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  PROLOGUE




  Paris, France; April 1945




  A flashing neon ‘Hotel’ sign lit the narrow cobble-stoned lane. There was a spring chill from the showers that had fallen that

  afternoon across the Tuileries and the Boulevard Saint Germain, but heat emanated from the GI bars. The smell of sweating bodies, spilled liquor, cigarette smoke and perfume permeated the night

  air. Emmanuel was glad to be free of the crush inside. A group of Negro soldiers entered a subterranean club on the corner of Rue Véron and a jazz trumpet blared into the night. He strolled

  the slick lane with three giggling stenographers and Hugh Langton, a BBC war correspondent with impeccable black-market connections.




  ‘That’s it up ahead,’ Langton said. ‘Two double rooms on the fourth floor. You don’t mind a few stairs, do you, girls?’




  Five days of R&R, then back to bully beef in a tin and the parade of demolished towns. Emmanuel had five days to forget. Five days to build new memories over the visions of broken churches

  and people. The brunette nuzzled closer and pressed a hot kiss on the nape of his neck. He picked up the pace, greedy for the sensation of skin on skin. The hotel sign flashed light into a doorway

  a few feet ahead. Bare legs, pale and dimpled with rain, jutted into the street. The torn edges of a skirt and an open change purse were visible in the dim recess.




  ‘Mon dieu . . .’ The brunette pressed slim fingers to her mouth. ‘Regardez! Regardez . . .’




  Emmanuel unhooked his arm from around her shoulder and moved closer. Another flash of neon illuminated the thickset body of a woman slumped against a door. A bloodied hole was torn into the

  lapel of her grubby jacket, evidence Emmanuel suspected of a small-calibre entry wound. The blank eyes and slack jaw suggested a passenger who’d missed the last train and would now have to

  spend the night in the open. Emmanuel checked for a pulse, more a formality than a necessity.




  ‘She’s dead.’




  ‘Then we’re too late to be of help.’ Langton herded the stenographers towards the Hotel Oasis. This little hiccup could seriously extinguish the mood. ‘I’ll get the

  concierge to call the police.’




  ‘Go ahead,’ Emmanuel said. ‘I’ll find a gendarme and catch up.’




  Langton took Emmanuel aside. ‘Let me point out the obvious in case you missed it, Cooper. Dead woman. Live women . . . plural. Let’s get the hell out of here.’




  Emmanuel stayed put. A kitbag stuffed with spare ration packs and a warm hotel room with soap and fresh towels meant the stenographers would wait. Such was the cold pragmatism of war.




  ‘Okay, okay.’ The Englishman ushered the women towards the flickering neon. ‘Don’t stay out here all night. There’ll be plenty of dead back in the field.’




  That was true, but it was an insult to abandon a body in a city where law and order had been restored. Emmanuel found a stocky policeman enjoying a cigarette under a cherry blossom tree, and an

  hour later a balding detective with an impressive eagle-beak nose and sad brown eyes arrived on the scene. He peered into the doorway.




  ‘Simone Betancourt.’ The identification, in heavily accented English, was for the benefit of the foreign soldier. Most cases involving the Allied forces were shifted to the handful

  of bilingual police. ‘Fifty-two years old. Listed occupation, washerwoman.’




  ‘You knew her?’ Emmanuel said.




  ‘She took in the police-station washing and that of many small pensions.’ A hand was thrust in Emmanuel’s direction. ‘Inspecteur principal Luc Moreau. You

  discovered the body?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Your name, please.’




  ‘Major Emmanuel Cooper.’




  ‘And you were on your way to . . .’




  ‘The hotel up there,’ Emmanuel said, certain the French detective had already figured that out.




  ‘The last rain was . . .’ Moreau checked his gold wrist-watch, ‘. . . about two hours ago. So, Simone has been here longer than that. Others, no doubt, saw the body. And did

  nothing. Why did you alert the police and wait here for so long at the crime scene?’




  Emmanuel shrugged. ‘I’m not sure.’ The dead were another part of the war’s landscape. Soldiers and civilians, the young and the old were left unattended and without

  ceremony in the fields and the rubble. But this washerwoman had resurrected memories of another defenceless female abandoned a long time ago. ‘It felt wrong to leave her, that’s

  all.’




  Moreau smiled and unwrapped a stick of chewing gum, a habit acquired from the American military police. ‘Even in war, a murder is offensive, no?’




  ‘Maybe so.’ Emmanuel glanced towards the hotel. Stopping to mark the death of Simone Betancourt would neither rebalance the scales of justice nor dull the memory of fallen friends.

  And yet he’d remained. The night had grown colder. Jesus. He could be in bed with a stenographer right now.




  ‘Do me this favour.’ Moreau scribbled on a page and tore it loose. ‘Go to your woman. Drink. Eat. Make love. Sleep. If tomorrow Simone Betancourt is still on your mind, call

  me.’




  ‘What for?’ Emmanuel pocketed the crumpled paper.




  ‘When you call, I will give an explanation.’




  Distant church bells chimed 11 a.m. Emmanuel awoke dry-mouthed and loose-limbed amid a tangle of sheets. The brunette, Justine from Cergy, stood naked by the window, devouring

  a block of ration-pack chocolate. Her body was perfect in the spring sunshine that dazzled through the glass. A pot of black-market coffee and a dish of butter pastries were set on the table.

  Justine climbed back into the bed, and Emmanuel forgot about war and injustice and fear.




  When he awoke a second time, Justine was asleep. He looked at her peaceful face, like a child’s. Every element of happiness was right here in this room. But still he felt sadness creep in.

  He slipped from under the sheets and went to the window. Directly below the hotel’s precarious wrought-iron balcony was the cobblestoned lane where Simone Betancourt had died in the rain.

  That a life could be so easily taken without justice or recognition was a lesson he’d learned in childhood. Leading a company of soldiers through war had confirmed that nothing was sacred. It

  was strange how, after four years of training and fighting, the memory of his mother’s death still lurked in the shadows, ready to ambush the present.




  Emmanuel retrieved the detective’s telephone number and smoothed the paper flat. He would phone Inspector Luc Moreau, but he had the unsettling sensation that the reverse was happening: he

  was the one being called.




  







  ONE




  Durban, South Africa; 28 May 1953




  The entrance to the freight yards was a dark mouth crowded with rows of dirty boxcars and threads of silver track. A few white prostitutes

  orbited a weak streetlight. Indian and coloured working girls were tucked into the shadows, away from the passing trade and the police.




