you say, “It can’t be”?’




  ‘He’s dead, he must be dead.’




  ‘Who is he?




  ‘José Eduardo Cauto – but he’s dead.’ The woman turns away from him and hastens to get out of the room. ‘I’m late, so very late. We’ll

  have to continue this talk at some other time.’




  Jacob follows her. ‘What relationship did this man have with Mr Klamm?’




  ‘Leave it alone now, please. I must go.’




  ‘Why do you say he’s dead?’ insists Jacob. ‘What happened to him?’




  ‘You’ll have to go back to Leopold Ridge for that. I don’t want to talk about it now.’




  ‘Please—’




  ‘Not now, not ever again!’ She rushes through the hallway and out the front door, fumbling in her handbag for her keys. Jacob comes to a stop on the threshold.




  ‘There is only one person responsible for all this,’ calls Campbell as she sinks back into the shadows of her BMW. ‘And he’s dead. He died in there last night. Goodbye,

  detective.’
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  Back in the study, Jacob approaches the esoteric bookshelf and its locked compartments, feeling that he has somehow been lured into taking a specific direction in this

  investigation. Of one thing he is certain: the woman is hiding things regarding her true relationship with her estranged husband.




  While brooding on these thoughts, he notices that the sliding wooden panels are secured only rudimentarily. He runs a finger along the surface of one, then, fetching a sturdy knife from the

  kitchen, he slips the tip into a thin gap just above the lock, and levers the knife sharply. There is a resounding crack as the wood splinters and the lock springs loose.




  In the space inside are twelve volumes resembling wedding albums, each of them covered in black vinyl with gold patterns embossed on the spine. On the single concealed shelf there is nothing

  else. He pulls one volume out and notices the front has no title, no lettering whatsoever – just glossy fake black leather. He opens the book, and immediately his skin begins to crawl.




  At first he is not sure of what he is looking at exactly, his mind somehow refusing to absorb this meticulous record of horrors. Page after page features a single photograph neatly centred on a

  matt-black background, and below each image is a caption, annotated in cryptic shorthand, written in blue ballpoint on neat strips of white paper carefully stuck on. Licking his lips, Jacob extends

  a finger to touch a close-up photograph of a Khoisan adolescent kneeling on a broken concrete floor and staring up at the camera. Her eyes filled with tears, she is clasping her torn dress to her

  chest. He flips on to the next page, and his breath catches with a sharp hiss. A feral-looking girl with golden-blonde locks and a grime-smeared face bares her teeth at the photographer from her

  hiding place on the top shelf of a large closet.
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