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  On a deserted street below Table Mountain, a six-year-old girl waits alone for her mother. An unmarked car approaches, and she is gone.


  With no trace of where, or why she's been abducted, suspicion falls on her divorced father, Captain Riedwaan. The tough boss of Cape Town's gang unit, Riedwaan is used to being in control. Now
  he is powerless. Suspended from the squad for wasting police time, Riedwaan watches helplessly as the search for his daughter is called off.




  Desperate, Riedwaan turns to investigative journalist and police profiler Dr Clare Hart, whose brutal TV documentary about the city's missing young girls has made her a local celebrity. Clare
  has seen how aspiring gangsters in the Cape Flats ghetto prove their worth by torturing children. She knows that a victim's chance of survival grows smaller with each passing minute. She
  understands that finding the child without the police will be difficult, dangerous, and probably illegal.




  She also knows she'll do anything to help this heartbroken father  even if it puts all their lives at risk.



  

    
  


  Margie Orford is an award-winning journalist, photographer, film director and author. She was born in London, grew up in Namibia, and attended university in Cape
  Town. While there, she was detained for student activism under the newly declared State of Emergency, and ended up writing her final exams in a maximum security prison. Since then, she has moved
  back to Namibia, studied in New York on a Fulbright scholarship, and eventually settled in Cape Town, where she now lives with her husband and three daughters.


  

    
  


  For Bella


  

    
  

  Margie 

  Orford


  DADDYS GIRL


  [image: ]


  

    
  


  First published in South Africa in 2009
  by Jonathan Ball


  This edition first published in the UK in 2011
  by Corvus, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.


  Copyright  Margie Orford 2009.


  The moral right of Margie Orford to be identified as the author
  of this work has been asserted in accordance with the
  Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
  reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form
  or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
  or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright
  owner and the above publisher of this book.


  This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and
  events portrayed in this novel are either products of the
  authors imagination or are used fictitiously.


  9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from
  the British Library.


  ISBN: 978-1-84354-946-8

  eBook ISBN: 978-0-85789-267-6


  Printed in Great Britain.


  Corvus


  An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd

  Ormond House

  26-27 Boswell Street

  London WC1N 3JZ


  

    
  


  TABLE OF CONTENTS


  one


  two


  three


  four


  five


  six


  seven


  eight


  nine


  ten


  eleven


  twelve


  thirteen


  fourteen


  fifteen


  sixteen


  seventeen


  eighteen


  nineteen


  twenty


  twenty-one


  twenty-two


  twenty-three


  twenty-four


  twenty-five


  twenty-six


  twenty-seven


  twenty-eight


  twenty-nine


  thirty


  thirty-one


  thirty-two


  thirty-three


  thirty-four


  thirty-five


  thirty-six


  thirty-seven


  thirty-eight


  thirty-nine


  forty


  forty-one


  forty-two


  forty-three


  forty-four


  forty-five


  forty-six


  forty-seven


  forty-eight


  forty-nine


  fifty


  fifty-one


  fifty-two


  fifty-three


  fifty-four


  fifty-five


  fifty-six


  fifty-seven


  fifty-eight


  fifty-nine


  sixty


  sixty-one


  sixty-two


  sixty-three


  sixty-four


  sixty-five


  sixty-six


  sixty-seven


  sixty-eight


  

    
  


  August the eight


  THURSDAY


  

    
  


  one


  A grey heron waited in the reeds, beak poised above the pool. When the prison gates opened for the man, the bird flew off. The fish dived, a flash in the tea-brown water.


  Five-thirty. Nearly weekend.


  The guards impatient to get home at the end of a long shift.


  The mans parole papers filed under a name not his own.


  His fingers curled around the hundred rand note from the Prisoners Friend Society. Hed already discarded the address of the Christian halfway house expecting his arrival.


  The man crossed the deserted road.


  He wore borrowed trousers, a jacket that exposed his bony wrists, a white shirt. The smell of another mans day in court, the sweat that came with the clock-stopping moment of
  sentence.


  He waited, the last rays of the weak August sun warm on his back.


  The guards packed up, listening as the radio spat out Cape Towns news.


  In the distance, the rattle of a minibus taxi.


  It crested the rise, and he flattened his blade-thin body into a ditch next to the road.


  The driver stopped. The guards glanced up: the new shift arriving. Nothing much to mention. Thursday would be a quiet night. They handed over, boarded the taxi, sped home.


  Darkness descended.


  The prisoner dusted off his clothes, eyes focused fifty metres ahead. The length of an exercise yard.


  Ex-prisoner.


  He cut through farmland, a shadow slipping down the serried vines.


  The runty dogs lying between the workers cottages yapped.


  A woman making her way home, stopped. She listened, but the dogs fell silent, and she walked on. Uncertain.


  The man watched her, at ease. Prison erases a mans smell, teaches him the art of absence.


  Above him, the stars wheeled, freed from the barred square that had contained his nights for so many years.


  On the stoep of a gabled farmhouse, dogs lifted their heads. Then settled again. Inside by the fire, the owners sipped brandy as they glanced at the days headlines.


  He did not slow down as he scythed through the night.


  At the crossroads, he orientated himself and headed for Cape Town.


  No one would be waiting for him.


  No one had, not since his mothers funeral. His twenty-seven-year-old mother, shot five times by her pimp.