  Emmanuel Cooper crossed Point Road and moved towards the yards. The prostitutes stared at him and the boldest of them, a fat redhead with a moulting fox fur slung around her shoulders, lifted a

  skirt to expose a thigh encased in black fishnet.




  ‘Sweetheart,’ she bellowed, ‘are you buying or just window shopping?’




  Emmanuel slipped into the industrial maze. Did he look that desperate? Brine and coal dust blew off Durban Harbour and the lights of a docked cruise ship shone across the water. Stationary

  gantry cranes loomed over the avenue of boxcars and a bright half moon lit the rocky ground. He moved towards the centre of the yards, tracing a now familiar path. He was tired and not from the

  late hour. Trawling the docks after midnight was worse than being a foot policeman. They at least had a clearly defined mission: to enforce the law. His job was to witness a mind-numbing parade of

  petty violence, prostitution and thievery, and do nothing.




  He scrambled over a heavy coupling and settled into a space between two wagons. Soon, an ant trail of trucks packed to the limit with whisky and cut tobacco and boxes of eau de cologne would

  roll out of the yard. English, Afrikaner, foot police, detectives and railway police: the smuggling operation was a perfect example of how different branches of the force were able to cooperate and

  coordinate if they shared a common goal.




  He flicked the surveillance notebook open. Four columns filled the faintly ruled paper: names, times, licence-plate numbers and descriptions of stolen goods. Until these cold nights in the

  freight yard, he’d thought the wait for the Normandy landing was the pinnacle of boredom. The restlessness and the fear of the massed army, the bland food and the stink of the latrines:

  he’d weathered it all without complaint. The discomforts weren’t so different from what he’d experienced in the tin-and-concrete slum shacks his family had lived in on the

  outskirts of Jo’burg.




  This surveillance of corrupt policemen lacked the moral certainty of D-Day. What Major van Niekerk, his old boss from the Marshall Square detective branch, planned to do with the information in

  the notebook was unclear.




  ‘Jesus. Oh, Jesus . . .’ A groaned exhalation floated across the freight yards, faint on the breeze. Some of the cheaper sugar girls made use of the deserted boxcars come

  nightfall.




  ‘Oh . . . No . . .’ This time the male voice was loud and panicked.




  The skin on Emmanuel’s neck prickled. The urge to investigate reared up but he resisted. His job was to watch and record the activities of the smuggling ring, not rescue a drunken whaler

  lost in the freight yard. Do not get involved. Major van Niekerk had been very specific about that.




  The hum of traffic along Point Road mingled with a wordless sobbing. Instinct pulled Emmanuel to the sound. He hesitated and then shoved the notepad into his pants pocket. Ten minutes to take a

  look and then he’d be back to record the truck licence-plate numbers. Twenty minutes at the outside. He pulled a silver torch from another pocket, switched it on and ran towards the

  warehouses built along the northeast boundary of the freight terminus.




  The sobs faded and then became muffled. Possibly the result of a hand held over a mouth. Emmanuel stopped and tried to isolate the sound. The yards were vast with miles of track running the

  length of the working harbour. Loose gravel moved underfoot and a cry came from up ahead. Emmanuel turned the torch to high beam and started running. The world appeared in flashes. Ghostly rows of

  stationary freight cars, chains, red-brick walls covered in grime and a back lane littered with empty hessian sacks. Then a dark river of blood that formed a question mark in the dirt.




  ‘No . . .’




  Emmanuel swung the torch beam in the direction of the voice and caught two Indian men in the full glare of the light. Both were young with dark, slicked-back hair that touched their shoulders.

  They wore near-identical suits made from silvery sharkskin material and white silk shirts. One, a slim teenager, his face streaked with tears, was slumped against the back wall of the warehouse.

  The other, who was somewhere in his early twenties, sported an Errol Flynn moustache and had a heavy brow contracted with menace. He hunched over the boy with his hand over his mouth to keep him

  quiet.




  ‘Do not move.’ Emmanuel used his detective sergeant’s voice. He reached for his .38 standard Webley revolver and touched an empty space. The most dangerous weapon he had was a

  pen. No matter. The gun was backup.




  ‘Run!’ the older one screamed. ‘Go!’




  The men ran in different directions and Emmanuel targeted the smaller of the two, who stumbled and pitched to the ground. Emmanuel caught his sleeve and steadied the teenager against the

  wall.




  ‘Run again and I’ll break your arm,’ he said.




  A coupling clanked. The older one was still out there somewhere. Emmanuel rested shoulder to shoulder with the boy and waited.




  ‘Parthiv,’ the boy sniffled, ‘don’t leave me.’




  ‘Amal,’ a voice whispered back. ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Here. He got me.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I’ve got Amal,’ Emmanuel said. ‘You’d better come out and keep him company.’




  The man emerged from the dark with a gangster swagger. A gold necklace complemented his silvery suit and a filigreed ring topped with a chunk of purple topaz weighed down his index finger.




  ‘And just who the hell are you?’ the skollie demanded.




  Emmanuel relaxed. He’d put down thugs like this one on a daily basis back in Jo’burg. Back before the trouble in Jacob’s Rest.




  ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Emmanuel Cooper,’ he said.




  With the National Party now in control, the police had become the most powerful gang in South Africa. The air went out of the Indian’s hard-man act.




  ‘Names,’ Emmanuel said when the men were against the wall. He’d deal with the fact he had no authority and no jurisdiction later.




  ‘Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,’ the Indian Errol Flynn said. He looked tough and he talked tough but something about the flashy suit and the jewellery made him look a little . . . soft.




  ‘Names,’ Emmanuel repeated.




  ‘Amal,’ the youngster said quickly. ‘My name is Amal Dutta and that’s my brother, Parthiv Dutta.’




  ‘Stay put,’ Emmanuel instructed and dipped the torchlight towards the ground. A bottle of lemonade lay on its side near the pool of blood. Then, in the shadows, Emmanuel made out the

  curled fingers of a child’s hand. They seemed almost to motion him closer. A white boy lay in the dirt; arms outstretched, skinny legs tangled together. His throat was sliced open from ear to

  ear like a second mouth.




  Emmanuel recognised the victim: an English slum kid, around eleven years old, who picked a living among the boxcars and the whores. Jolly Marks. Who knew if that was his real name?




  Starting at the tattered canvas shoes, Emmanuel searched upwards over the body. Army-issue fatigues were rolled up at the cuffs and threadbare at the knees. A line of string was tied to the belt

  loop of his khaki pants and blood stained the waistband. Streaks of dirt fanned out across the boy’s grey shirt and gathered in the creases around his mouth. The search revealed the lack of

  something in every detail. The lack of money evident in Jolly’s shabby clothes. The lack of hygiene in the tangled hair and filthy nails. The lack of a parent who might stop a youngster from

  going out onto the Durban docks after dark.




  Emmanuel shone the light on the stained waistband again. Jolly Marks always had a small notebook attached to the belt loop of the khaki pants, where he wrote orders for smokes and food. The

  string that held the book was still there but the book itself was missing. That fact might be significant.




  ‘Did either of you pick up a spiral notebook with a string attached?’ he said.




  ‘No,’ the brothers answered simultaneously.




  Emmanuel crouched next to the body. An inch from Jolly’s right hand was a rusty penknife with the small blade extended. Emmanuel had owned a similar knife at almost exactly the same age.

  Jolly had understood that bad things happened out here at night.




  Emmanuel knew this boy, knew the details of his life without having to ask a single question. He’d grown up with boys like Jolly Marks. No, that was a lie. This was whom he’d grown

  up as. A dirty white boy. This could have been his fate: first on the streets of a Jo’burg slum, and then on battlefields in Europe. He had escaped and survived. Jolly would never have

  that chance. Emmanuel returned to the Indian men.




  ‘Either one of you touch this boy?’




  ‘Never.’ Amal’s body shook with the denial. ‘Never, never ever.’




  ‘You?’ he asked Parthiv.




  ‘No. No ways. We were minding our own business and there he was.’




  Nobody in the back lanes of the Durban port after midnight was minding his own business unless that business was illegal. There was, however, a big difference between stealing and murder, and

  the brothers’ sharkskin suits were pressed and clean. Emmanuel checked their hands; also clean. Jolly lay in a bloodbath, his neck cut with a single stroke: the work of an experienced

  butcher.




  ‘Have either of you seen the boy before, maybe talked to him?’




  ‘No,’ Parthiv said too quickly. ‘Don’t know him.’




  ‘I wish I’d never seen him.’ Amal’s voice broke. ‘I wish I’d stayed at home.’




  Emmanuel tilted the torch beam away from the teenager’s face. Violent death was shocking but the violent death of a child was different; the effects sank deeper and lingered longer. Amal

  was only a few years older than Jolly and probably still a schoolboy.




  ‘Sit down and rest against the wall,’ he said.




  Amal sank to the ground and sucked breath in through an opened mouth. A panic attack was on the cards. ‘Are you going to . . . to . . . arrest us, Detective?’




  Emmanuel took a small flask from his jacket pocket and unscrewed the lid. He handed it to Amal, who pulled back.




  ‘I don’t drink. My mother says it makes you stupid.’




  ‘Make an exception for tonight,’ Emmanuel said. ‘It’s mostly coffee, anyway.’




  The teenager took a slurp and coughed till fat tears spilled from his eyes. Parthiv gave a derisive snort, embarrassed by his younger brother’s inability to hold liquor. Emmanuel pocketed

  the flask and checked the narrow alley between the warehouse wall and the goods train.




  He had a body in the open, no murder weapon and two witnesses who, in all probability, had stumbled onto the crime scene. This was a detective’s nightmare – but also a

  detective’s dream. The scene was all his. There were no foot police to trample evidence into the mud and no senior detectives jockeying for control of the investigation.




  Clumps of vegetation imbedded in the gravel shuddered in a sudden breeze. Beyond Jolly’s body, the butt of a hand-rolled cigarette blew on the ground. Emmanuel picked it up and smelled it

  – vanilla and chocolate. It was a special blend of flavoured tobacco.




  ‘You smoke, Parthiv?’ Emmanuel asked over his shoulder.




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘What brand?’




  ‘Old Gold. They’re American.’




  ‘I know,’ Emmanuel said. Half the Yank army had puffed their way across Europe on Old Gold and Camel. For a few years it had seemed that the smell of freedom was American tobacco and

  corned beef. Old Gold was a mass-market cigarette imported into South Africa. The vanilla and chocolate tobacco was probably made to order.




  ‘What about you, Amal? Do you smoke?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Not even a puff after school?’




  ‘Only once. I didn’t like it. It hurt my lungs.’




  Parthiv snorted again.




  Emmanuel shone the beam on Jolly’s hands and face. Amal looked away. There were no defence wounds on the boy’s hands despite the open penknife. The killer had worked fast and with

  maximum efficiency. Maybe it was the night chill that made the murder read cold and dispassionate. The word ‘professional’ came to Emmanuel’s mind; hardly a description that

  fitted either one of the Dutta boys. He played the torchlight over the rough ground again, looking for hard evidence. Jolly’s order book was nowhere near the body.




  A coupling creaked in the darkness. Parthiv and Amal focused on an object in the gloom of the freight yard behind him. Emmanuel swivelled and a black hole opened up and swallowed him.




  







  TWO




  Something powerful forced a sack over Emmanuel’s head and pulled it down hard over his shoulders. Rough hessian scraped against his face. He

  smelled rotting potatoes. Air hissed from his lungs and muscular arms tightened around his chest like pythons. He was lifted into the air and his feet dangled beneath him like those of a child on a

  swing.




  He could feel a face pressed between his shoulderblades. The man holding him was small, with the strength of a troll. Emmanuel twisted to try to break the hold. The arms tightened a fraction,

  enough for Emmanuel to feel the slow crush of his own bones. He stopped struggling and listened to the angry chatter of voices talking in overlapping Hindi. He had no idea what was being said and

  couldn’t judge from the tone if it was good or bad news for him.




  ‘Shut up, Amal,’ Parthiv snapped in English. ‘Find our torch and make sure we haven’t dropped anything. I’ll get the car.’




  ‘He’s a policeman,’ Amal said. ‘We have to let him go.’




  ‘No chance. Not after you spilled our real names.’




  ‘What about the boy?’ Amal said.




  ‘Someone will find him in the morning. Now, move.’




  Parthiv fired off a series of commands in Hindi, his voice distant by the final order. Emmanuel’s feet scraped over loose stones and the steel spine of the railway tracks. The darkness

  inside the sack was suffocating. He fought the urge to try to break free; a crushed rib was the only thing he would gain from the exercise. He heard Amal hyperventilating as if he were confined to

  a hessian sack of his own. A car pulled up, engine idling.




  ‘Geldi, geldi!’ Parthiv ordered. ‘Quick.’




  A door opened and Emmanuel was thrown into the back seat. His captor followed and rested an elbow in the small of his back, a light point of contact with plenty of threat behind it. Emmanuel lay

  still and breathed slowly. Did they plan to dump him in the mangrove swamp that lapped the harbour or bury his body in the bush scrub around Umhlanga Rocks? He should have listened to van Niekerk.