  Twice in the face, twice in the heart, once in the cunt.


  He had hoped, then, that someone would claim him. No one had, after the funeral. Except the pimp whod pinned him down for an old man to sample, both of them laughing at the blood, the
  tears.


  Payment for the bullets used to kill his insolent mother.


  He had melted into the cold Cape drizzle, sharpened a bicycle spoke, and gone to the shebeen where his mothers killer sat. A beer in one hand and a girl in yellow hotpants in the
  other.


  He had inserted the spoke into the pimps back, pressing upwards until the tip pierced his heart. Then hed disappeared into the night.


  Sorry Mom.


  Hed had that inked on the skin above his heart.


  Vrou is gif.


  That above the other nipple, for the whore in the yellow shorts whod pointed at him in the courtroom.


  Woman is poison.


  A taxi pulled over with its cargo of late-shift workers. He settled next to a window and watched the new housing developments whip past. Villas hiding behind security booms; an
  empty soccer stadium where armed guards with leashed Alsatians patrolled the encircling razor wire; a shopping mall offering discounts.


  Hed been gone for years.


  Things had changed for the rich.


  The roads became clogged arteries. Factory shift workers hurried home in the dark. Young men swaggered on street corners.


  He got out where the land was flat and the southeaster howled around huddled houses that stretched as far as the curve of False Bay. Government-built boxes for the people.


  Nothing had changed for the poor.


  He breathed in the smells of the place that had been his home. Car fumes, a dead dog, the tang of salt from the distant sea.


  The outside.


  A forgotten dream that he had buried when hed first gone to prison and been absorbed by the Number, the brutal prison brotherhoods. A killer at ten, the 27s had embraced him, the gang
  giving him rank and purpose and a sense of family more powerful than anything a mother outside ever presided over.


  On the corner was the Nice-Time Bar, a corrugated iron lean-to attached to a brick house. White plastic chairs clustered around red Coke crates; five men sat drinking.


  Inside the bar, a television flickered.


  He ordered a beer from the barmaid, and stared at the woman on the screen who was unbuttoning her shirt.


  The girl gave him his drink.


  Pop Idols, she said, flicking through the channels. Its the final tonight.


  Go back to it, he ordered.


  Its mos a rerun of Missing, that Doctor Harts gang-cherrie programme. The barmaid rolled her eyes. Just some Number gangsters daughter
  showing off her scars. An excuse to show off her tits on TV Hoping the Voice of the Cape will pay her for her story.


  Go back. Turn up the sound.


  She knew enough to do what she was told.


  All the same when they come out, she muttered, lighting a cigarette. An inch of skin, and the brains dead.


  He ignored her, listening to the rasp of the womans voice.


  Pearl, she called herself.


  Stupid name.


  The barmaid finished her cigarette, going off to serve another customer.


  The programme ended, the man drained his beer, and left.


  He stood in the alley behind the shebeen, running through the plans hed made with the other 27s, the generals whod crouched in a circle.


  The custodians of the unwritten law of the Number gangs had decided who should die, and when.


  Any slight, any unearned claim to rank, any secret revealed, was a betrayal that had to be paid for in blood.


  That was the law of the 27s.

  
  He did not have much time.

  
  He did not have enough information.

  
  But he knew where to start.


  He took the hand-fashioned knife from the sole of his shoe, slipped it into his pocket.


  An expert at prising open secrets.
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two

Green.

Clare Hart nosed across the Friday morning traffic, the taxis and bakkies surging towards the city.

Red.

Three Indian crows feeding on a dogs carcass hopped back and forth at the lights, black eyes fixed on the traffic, their timing impeccable. A huddle of boys rolling dice, betting with
  bottle tops, stared at Clare. Chained dogs barked in the litter-strewn yards. She was looking for a street with no name  its sign long since torn down and sold for scrap metal.

Clare looked up at the pockmarked buildings; three-storeyed walk-ups that baked in summer and froze in winter. The Flats. The buildings were named after battles fought long ago by people
  whod lived far away. Waterloo, Hastings, Agincourt, Trafalgar, Tobruk.

The people who lived in this place called it Baghdad.

Coke adds life.

A hand-painted slogan in red and white on the wall of a corner caf, its small dispensing window covered with hand grenade mesh. On the opposite corner the primary school, rubbish swagged
  against rusting barbed wire. The playground was filled with children in white shirts. The girls wearing bottle-green skirts; the boys in grey pants. In a corner, a little girl stood alone under a
  bullet-riddled sign.

Your Neighbourhood Watch watches out for you.

The child was clutching a lunch box. Her eyes, large and dark, were on Clare as she drove past. A group of older boys appeared out of nowhere, swarming around the little girl, knocking her sandwiches from her hands, jerking her between them. The child did nothing to protect herself. One boy pushed a rough, probing hand up her skirt. The childs tears tumbled down her drawn cheeks. Clare pressed her hooter and the boys  ten, eleven years old  turned to stare. She was on one side of the fence; they were on the other. They gave the girl a final shove and were off in a pack, joining a game of soccer on the dusty field.

The girl picked herself up and left, straightening her skirt as she ran, tucking in her white shirt, absorbing the casual violation, abandoning her trampled lunch.

The lights changed and Clare drove on. The hoekstaanders eyed her, the smallest of them disappearing down an alley as she passed. News of her presence was travelling ahead of her. She
  checked the cars central locking.