  Getting involved was a big mistake.




  ‘If Maataa finds out . . .’ Amal spoke between shallow breaths.




  ‘We’ll go in the side way.’ Parthiv’s tone suggested they were discussing nothing more important than breaking a family curfew.




  ‘Then?’




  Silence followed Amal’s inquiry. Emmanuel imagined Parthiv’s heavy brow furrowed with concentration. Criminals with limited intelligence always resorted to the most obvious solution:

  get rid of the problem quickly and hope for the best.




  The car took a corner and the suspension bounced. The elbow dug into Emmanuel’s back to stop him from rolling onto the floor. So far, the strong man hadn’t said a word.




  ‘Madar chod.’ Parthiv swore in Hindi but continued in English. ‘Keep calm, brother. They’re just driving by. They got no reason to stop us.’




  ‘Two cars,’ Amal panted. ‘Two cars.’




  ‘Keep calm. Keep calm,’ Parthiv said. ‘They are going somewhere else.’




  Blue lights flickered across the interior of the car and penetrated the weave of the hessian sack. It was two police vans. Perhaps someone else had called in Jolly’s murder. The lights

  faded. It was just as well, Emmanuel thought. The police would greet the information in van Niekerk’s notebook with swinging batons and rhino-hide straps. He was probably safer with the

  Indians.




  ‘See?’ Parthiv was giddy with relief. ‘Piece of cake. Smooth going, no problems.’




  The car picked up speed till the engine shifted into fourth gear. Emmanuel didn’t try to count the turns or listen for the faint cry of a bird found only in one park in the city. Outside

  of the movies, all forced rides had the same soundtrack: the rhythm of the tyres meeting the road and the abductee’s heartbeat.




  He slid back against the leather seat when the car climbed up over a steep ridge then continued on a flat for at least fifteen more minutes. The car eased to a stop on a gentle incline and the

  engine cut.




  ‘You go in the front, quiet, quiet,’ Parthiv said. ‘If Maataa or the aunties or the cousins wake up, make nice talk. How are you doing today? The house, it looks lovely.

  I’ll take this one up the side to Giriraj’s kyaha.’




  ‘Okay.’ Amal sounded sceptical. The holes in the plan were obvious even to a teenager on the edge of a panic attack.




  ‘Be a man,’ Parthiv said. ‘We will deal with this problem on our own. No women.’




  Emmanuel was bundled out of the passenger door and pushed along a pathway. The scent of flowers, sweet with a hint of decay, cut through the foetid potato smell in the hessian bag. The thump of

  his heartbeat slowed. He was in a garden, being led to a servant’s room, or kyaha. A metal door scraped open.




  ‘Feet up.’




  Emmanuel stepped into the room and the iron man’s hands grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him into a chair. A match was struck against a box and there was the brief double hiss of

  cotton wicks being lit. The smell of paraffin filled the space. He waited a minute, till he was halfway sure that he sounded calm.




  ‘Parthiv . . .’ he said. ‘How about you let me go before your mother comes and finds out the mess you’re in?’




  ‘Tie him up,’ Parthiv said.




  Emmanuel’s hands were pinned behind the chair and secured with a length of rough material. The sack was whipped off and he sucked in a lungful of clean air. He was in a one-room house. The

  bedroom was a single cot pushed into a corner; the kitchen, a small gas burner balanced on a wooden crate stencilled with the words ‘saris & all’ along the side. Two sharpened

  butcher’s knives hung from hooks hammered into the side of the crate. A third hook was empty. A couple of chairs stood in the middle of the space. A newspaper clipping of an Indian dancer

  with beguiling eyes stared down from the bedroom wall.




  Parthiv pulled up a chair and gave a dramatic sigh. The strong man stayed behind Emmanuel and out of view.




  ‘We got a problem,’ Parthiv stated. ‘You know what the problem is?’




  ‘I’m guessing it’s me,’ Emmanuel said.




  ‘Correct.’




  ‘You good at solving problems, Parthiv?’




  The yellow light from the paraffin lanterns threw dark shadows across the Indian gangster’s face so it took on the menacing quality of a skull. It was an illusion. Emmanuel knew bad men;

  evil men who killed for pleasure and without hesitation. Parthiv was not in that league.




  ‘I’m the best.’ The Indian man leaned in and cracked his knuckles. ‘You took a turn into nightmare alley, white man. This room is where danger lives.’




  ‘What does that mean?’ Emmanuel asked.




  ‘I’m the public enemy; born to kill. I walk alone and brute force is my best friend.’




  Emmanuel almost smiled. Where else did an Indian youth in subtropical South Africa learn how to be a gangster but at the Bioscope?




  Emmanuel said, ‘That’s quite a bunch of movies you’ve seen. James Cagney in The Public Enemy, Burt Lancaster in I Walk Alone and I can’t remember

  who’s in Brute Force. The question is: who are you in real life, Parthiv? Robert Mitchum or Veronica Lake?’




  Parthiv delivered a smack to the side of Emmanuel’s head. ‘You in big trouble,’ he said. ‘My man can snap you like a chicken bone.’




  ‘If you let me go now, Parthiv, you might get out of this without going to prison and belly dancing for your cellmate.’




  ‘Giriraj.’




  The strong man stepped forward and positioned himself in front of Emmanuel. He was barely five foot five, but wide across the shoulders. His bald head was oiled and a waxed moustache twirled out

  to sharp points over full lips.




  Parthiv waved a hand and the man stripped off his cotton shirt and hung it neatly on a hook at the foot of the bed. He returned to the centre of the room and stood in front of Emmanuel. Green

  cobras waged war across his chest in a tattooed scene that seemed to have been inked into his dark skin by a rusty nail; no doubt the work of a prison artist with limited tools, unlimited time and

  a subject with the capacity to absorb a lot of pain. Emmanuel noted recent scratch marks on the man’s right forearm. Possibly from fingernails? The strong man stepped closer and stretched his

  biceps. Parthiv was all talk but Giriraj was all muscle. Now was the time to confess all.




  Emmanuel said, ‘Okay, there is something I have to tell you . . .’




  ‘Good, because –’




  The door scraped open before another overblown threat could be delivered. Parthiv jumped up as if his chair had caught fire. A torrent of Hindi gushed from him. He pointed to Emmanuel, then

  Giriraj, then back to himself in an effort to explain the situation. A flash of hot pink sari crossed Emmanuel’s eye line and a dozen glass bracelets chimed. An Indian woman in her fifties

  with sinewy greyhound limbs grabbed Parthiv’s ear and twisted till his knees buckled. She muttered insults under her breath and didn’t let go even while Parthiv was writhing on the

  ground.




  More bodies squashed into the room. Emmanuel lost count at twelve. The Duttas weren’t just a family; they were a tribe in which females outnumbered males three to one. The number and

  volume of the women’s voices shook the corrugated-iron walls of the kyaha.




  Amal was shoehorned between a walnut-skinned lady and an old man with no teeth. He made eye contact with Parthiv and then looked down at the floor, ashamed at his failure to be a man.




  Giriraj retreated to the wall and a young woman in a floor-length dressing-gown followed him and yelled straight into his face. ‘You grabbed a policeman? Is there even half a brain in that

  fat head of yours?’




  The sinewy woman in the pink sari let go of Parthiv’s ear and collapsed into a chair. ‘We will lose everything,’ she said. ‘My sons. My shop. We will end up in a shack on

  the Umgeni River.’




  ‘No, auntie,’ the young woman in the long gown said. ‘It will be all right. The boy was already dead when Amal and Parthiv found him. They are innocent.’




  ‘They are Indian,’ a voice called from the doorway. ‘The police will make sure they are guilty.’




  ‘That is true,’ the woman in the pink sari said. ‘They will hang.’




  The noise was sucked from the room. A life for a life was the law in South Africa. Two Indian men found at the scene of a white boy’s homicide would have a hard time convincing an

  all-white jury of their innocence. Under the National Party’s new racial segregation laws, Indians were classified ‘non-white’. They were ranked above the black population but

  still below the ‘Europeans’.




  The walnut-skinned woman held Amal’s hand to her cheek and muttered quietly. Emmanuel spoke no Hindi but he understood every word. The sound of prayer was universal: he’d heard it in

  the battles and ruined towns of Europe. An appeal to a mute and deaf God. The woman in the pink sari dropped her face into her hands. A girl, dark-haired and tiny and still too young to understand

  what was happening, began to cry. The Dutta family had started to unravel.




  ‘I’m not a policeman,’ Emmanuel said.




  The woman in the long gown turned. She was in her early twenties with a thick rope of black hair that fell to her waist. Light glinted off the silver petals of her nose ring.




  ‘What was that?’ she said.




  ‘I’m not a police detective,’ Emmanuel said. ‘I used to be but I’m not any more.’




  ‘No,’ Parthiv said. ‘He’s a lawman. A detective sergeant. I heard it in his voice.’




  ‘Quiet.’ The gowned woman waved four female elders closer. They leaned in, head to head, and whispered. The circle broke but the female council remained tightly bunched. They turned

  their attention to Emmanuel. The young woman in the long gown stepped forward.




  ‘I’m Lakshmi,’ she said politely. ‘And you are?’




  ‘Emmanuel Cooper.’




  ‘You’re a policeman?’




  ‘Not any more.’




  ‘What is it you do now?’




  ‘I work at the Victory Shipyards on the Maydon Wharf.’ It was the truth in part. He couldn’t tell them he was also on a surveillance mission for Major van Niekerk, doing an

  unofficial investigation of police corruption at the Point freight yards. That fact was not for public discussion. ‘I’m a shipbreaker.’




  The Victory Shipyards employed only veterans of the armed forces. All skin colours were folded into the shipyard ranks and together they constituted the full array of the British Empire’s

  fighting forces: mixed-race soldiers from the Malay and Cape corps; Hindu and Muslim soldiers from the Indian army; and European soldiers from the Royal Marines and the Welsh infantry. All were now

  surplus to the needs of a world at peace and cut loose from the purse strings of a shrinking empire.




  ‘Ahh . . .’ One of the aunties called Lakshmi over and the women chattered in quiet voices that were accompanied by wild hand gestures and the vigorous shaking of heads.




  ‘You’re an old soldier,’ Lakshmi said when the council had reached a conclusion. ‘My auntie knows this Victory Shipyards. Her brother was in the 4th Indian

  Division.’




  An interjection was shouted from the gallery and Lakshmi sighed before relaying the message. ‘My uncle was at the Battle of Monte Cassino. Have you heard of it?’




  ‘Of course,’ Emmanuel said. ‘The Indians fought like lions to get the Germans off that hill.’




  The aunties nodded their approval of his answer and signalled for Lakshmi to continue.




  ‘What were you doing at the docks?’ she said.




  ‘I was lonely. I was looking for a woman to keep me company.’ Emmanuel used his ready-made excuse. It was the only believable explanation for being out in the freight yards after

  dark.




  ‘Oh . . .’ Lakshmi was taken aback at the answer and looked to the female elders for help.




  The woman in the pink sari lifted her face from her hands. ‘Out, out, out,’ she said. ‘Lakshmi, you stay.’




  Aunties, uncles and cousins left the room in single file. Parthiv tried to go with them but was stopped dead by a pointed finger. He retreated to the edge of the cot. Giriraj sank down by his

  side; both men miserable.




  ‘You said you were a detective.’ Lakshmi frowned. ‘Why did you lie to Amal and Parthiv?’




  ‘Habit.’




  And a longing to be a detective again. Six months ago his job was to speak for the dead. Other occupations seemed inconsequential. He was, in his bones, still a detective.




  ‘Did you get the sack from the police?’ Lakshmi asked.




  ‘I was discharged.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I didn’t have a choice,’ Emmanuel said. He’d gone up against the powerful police Security Branch on his last official case and lived to tell the story. That should have

  been enough. He should have been grateful to have his life back, almost intact.




  Lakshmi nodded and waited for him to say more.




  Emmanuel shifted against the wooden backrest. He didn’t want to remember how careless he had been. Major van Niekerk was right when he’d said, ‘Fucking with the Security Branch

  out in the boondocks is one thing, Cooper. Fucking with them here in Jo’burg where everyone can see . . . that’s slapping them in the face.’




  And that’s what Emmanuel had done. He had maligned the most powerful law-enforcement body in South Africa by delivering a letter to the mother of a black man wrongly accused of murdering

  an Afrikaner police captain. The young man, a member of the banned communist party, had hanged himself in his jail cell on the eve of the trial. Or so the papers said.




  ‘And what was the content of this letter?’ Major van Niekerk had asked Emmanuel after calling him into his office at Marshall Square CIB in Jo’burg six months ago. One of the

  cunning Dutch major’s spies had alerted him to a Security Branch investigation in which a Detective Sergeant Emmanuel Cooper was named.