Orange.

Clare slowed. The shabby buildings were pitted. In a fortnight, five children had been killed in a surge of gang warfare. Small white coffins were brandished at funerals by grim-faced uncles and
  brothers promising revenge; in tow were the resigned mothers, who sobbed when they went home to wait for the next convulsion of violence, the next lot of casualties. It had not come. Not yet.

El Alamein.

Bleached to a trace, the letters indicated the block Clare was looking for. A freshly painted hammer and sickle claimed the territory for the Afghans.

She stopped.

A boy detached himself from a wall, sauntered over, jeans slung low. Clare was in his territory and he knew it; knew that she knew it. Smiled. Her pulse quickened as she keyed in the text
  shed been instructed to send. Another youth, mongrel-thin, materialised at the corner. Two more peeled themselves off the wall, joining the others. Grouped together, their bodies coalesced into a
  multi-limbed creature.

She checked the screen of her phone.

No response yet.

She looked up at the council blocks windows. All of them closed. On the third floor, a curtain fell back into place. Ahead of her, movement. The boys on the corner slouched towards
  her.

The youth at her window had both hands on the glass. He bent down, his eyes a startling shade of green. Clare wound down the window. Behind her, the hiss of a match was followed by the sharp
  tang of tobacco.

You dont smoke?

He had seen her nostrils flare.

No.

Youre the doctor my mother called, then.

Clare nodded. Not the time to explain the difference between a medical doctor and a PhD in rape and serial femicide.

Put it out.

His pitch of his voice changed slightly  all the authority that was needed. The smell disappeared.

Shes waiting for you.

A taxi, the bass vibrating through the tar and up her spine, thudded its way up the street. Clare slung her camera bag over her shoulder and got out of the car.

You can relax. Youre with Lemmetjie. Thin as the blade that had given him the scar on his neck and his nickname, Lemmetjie raised both arms in a circular motion, possessing her,
  the street. No one will touch you.

He fell into step beside her as she walked to the building. The graffiti-covered door opened before Clare could knock. The woman standing in front of her was tiny. She looked fifty, was probably thirty-five. She took Clares hand.

Dr Hart?

Clare.

Im Mrs Adams, she said. Come inside.

Clare followed her into the living room, where the kitchen had been curtained off from the sofas crowded around the television. Above the screen was a studio photograph of a little girl. Her
  white dress spotless, the halo of curls tamed for the photographer, green eyes fixed on Clare.

Thats her, Doctor. She lit a cigarette.

The ghost of that perfect face still hovered in the womans own hollow features, despite their being scripted with the story of the place where she lived. The scar on her lip was the
  signature of a husbands fists. Her eyes were fierce, green. The same colour as Lemmetjies, as those of her missing daughter.

Where is she?

I want you to film this, she said. So youll have the truth down.

Clare took out her camera and panned from the photograph of the little girl to the woman by her side. Gone. Yesterday.

You saw her yesterday? Clare probed. She was here?

The woman dropped her head into her hands. I thought she was at my mothers.

Shes not?

My mother sent her for cigarettes. She didnt come home. They thought the child had come back home, here. Lemmetjie and his tjommies went to look for her, but she was
  gone.

The weight of it closed in on Clare. Youve looked everywhere? she asked Lemmetjie.

All her friends, my aunties, said Lemmetjie. My other ouma.

And no one has her?

Nobody.

You checked at the shop? asked Clare. She arrived?

Ja. The woman there gave her the cigarettes.

No one saw her with anybody?

Lemmetjie shook his head.

What else? asked Clare.

S vir haar, said Mrs Adams.

There was a car in the street. Tinted windows, said Lemmetjie. Someone else says an uncle was talking to her.

I saw you on the TV last night. Missing, your programme about that gangsters daughter, Pearl. The Cape Sun had an article about you, too. They said youve found
  some of the missing girls, said Mrs Adams. Shes mos missing, a  what did you call them?  a Persephone, taken down into hell. You said thats what you did with your project. Looking for missing girls, bringing them back to their mothers.

I track what happens to them, said Clare, taking her eye from the camera. The girls I found  no way to say it gently  they were already dead.

Mrs Adams folded her arms around her hollow belly. If shes dead, then I want her body. Find me something to bury at least.

Mrs Adams shook another cigarette from the pack on the table, wormed her way to the window through the narrow space between the wall and the couch, and lifted the curtain. She sucked on her
  cigarette as if it were a lifeline.

Harry Oppenheimer has gold mines. Voltjie Ahrend and his gangsters have this. She waved her hand at the warren of matchbox houses and backyard shacks. A gold mine too. They
  own the police. If I go to the police then my baby is dead, for sure. Theyre not going to watch so much power get sold out from under them.

Whos buying? asked Clare.

Buying, selling. Gangsters, police, politicians. Mrs Adams turned her green eyes on Clare. For us that lives here, its all the same. Were the ones who pay in the beginning and in the end.

Your sons in the Neighbourhood Watch, said Clare. He told me on the phone. You have to call the police, said Clare. Theyll mobilise the
  Neighbourhood Watch, get everyone looking. I cant do that.

Neighbourhood Watch se moer. Lemmetjie knows nothing about nothing. Twenty years old and never even been to jail. I told him that. What does it help to hold a vigil outside a
  gangsters drug house?