  Emmanuel had told the truth. Lying to the major was a waste of breath and time. ‘I wrote that I was sorry for her loss, that her son was innocent of the charges against him and that he was

  beaten into a confession by the Security Branch.’




  Van Niekerk had absorbed the information and calculated the extent of the damage. ‘That letter is enough to have you declared unfit to serve in the police force, Cooper.’




  ‘I understand, Major.’




  ‘Do you also understand that as long as the Security Branch has that letter in their hands they can do anything they want to you? And I can’t help you.’




  ‘Yes,’ Emmanuel had said.




  He had been careless and ungrateful. After returning from Jacob’s Rest with broken ribs and no one in custody for the murder of Captain Pretorius, the major had shielded him from criticism

  and questions. He had come back to the city and thrown that shelter away under the delusion that an unsigned letter, even one that told the truth, could wash away the brutal aftermath of the

  investigation in Jacob’s Rest.




  ‘One other thing,’ the major had said. ‘There was also mention of a murder file being sent over from the Sophia-town police.’




  Sophiatown, a chaotic jumble of brick and corrugated-iron houses and shacks just west of Johannesburg, was home to a mix of blacks, Indians, mixed-race ‘coloureds’, Chinese and poor

  whites. Overcrowded, poverty-stricken and violent, close-knit and bursting with life and music, Sophiatown was an ugly and beautiful sprawl. And until he was twelve, it was Emmanuel’s

  home.




  White noise had roared in his ears. The sound he imagined drowning victims heard before going under for the last time. ‘Security Branch must have asked for the police file on my

  mother’s murder.’ He was sure of it. ‘They’re going to use the disciplinary hearing to make the information in the file public.’




  The police file raised awkward questions. Was Emmanuel’s father the Afrikaner man he grew up calling ‘Vader’, or was his father the Cape Malay owner of All Hours Traders, where

  his mother had worked six days in the week?




  The major had studied a landscape painting of low green hills hanging on the beige wall, then said, ‘Security Branch are going to get you dismissed and then they’re going to get you

  reclassified from European to mixed race. And they’re going to do it publicly to inflict maximum damage.’




  Emmanuel knew the damage would not be limited to him. The attention drawn to the case would taint everyone. His sister was bound to lose her teaching job at Dewfield College, a

  ‘European’ girls’ school run by ‘European’ staff. Major van Niekerk’s name would be dropped from promotion lists for allowing a man of uncertain racial origins

  to rise above the rank of detective constable. Even the Marshall Square detectives’ branch would be open to attack. They might all be dragged through the mud. Public humiliation and

  punishment was, Emmanuel suspected, exactly what Lieutenant Piet Lapping of the Security Branch wanted.




  Emmanuel knew that there was no one but himself to blame for this situation. He had personally and with great deliberation planned a mission that even the most naïve GI could see was a

  clusterfuck waiting to unfold.




  ‘I’ll take the punishment before they can hand it out,’ he had said. ‘I’ll buy my own discharge and request racial classification before they do.’




  Van Niekerk had mentally turned the suggestion over for a long while, then looked at him. ‘Fall on your own sword. It might work. Plus, your record will show a voluntary discharge, not a

  dismissal. That might leave the door open for you to come back when things cool down.’




  Van Niekerk’s optimism had been dizzying. Neither of them would live long enough to see the Security Branch learn to forgive and forget.




  The Major took a piece of paper from a drawer and slid it across the leather-topped desk to Emmanuel. He pulled a pen from his pocket and placed it next to the piece of paper. Emmanuel wrote out

  a request for discharge and backdated it to Friday, two days before his letter to the black man’s mother was delivered.




  Van Niekerk scrawled a looped signature on the bottom of the request and said, ‘I was going to call you in, anyway, Cooper, to tell you some news. I’m being transferred to Durban

  next month. You should consider relocating out of Jo’burg for a while.’




  And now here he was. In Durban . . . tied to a chair in a servant’s room somewhere on the outskirts of the city. Major van Niekerk had given him another chance and he’d failed to

  follow the simple order ‘Do not get involved’.




  ‘I’m a shipbreaker,’ Emmanuel said again to Lakshmi. ‘I went to the yards to find a prostitute. End of story.’




  ‘He’s lying, Maataa,’ Parthiv said. ‘He is a policeman. I swear it.’




  ‘Check me. I don’t have a gun or a police ID.’




  Lakshmi knotted her fingers together. Physical contact with a sweat-stained male who trawled the docks for prostitutes was akin to plunging her head into a sewer.




  ‘Let me see.’ The woman in the pink sari stood and Lakshmi retreated into the ‘kitchen’ area. Emmanuel was pretty sure that Maataa meant ‘mother’ in Hindi but

  this woman had the tenderness of rhino hide. Her dark eyes were rimmed with kohl and devoid of sentiment. He shifted in the chair, conscious of his own sweat and the stink of rotting potatoes that

  clung to his suit, which, even when clean, looked old. The suit was the most respectable piece of clothing he owned; all the buttons matched. Maataa opened the jacket to expose a pale blue shirt

  and dark trousers.




  ‘Look,’ she said to her son. ‘No gun. No ID. No nothing.’




  ‘But . . .’ Parthiv began and clearly thought better of it. His mother was in charge now.




  Maataa rifled the other pockets and found the small coffee flask, a pencil and nothing else. The van Niekerk notebook was safe in his back pants’ pocket. The ID card listing his age and

  race classification and his driver’s licence were in a drawer back at his flat. He never took them out any more. Let the tram conductors figure out for themselves where he belonged. He was

  done trying.




  ‘The dead boy at the train yard,’ Maataa said to Emmanuel. ‘He was white?’




  ‘Under the dirt, yes, he was white.’




  ‘You know this boy?’




  ‘He’s not a relation,’ Emmanuel said. ‘I’ve seen him around the dock area. That’s all.’




  ‘Big trouble.’ The Indian woman narrowed her eyes. ‘You will go to the police?’




  ‘I won’t go to the police,’ he said. ‘It was a mistake to get involved.’




  Maataa’s angular face drew closer. She smelled of cloves and a temple fragrance Emmanuel couldn’t name.




  ‘You are scared,’ she said.




  ‘Yes, I am.’ It was better to stay completely off the Security Branch radar.




  ‘This is very good.’




  Maataa crooked a finger towards Giriraj. He untied the rope binding Emmanuel’s hands, then returned to the bedroom space and awaited the next command.




  ‘I can go?’ Emmanuel asked. He didn’t want any misunderstanding.