The Numbers taking over here, Ma, said Lemmetjie. Voltjie Ahrend and his 27s.

Voltjie Ahrend knows fokkol about the Number, in jail for a year. Out again because his lawyer bought a judge. Now hes claiming territory he never fought for. The cops
  are owned by those gangsters  and its us, she stabbed her finger into her chest, the women, our little girls, who pay the mens price. Thats why I called you,
  Doctor. If you make your film then they will look for her. Otherwise they just say, wait twenty-four hours and then report her missing.

I told you, Ma, youre wrong. Lemmetjie didnt look her in the eye. What I do is for Chanel. To make it safe for my baby sister to play outside.

Who you are hurts your sister, spat his mother.

A retort in the distance: a gunshot, a car backfiring? Mrs Adams didnt move from the window.

Chanel, said Mrs Adams. Its a warning. To me. To him. To stay out of the way.

Ma, said Lemmetjie. Weve got to fight back. Im going to call the cops.

Tell me, Doctor. Mrs Adams faced Clares camera. What does one more little girl mean, in a war?

Clare turned the question over in her mind as she drove back. As she got closer to town, the pavements became less cracked, then they sprouted trees, and the houses were set further and further
  back from the road. There were walls instead of wire fences, and soon she was back in the oak-lined avenues of the suburbs that sheltered in the grey skirts of Table Mountain. She stopped at the
  dry cleaners and picked up her evening dress, buying a pair of high-heeled sandals on her way back to her car. She put them in the boot, then went to the studio to approve the final sound mix for
  that nights broadcast of Missing. She requested two minor changes, and sent the programme off to her producer.

Taking her copies of Missing with her, she drove home. She unlocked her front door and went upstairs to her quiet white sanctuary. Clare opened the sliding doors that led onto the balcony
  overlooking the Sea Point Promenade, her cat twisting between her ankles, purring its welcome. She picked Fritz up. The sea beyond sparkled in the afternoon sunlight. On the lawn near Clares
  house, a young woman was pushing her daughter in a yellow swing.

Higher, Mummy, higher! the child was calling, her hair flying in the wind. Im flying! Look at me, like a bird.
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  The afternoon sun broke though the cloud, splashing small hands on the barre and pooling on the floor; the girls serious faces looked straight ahead. From the piano, a
  simple minuet. One, two, three. One, two, three. Slow enough for everyone in the class to keep up, their tummies tight drums in new pink leotards.


  First position. Heels together. Feet out. Hands held correctly, chins up, pli. And smile and turn. And smile. And turn. And hold. Hands in front and second.
  Curtsey.


  The ballet teacher marched down the line of little girls, adjusting a hand, a foot, tapping at protruding bottoms, bellies. She paused next to the dark-haired girl at the front of the line,
  touching her long nails to the girls cheek.


  Smile, Yasmin. This isnt a funeral.


  The child smiled obediently. Her slender limbs were correctly positioned; she knew this from her ballet teachers approving frown. Madame Merle moved on.


  Hands graceful, girls. First position and music, Mister Henry. And smile. And smile. And curtsey.


  Clapping her hands, she dismissed the class and accepted a cigarette from the pianist. Mister Henry lit it for her.


  What, Yasmin? Madame Merle became aware of the lingering child.


  Isnt it too early, Madame? Madame Merle blew a smoke ring, round and perfect, over the childs head.


  Darling, its the gala tonight.


  Persephone. The ballet about the girl who disappears, Mister Henry explained. At Artscape.


  Oh. Still, Yasmin lingered.


  Run along. Madame Merle turned away. The class was over. The beam of her attention switched off.


  Yasmin felt Mister Henrys eyes on her as she negotiated the stream of six-year-olds rushing to the cars idling outside. Ever since her older friend Calvaleen had stopped dancing, hers was
  the only dark bun among the blondes.


  The change-room door burst open and the older girls billowed out, all tulle and chatter. Yasmin pressed herself against the wall, and then went to her locker. She had a proper ballet
  dancers crossover cardigan, which Amma had knitted for her as an early birthday present. She tied the bow. Thinking about her birthday gave her a knot in her stomach. It was her birthday
  that had started all the trouble. Last year, when she turned six. In three sleeps she would be seven. She hoped it would be better this year.


  Yasmin reached into her bag for her takkies. Her mother always threw a fit if she went outside in her satin pumps. She pulled out her old shoes, dislodging a piece of green paper as she did so.
  She unfolded it, her heart beating faster. Zero-to-panic. That was Ammas nickname for Daddy. Thats how she felt now. Zero-to-panic. She realised that it was another thing shed
  forgotten. Madame Merle had handed out the notices with strict instructions that they get them signed and return them to her.


  So I can be absolutely sure that your mummies and daddies know to fetch you early, darlings, is what Madame Merle had said in her posh voice.


  Another thing that would make her mother strip her moer. Two things! Shed forgotten to give her mom the paper. And the picking-up time had changed. Yasmin felt shame wash over her.
  She tried so hard to do everything right, to make her mother happy, to make her smile like she used to. But everything she did just seemed to make her mother angrier. Ever since her daddy had kept her for the weekend and that Aunty Ndlovu had come with the police papers
  that said her father was bad like the gangsters he was meant to catch, things had been even worse.


  Yasmin smoothed open the notice that Madame Merle had handed out. The notices were only mailed if you missed a class. Saving money darlings! said Madame Merle. Do you think
  a person can eat from teaching ballet?