  ‘You will keep your word. This I can see.’ She searched Emmanuel’s features and frowned. ‘What is it that you are . . . European? Mixed race? Or maybe you were born in

  India?’




  Emmanuel said, ‘You choose.’




  Maataa laughed at the idea that she would ever have that power. ‘Ahh, you are a naughty man. Go with Parthiv but do not go back to the harbour. There are plenty, plenty clean women in

  Durban.’




  ‘I’ll go straight home,’ Emmanuel said.




  He was escorted from the small room by Parthiv. The night garden was fragrant and cream flowers the size of babies’ hands twirled in the breeze. He was free to finish the last one or two

  hours of the van Niekerk job and forget that he’d ever attempted to relive the role of detective sergeant. The memory of Jolly’s curled fingers was stark.




  ‘What were you doing in the freight yard?’ he asked Parthiv when they stepped onto a narrow driveway at the front of the house. The city of Durban glittered below. Out on the dark

  mass of the Indian Ocean shone the lights of anchored freighters awaiting the call into the harbour. Emmanuel guessed he was in Reservoir Hills, a suburb created especially for the Indian

  population. Further out on the urban edges was Cato Manor, the tin-and-mud catchment area set up for the burgeoning black population.




  ‘I too was looking for a woman,’ Parthiv confessed and unlocked the kidnap car, a midnight blue Cadillac low to the ground and gleaming with chrome. ‘My mother wants Amal only

  to study, study and study. This is not good. He is clever but he is not a man.’




  Emmanuel got into the front passenger seat and waited for Parthiv to fire the engine. Giriraj stepped out of the side pathway and climbed into the back. He moved surprisingly quietly for a big

  man. They reversed out of the sloping drive and followed an unlit road edged with jacaranda trees.




  ‘Why the docks?’ Emmanuel asked. The lowest class of prostitute worked the dockyards and the vacant boxcars.




  ‘There was no choice,’ Parthiv said. ‘If I took Amal to a house where there are paid Indian women, my mother would find out. She wants him only to make the good marks and be a

  lawyer.’




  ‘So,’ Emmanuel clarified, ‘you took your little brother to the docks to find a woman. Maybe even a white woman. As a treat.’




  ‘Exactly.’ Parthiv smiled, happy his selfless motives were understood and appreciated.




  Emmanuel wanted to swing back to the house, find Amal and tell him, ‘Never listen to Parthiv. Unless you want to spend a few years in a tiny cell with a bucket to crap in, keep studying.

  You can cure virginity quick. Jail goes on forever.’




  ‘He’s still a child,’ Emmanuel said. ‘He’ll find his own way in a few years.’




  ‘What happened to that boy in the alley,’ Parthiv said, ‘that could also happen to Amal. Gone, just like that. Better to die a man.’




  ‘Better not to die at all,’ Emmanuel said and tried to block the image of Jolly Marks lying in the dirt. Collecting evidence was what the police did and Emmanuel wasn’t one of

  them any more. He was a civilian working for Major van Niekerk. Still, the crime scene bothered him.




  ‘Where was the boy when you first saw him?’ he asked.




  Once a few facts about the murder were in place he’d stop and let the Durban police do their job. A dead white child was on the top of the ‘murders that matter’ list. The

  detective branch would throw men and expensive overtime into solving the case.




  ‘The boy was lying there,’ Parthiv said. ‘Blood everywhere.’




  ‘This is while you were looking for a prostitute?’




  ‘Jâ, same like you. We found one, red hair with a shiny purple dress and small titties, but she wouldn’t do it with a charra.’ Parthiv was offended again at

  the memory. ‘I said, “Only one of us. Good money. No police to see us.” This whore said no! We kept going and he was there in the laneway, dead as anything.’




  ‘Anyone come out of the laneway?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You hear anything? Voices? An argument?’




  ‘Nothing. We was quiet because the police, they see Indians more quickly than they see white people.’




  ‘Did you notice any other men in the area?’




  Was Jolly’s murder connected to a bad deal? Did he see something he shouldn’t have?




  ‘No one,’ Parthiv said and fiddled with the dial of the radio despite all the stations being off air till daylight.




  ‘But you knew the boy.’ Emmanuel pushed ahead. ‘Tonight wasn’t the first time you’d seen him. That’s right, isn’t it?’




  ‘You a cop,’ Parthiv said. ‘For sure.’




  ‘I’m not.’ Emmanuel knew he’d pushed too far. ‘I was just curious.’




  Parthiv’s voice swelled with panic. ‘You’re working undercover, isn’t it?’




  ‘I’m not an undercover policeman,’ Emmanuel said. Or any other kind of police, he reminded himself. ‘Once you’ve dropped me at the freight yards, you and I will

  never see each other again.’




  ‘For real?’ Parthiv said.




  ‘For real.’




  The Cadillac sped through the empty streets and zipped past municipal parks with deserted swings and scrappy cricket pitches. They soon arrived at the Point freight yards. A drunk zigzagged

  along the footpath and a stray dog pawed at the contents of a toppled garbage can. There were no police wagons, no crime scene barricades and no guard positioned at the entrance to the alley where

  Jolly Marks still lay undiscovered and alone.




  ‘Thanks for the lift,’ Emmanuel said. Parthiv responded with a humourless snort and swung a U-turn back towards the city centre. Red tail-lights dimmed and then disappeared. Emmanuel

  scooped loose coins from his pocket. The closest public telephone box was within visual distance of the Point police station. A risky position for what he had in mind.




  He flipped his jacket collar up like a second-rate hood in one of Parthiv’s gangster films and ducked into the red and cream circular booth. A tattered telephone directory dangled from a

  metal chain. He thumbed the pages to the list of police stations and fed coins into the slot.




  ‘Sergeant Whitlam.’ The voice on the other end was gruff. The morning shift and a soft bed were still hours away. ‘Point police.’




  ‘There’s a body in the alley behind the Trident shipping office.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘Listen carefully, Sergeant Whitlam. This is not a hoax or a joke. Send someone out to the alley behind Trident shipping. A boy has been murdered.’




  ‘Who is this, please?’




  Emmanuel hung up. It had come to this: anonymous phone calls in the dead of night to speed the wheels of justice. He retreated into the shadows and crouched across from the entrance to the

  alley, like a thief. Five minutes ticked by and then ten. Every second magnified just how ludicrous the situation was. He was a grown man hiding in the dark, with no option but to watch and wait.

  The sensible thing was to get up and walk away.