  Her mother wouldnt know that the school was closing early today because of the performance of Persephone. Calvaleen was meant to be the star, Persephone. But shed have got
  the notice in the post because she had stopped going to the older girls class a long time ago. Yasmin missed her. She crumpled the paper. She didnt like to think about girls who
  disappeared. She didnt like to think that her mother was on shift and that she would shout at Yasmin if she phoned her. No one would come to fetch her for a long time.


  She was going to be in trouble again. She knew it.


  She could hear Madame Merles voice.


  One, two, three. Madame Merles voice cut across the music. It was the end of the dance: swan-like in their white skirts, the girls would be skimming across the room, their
  necks elongated, trailing their arms behind them.


  Like air, girls. Youre ballerinas, not bricklayers. Jet, jet, jet.


  The tight burn in Yasmins throat told her tears were coming. She took a deep breath and made herself think. She was a big girl. She could make a plan. She unzipped her emergency money
  pouch and looked at the coins in her palm. Two fifty cent pieces. She repeated the cellphone number she needed to dial and stood on tiptoe in front of the call box in the passage. She slotted in
  the first coin, then the second.


  Oh Eight Two, she whispered. Five Four Two Two Oh Oh Seven.


  The coins clicked down the gullet of the call box. Yasmins tummy unclenched when the phone began to purr.


  Faizal.


  Daddy. A lilt in her voice.


  Leave a message.


  Her fathers voice for other people.


  The call box swallowed the last coin, cutting the connection before she could leave a message. She replaced the receiver. The piano had stopped. Mister Henry would be closing the lid, gathering
  his score. His eyes were always watery behind his glasses. He smelt funny. Calvaleen had told her. Yasmin didnt want to have to wait with him. She hoisted her pink rucksack, then slipped
  past the security guard and through the gate to wait until her mom came.


  The afternoon sunlight slanted between the Roman pines lining the steep street. Yasmin did not like to look at them. They were like the trees in the dark Russian fairytale forests in her book.
  Forests where cannibal crones like Baby Yaga Bony Legs lurked, waiting for young girls. The street was empty; only one car near the park. Dog walkers. Yasmin could hear barking. She told herself
  that an hour was not so long, not while it was still light.


  She listened to Madame Merle herding the older girls into the parking lot. When the security gate opened, unleashing the minibus with its cargo of sylphs, Yasmin pressed herself deep into the
  bougainvillea hedge. She put her hand to her mouth, sucking the bright bead of blood where a thorn had pierced her skin.


  The saltiness reminded her how hungry she was. She had nothing in her bag but a peanut butter sandwich from yesterday. The bread was dry and the peanut butter stuck to the roof of her mouth, but
  she took another bite as she watched two bergies make their way up the steep hill. The woman stopped to rummage in a dustbin over the road, giving Yasmin a toothless smile. Yasmin did not smile back, but she did wave. The hand with the sandwich she
  hid behind her back, ashamed to eat in front of people looking for food in a bin. The homeless couple drifted up the road towards the mountain and she ate again.


  She looked up when she heard the car, swallowed, a smile starting as she stepped towards the opening door.


  The arm snaked around her body, squeezing the narrow cage of her ribs until she felt the bones would snap. She bit down hard when the hand clamped over her mouth, pushing her scream back down
  her throat. The hand fisted into her upturned face. Another slammed into her belly, winding her. Yasmin crumpled forwards into the pizza boxes and Coke bottles littering the floor of the car. The
  driver slid down the hill, and Yasmin rolled sideways as he turned. He cut the engine, but neither he nor his passengers moved as the afternoon faded into night.


  The beginning of forever.


  She lay still, her mouth full of blood. The tooth that had wobbled for days on its last thread lay on the cradle of her tongue.


  

    
  


  four


  Captain Riedwaan Faizal scanned the building. Nothing moved in the shadowed stairwells. On the top floor, the corner of a curtain twitched against the cinder blocks. He figured
  out the number of the flat. There werent that many people around here who had jobs. Whoever was behind the grimy lace would have been watching all day. That was not where the call had come
  from.


  A concrete wall ran along the length of the street, separating the pavement from the derelict sports field wedged against the freeway. It was freshly graffitied with chubby, rainbow-hued
  numbers: 27s. The gang tag stretched its tentacles from the Cape Flats, claiming Coronation Street and its surroundings for the Afghans. Just another franchise establishing its brand. Thats
  what a sociologist in Jesus sandals had told Riedwaan Faizal. Like McDonalds handing out happy meals. Riedwaan snorted. More like dogs marking their territory. Dogs with new masters, hoping
  that a bit of piss and a lot of terror would hand this territory to them.


  The girls had sprinted across the sports field that day, dropping their satchels and scattering schoolbooks along the way. Their shoes and grey skirts were streaked with mud. The younger
  girls bobby socks had slipped below the plaster on her left shin. They had known what was coming. The older girls arms were wrapped around the younger one. The bullets that ripped
  through her back had exploded through the smaller ones slender body, just below the badge on her maroon school jersey. Puberty had just settled, light as a butterfly, on the childs body  glossing and thickening her hair, swelling the exposed nipple.


  Riedwaan had brushed her cooling cheek, the coin that was balanced on her open eye sliding into his palm. Heads. It was still warm.