  A gangly foot policeman with sleep-tousled hair turned up to conduct the search a quarter of an hour later. Twenty years old at most, Emmanuel figured, not cynical yet but certain that the

  charge office sergeant had sent him out to chase a waste-of-time tip-off. The constable entered the narrow pathway with his torch on high beam and re-emerged quickly, gasping for air. The

  subtropical night was still and the policeman’s rasps could be heard across the width of the road. Nausea, shock and disbelief . . . Emmanuel waited for the young man to go through the

  emotions that came with the discovery of a murder victim. The constable wiped his nose with a sleeve and pulled the police whistle free. A long and mournful note sounded across the Point.




  







  THREE




  It was 6.45 a.m. and the morning light was soft on the shop-front awnings and the tidy red-brick houses sitting behind tidy red-brick fences and

  trimmed hedges. Emmanuel buttoned his grubby jacket, plastered down errant strands of hair and approached Dover, the Edwardian-style apartment box that housed his ‘fully furnished short-term

  accommodation’. The cross-town tram rumbled off towards West Street in the heart of the city, the lion’s share of the seats reserved for white office workers, clerks and perfumed shop

  girls. Non-whites were squashed into the last six rows of the carriage in a press of saris, khaki suits and pre-packed lunch pails.




  He approached the entrance to the Dover flats slowly, the better to judge the chances of slipping in the side gate. He’d waited to see a guard posted at the murder scene before turning for

  home. That was a mistake. Mrs Edith Patterson, the landlady, was out on the front footpath pulling up weeds from cracks in the pavement. Her purple hair was wound tight over rollers. The brass ring

  that held the keys to her building clanked together against the green material of her housecoat as she worked to tame nature.




  The black maid, a slight Zulu girl in a patchwork dress, collected the debris and made neat piles ready to be swept up. Rows of paper Union Jacks were strung along the fence to celebrate

  Princess Elizabeth Windsor’s imminent coronation. A dirty Scottish terrier panted down the stairs, trotted to Mrs Patterson and attempted to mate with her arm.




  ‘No, Lancelot.’ The landlady shook off the dog. ‘Bad boy!’




  Emmanuel did a half turn towards the tram stop. He’d try his luck later.




  ‘Mr Cooper.’




  Mrs Patterson was now standing up, a much better vantage point from which to look down her nose at him. He walked over to her and smiled. Buttoning the jacket was a mistake, he realised. It only

  made him more pitiful: as if he really believed a simple gesture could wipe the smell from his clothes or rearrange the muddy creases in his suit. He unbuttoned his jacket in a show of defiance.

  Five months at the Dover and he’d never been late making the monthly rent. He was still paid up one week in advance. That counted for something.




  ‘Mr Cooper.’ The landlady’s brown eyes narrowed. ‘Are you going to make me regret my decision to take you on?’




  She pointed to the hand-painted sign nailed under the building’s name, which read ‘Europeans and well-behaved Mauritians allowed. No Exceptions’. Well-behaved Mauritians being

  a code for any light-skinned, mixed-race person willing to pay the inflated rent and refrain from bringing bar girls into the room for a night of mattress thumping.




  ‘My car broke down and I missed the last tram,’ Emmanuel explained while the mangy terrier began an unsuccessful liaison with the mailbox pole.




  Mrs Patterson pursed her lips. She waited for Emmanuel to make an apology or show regret for confirming her worst suspicions about mixed-race men. He relaxed his shoulders, kept eye contact and

  said nothing. He’d explained himself enough for one day. The maid’s hand hovered above an unplucked weed, held there by the sudden tension in the air.




  Mrs Patterson broke eye contact first. ‘I run a good house. A clean house.’ She brushed dirt-flecked hands against her housecoat and the keys at her waist chimed. ‘I thought

  you understood that, Mr Cooper.’




  Emmanuel sidestepped the landlady and walked to the front door. He knew that the moment this week was up, Mrs Patterson was going to slip an eviction notice under his door. He’d committed

  the cardinal South African sin. A registered non-white, he had failed to express gratitude for being bullied by a white woman.




  ‘Lancelot. No. Bad boy.’




  The landlady’s tone set Emmanuel’s teeth on edge. She talked to the dog the same way she talked to him.




  A flicker of material at the downstairs window alerted him to the fact that Mr Woodsmith, the retired postman who rented the ground-floor flat, had witnessed the confrontation. He nodded in the

  direction of the curtain and the material dropped. One week and not a second more.




  Inside the building, the oak banister of the staircase shone with a fresh application of wax. Mrs Patterson did run a clean house. Why the Scottish terrier had never seen a bath or a bar of soap

  was one of life’s little mysteries.




  The walls of the flat were painted bright yellow; a cheery colour scheme that depressed Emmanuel every time he entered it. The room possessed a single bed no wider than a field

  cot, a two-ring gas burner and a wardrobe laced with mothballs that easily contained two suits, six shirts and three pairs of work pants. The private bath and shower squeezed into an alcove and

  separated from the rest of the room by a wraparound curtain cost him an extra pound each month.




  A tenants’ phone in the hallway made it easy to call his sister in Jo’burg on the first Sunday of every month. The conversations were brief. He repeated the familiar lies that

  he’d told her while their parents fought in the kitchen: life was good and everything was fine. Lies kept them together.




  Emmanuel reached into his trouser pocket and removed a postcard with a tinted photograph of misty hills and deep, silent valleys. On the back, in chicken-scratch writing, was an invitation to

  visit Zweigman’s medical clinic in the Valley of a Thousand Hills. Doctor Daniel Zweigman, the old Jew who’d saved his life after a vicious beating by the Security Branch, was two

  hours’ drive away. Emmanuel laid the card gently on the bedspread. Maybe one day when he was less worn around the edges . . .




  He stripped off his dirty suit and threw it into a small sisal basket in the corner. The young maid took in tenants’ laundry along with her other work. Emmanuel washed. He’d already

  planned to have the day off from the shipyards to rest and regroup after the night surveillance. But he would not sleep this morning. He would not sleep at all today.




  He dressed in a clean suit and checked his reflection in the mirror. Five months at the shipyards had erased any trace of physical softness from his person. Impersonating a church minister or a

  gentle family man was now out of reach. Yet he enjoyed the hard labour of the yards; doing what most Europeans considered ‘kaffir work’. Hauling, lifting and hammering sapped his

  energy and left his mind empty. Sleep came like a force of nature, black and unstoppable. Dawn brought only a vague memory of having dreamt. Being too exhausted to think was the closest he’d

  come to happiness since leaving his old life and the detective branch back in Jo’burg.
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