  Sergeant Rita Mkhize was tracking the girls path from the pavement. Short hair twisted into dreads, just over a metre and a half tall, forty-five kilograms: too small to hold a machine
  gun properly. Which might have been a good thing: she got the moer in quickly, and she was a lethal shot. She had been his partner for a couple of months now. She kept an eye on him, but she
  knew how to watch his back. He was getting used to her.


  She held up a bloodstained algebra paper.


  The Maitland School for Girls. Then she read out the names on their school bags. Sisters. Grade nine. Grade four, the little one. Rita stood up, zipping her hoodie and
  stamping her feet, Cant be more than ten. A baby.


  My babys seven on Tuesday, said Riedwaan.


  You signed the Canada papers yet? Rita asked.


  Van Rensburg would never have asked me a personal question like that, said Riedwaans.


  Hes not your partner any more, shrugged Rita. So, did you?


  The arrival of the ballistics van saved Riedwaan from having to answer. Shorty de Lange was alone, the way he liked it.


  Keep that lot away from me, De Lange greeted them. The five oclock crowd, on its way home from work, was pressing against the crime scene tape. The woman who ran the corner
  caf was telling everyone whod listen what she had seen; it was not much. She had heard the shots. She had waited for a bit. She had heard a car  it sounded like an expensive one  going fast, doing a wheelie. Then she had gone outside to look. Nothing in the street, just the two girls in the field, dead. Riedwaan had written this down in his little black book. Statements
  walked, in cases like this.


  Im going to mark my territory and then Im going to start working. If one of your friends here crosses the line, Faizal, Im out of here.


  Nice to see you too, Shorty. Riedwaan moved towards the tape. He was not a big man, but there was a tautness to his shoulders that made the murmuring onlookers take a step back.


  A gang hit? De Lange scanned the ground. There were a couple of casings on the pavement, one near the bodies. He bagged and tagged them.


  Some slime with a lot to prove climbing the ranks, looks like, said Riedwaan. Really proves youre a man, shooting a girl in the head from close range.


  Makes a change from cops taking out their own families, said De Lange.


  Been bad? asked Riedwaan.


  Worse than Christmas. One this month and three in July. Whereve you been?


  Busy, said Riedwaan.


  I heard, said De Lange. All the time he was talking, he was working too. Close-ups of things that people from ballistics find interesting. Twists of metal. Angles. Grooves in a
  piece of wood. Holes in things. Casings. Where they were lying. Why they were lying there. This special operation of yours. Got some stupid name, hasnt it?


  Operation Hope.


  More stupid than I thought. De Lange retreated behind his camera, bending his lanky frame over the girls for close-ups of the bullets entry and exit points. Whose
  idea was that?


  Communications said we should project a more positive image to the community, Riedwaan said. Not stereotype the disadvantaged young men who might have wished to make
  alternative life choices. Thats how they put it.


  How would you put it?


  Not like that, said Riedwaan.


  You know these girls?


  Not yet, said Riedwaan. Although I imagine they had an alternative life choice in mind when they got up in the morning.


  Pathologist here yet?


  On cue, the black 1972 Jag nosed its way through the crowd. Same vintage as Riedwaan, though better cared for than himself during the past year or so.


  Doc, said Riedwaan.


  Faizal, you fucker. Piet Mouton heaved his considerable bulk out of the car. He was in black tie, his professorial wisps of hair tamed for the occasion. Whatve you
  interrupted me for this time?


  Skipping meals will do you good, said Riedwaan.


  This wasnt dinner, Faizal. My wife has ballet tickets. Shes going to kill me for this. Mouton pulled his bag out of the boot. Not a good sign that youre
  here, Shorty. High e.tv factor?


  Couldnt be higher. Schoolgirls who live in a proper house. By the looks of their uniforms, Mom and Dad have jobs. The Ministers balls on toast for this one. De Lange
  stepped out of the way.


  Shit. Mouton paled at the bloody love knot of limbs tangled on the path. When did this happen?


  Anonymous call to the gang hotline half an hour ago, said Riedwaan.


  You got a trace yet?


  Were working on it, said Riedwaan. This area, though, the only eyewitnesses you get are blind or dead.


  Mouton knelt down beside the bodies. He uncurled the fourteen-year-olds fingers, first the right hand, then the left. There was no staining on the thumbs or the index fingers.


  Makes a change, said Mouton. Shes not been smoking tik, this one. He lifted the older girls skirt and pulled away her panties to reveal pale,
  unblemished skin. No tattoos. Not gang cherries, these.


  Captain Faizal? Riedwaan turned, facing straight into a lens. Good to see your suspensions over. Stringy hair, not much chin, zoom lens a third arm  the
  photographer flashed his camera.


  You. Riedwaan put his hand up to avoid being flashed again. How do you vultures get here so fast?


  I got my contacts, Captain. Like you.


  Faizal. Next to him a journalist. Similar-looking, with even less chin. Between the two of them, they had the Flats covered. Voice of the Cape, he announced,
  jerking a thumb backwards in the direction of the dead girls. Names?


  Next-of-fucking-kin first.


  The photographer zoomed in on the bags, intending to decipher the names later from the jumble of pixels.


  This linked to your one-man crusade against gangsters, Captain Faizal? The journalist flipped open his notebook, pen poised.


  Im a Muslim, said Riedwaan. Crusades are not my thing.


  You giving up? Camera shutter firing.


  Were following procedure. The words unfamiliar. A month ago he had told a journalist how many shootings there had been in Cape Town, how many dockets had walked, and which
  gangsters had hosted cocktail parties for which city officials. This had pleased the public, but it made the politicians look bad. Politicians were not people Riedwaan lost sleep over, but the
  threat of permanent assignment to the evidence store had persuaded him to give them and their euphemisms some consideration.


  What does that mean, Captain? The journalist again. In practice  when youve got two girls executed on the way home from school? Its got Voltjie
  Ahrends signature all over it. Voltjie Ahrend and his new best friends, the Afghans. The journalist held up two yellowed fingers. The horsemen of the apocalypse, Captain.
  You know who they are. You know what they drive. You know where they live. What the fuck kind of procedure do you need?


  I suggest you phone the SAPS Director of Communications and ask her. Riedwaan put his hand in his pocket. The coin was there, in a bag. The third in three weeks. She should
  be able to explain  if she can get her nose out of a communications manual long enough to pick up the phone.


  Ive heard youre being moved out of the Gang Unit. The reporter flipped through his notebook, found his notes, and read from them. A Director Ndlovu has been
  critical of you. No place for your attitudes, your methods, in a force that focuses on community policing, she says. Any comment?


  Our communications department will tell you that the human resource deployment strategies of the SAPS are confidential. Shall I explain what that means? Riedwaan had him by his
  shoulder. His mouth was close to his ear. Its government for fuck off.


  Riedwaan let the journalist go and wiped his hand on his jeans. Persuade this lot that the show is over, he said to a uniformed officer.


  Rita, will you finish here? said Riedwaan. I have a strategy meeting with Phiri.


  You want me to bring you something to eat later? she asked.


  The way to a mans heart. Riedwaan had to bang the Mazdas door twice before it would shut. What you getting?


  Nandos.


  I can live with chicken, said Riedwaan. If its peri-peri.


  Riedwaans phone vibrated against his chest. He pulled it out to check the calls hed missed. At five-thirty-two, a missed call from a number he didnt recognise.


  He called it back.


  Somewhere, a phone began to ring into the silence.


  After twenty rings, the network cut him off.


  

    
  


  five


  Clare Hart stood in her bathroom, her nipples darkening as the late afternoon chill came in through the open window. She snapped it shut and turned on the shower, lifting her
  face to the water and washing away the day. It was a while before she turned off the taps.


  Clare dried her hair, twisting it before pinning it on top of her head as she faced her reflection. Dark rings under the sharp blue eyes. Too much coffee, too little sleep. She erased the rings
  with concealer, and put colour back in her cheeks with a brush. Her public face.


  She was famished. In the fridge was a punnet of strawberries, a jar of mayonnaise, whiskey. And cat food that she tipped into a bowl for Fritz. Clare settled for the strawberries, looking out of
  the window as she ate, the moon a pale crescent above Lions Head. The muezzins call to prayer, beckoning above the melancholy sound of the late-afternoon traffic, insinuated itself
  into the cold air coming off the Atlantic. She finished the strawberries. The whiskey was tempting, but it did not seem a good idea on such an empty stomach, not tonight.


  Shower. Hair. Face. Food.


  Clothes.


  Thats what she needed next.


  In the spare room Clare searched her underwear drawer, finding a pair of black panties but no stockings. Shaking out her dress, she slid it over her head, the black silk settling against her
  skin. She slipped on her new shoes and turned in front of the mirror, swirling her dress against her bare legs, a child for a second, playing dress-up in her mothers finery.


  Her handbag was on the floor in her bedroom. She rifled through it.


  Phone.


  Comb.


  Drivers licence.


  Lipstick.


  Speech.


  Keys.


  Gun.


  Taking it out of the bag, she held it a while, the metal warming in her hand. Neither of her sisters liked guns and shed be seeing them both later. She put it away in the drawer next to
  her bed. She had an hour or so yet, so she made herself a cup of tea and took it through to her study.


  Clare had designed this eyrie for solitude, the furnishings pared down to the minimum. Shelves. Desk. Chair. The shelves were filled with files, books, and her investigative documentaries.
  Recording equipment was stacked on the floor next to the desk Clare had inherited from her doctor father, her laptop looking out of place on its worn oak surface. One wall was a pinning board
  crammed with notes, press cuttings, photographs, invitations. An aerial map covered two more walls. The fourth wall was glass, giving her an ever-changing view of the sea. On her desk were the
  final cuts for her television series Missing. Each one twenty-seven minutes long, cut to fill televisions prime-time slot. Each programme bore a girls name; each was the
  portrait of a girl who had gone missing. The quick and the dead, survivors and victims. Not always easy to tell them apart.


  Clare rummaged through a box under her desk. She had already packed her tapes away, the bits shed culled that could still be used for another half-hour programme. She pulled out the one she wanted to see again. The one that haunted her, the one Mrs Adamss question had recalled.


  Pearl.


  The camera had been locked onto her. She faced it, head and shoulders framed by the light filtering through the square of window. Her hair short, spiky; her neck drawn into shoulders that had at
  an early age discovered the advantage of brute strength, and worked hard to achieve it. Even so, her stance, her mans shirt, the baggy khakis, the boots  all of this failed to conceal the
  small bones, the narrowness of wrist and ankle.


  Tell me who you are. Clares own voice, off-screen, startled her.


  The silhouetted girl did not respond at once; yet watching her now, once again, Clare could see her draw herself up. She reached for the Coke in front of her and sipped it, preparing for her
  confession as she faced the eye of the camera.


  You can call me Pearl. Her voice harsh from many years of smoking. My last name Ill keep for myself. Im twenty-two years old and I grew up there. She
  pointed behind the camera towards the cinder block flats bedecked with washing and adorned with graffiti; stone-eyed men were draped against the entrances.


  Its not a place for a woman.


  Clare had zoomed in on Pearls twisting fingers, the nails gnawed down to the pink half-moons.


  And its not a place for little girls. If I tell you my story, youll know why.


  No one else in the room, just the two of them, with the comforting whirr of the camera. Pearls eyes were a yellow-brown  tigers eyes  though the left one drooped; a scar ran
  through her eyebrow, across the lid, disappearing onto the high, wide plane of her cheekbone.


  Are you sure about this? Clares voice interjecting off-camera.


  How must I tell my secret if I stay hidden? Pearls hands turned outwards, asking a question she had already answered.


  My name is Pearl and this is my story, she repeated, not to Clare this time, but to some imaginary audience.


  My mother didnt stop it. My grandmother didnt stop it, even though they could have so easily by just telling me who they were, who my father was. If theyd let me
  carry their secrets in my heart, theyd have become my weapons. I couldve protected myself.


  Pearl leaned forward, her face filling the screen.


  They could have protected me.


  No tears in her eyes: much too late for that.


  Go on then, Pearl. Clare felt it again, the weight of confession, of being the person who asked the question, who appeared to ease the load because her camera recorded the story,
  the secrets, the hurt. Start at the beginning.


  I always thought I would know where to begin. I would be able to go back there and restart things another way. Pearl slowly shook her head sideways. The beginning is lost,
  but where I can start is at the end. Because the end is always a new beginning.


  Voices in the distance, shouting, a woman singing. Clare had got up and closed the door, entombing them both in silence as they sat on either side of the bare wooden table.


  Okay, Clare had said. Im rolling again.


  Pearl had looked down at her hands as if they were not part of her body. Shed undone her top button. Then the next, and the next, until she could shrug off her shirt like a skin she no
  longer needed.


  She moved her fingertips across her clavicle. Smooth on the right, the left jagged where the cracked bone had knitted beneath her skin. She put her hands over her breasts, full against the ribs
  ridging her skin. Around the left breast a circle of round scars. Bite marks.


  This is where my story is written, she said. On my body. Maybe I should start here. Its not the beginning but it is all part of the same book. My name is Pearl. Pearl de Wet. My father is a general in the 27s. Those are the two most important
  things you need to know about me.


  She peeled back her clothes, revealing the script that bore witness to her secret. Tattoos, scars, cut marks  the slender white lines on her thighs  until she stood naked in front of the
  camera. Clare froze the image. A daughter of violence, made lean and sinewy by her refusal to die. This silent witnessing had not made the final cut. Too raw, too shocking for people eating dinner
  in front of their TV sets.


  Clares tea had grown cold while she watched. She pushed her cup away and looked out over the choppy ocean. The programme, Pearl, had run again last night, moved to prime time on
  the eve of Womens Day.


  Giles Reid, her producer for the series, had loved the Pearl episode, was thrilled with a second sale, the publicity it had given the gala performance tonight of the ballet, Persephone.
  He had left her two messages to tell her this  and one to ask about her speech before the gala, reminding her that it would be a live broadcast. She had not replied, unable to think of what she
  might say, knowing what he wanted from her.


  Clare switched her camera on. It hummed as that afternoons footage digitised, the images flickering on her screen. She checked through the tape, jumping through the rough footage until
  Mrs Adamss face filled the screen as she pleaded for her daughter. Clare had panned to the childs portrait in the display cabinet: the kernel around which she would wrap her next
  film.


  The search for the child had begun in earnest after the local police were called. The last part of her interview was done outside: the head of the Neighbourhood Watch street committee and some
  uniformed cops, behind them a rubbish-filled culvert, the metal grille propped open to reveal an ambiguous heap under a sack in the shadowed tunnel. The credits would run over the image of a missing green-eyed child, framed and sealed behind glass  before
  the screen went black. What does one more little girl mean, in a war? The mothers anguished question floating in the dark.


  The phone was ringing. Clare scrabbled for it, finding it under the Cape Times.


  Hello.


  Dr Hart? The voice knotted her stomach.


  Yes.


  Ive got another one for you.


  Who found her?


  Kids. Playing. Shes Muslim, so Im doing her now. Bring a pair of socks.


  The kitchen clock chimed six.


  Clare put on her coat, pulling the belt tight over her hollow belly. She set the burglar alarm, locked the front door and hurried to her car. No one about, except the Congolese car guard who was
  her self-appointed protector. She waved at him as she joined the stream of cars heading into town. She pushed in a CD, turning up the volume. Moby. The music so loud it drowned her thoughts. She
  would have just enough time for her detour if the lights were on her side.


  She put her foot down and took the first set on orange.


  

    
  


  six


  What size are you? Dr Ruth Lyndalls dark hair was cropped short. If the pathologist had put on make-up that morning, it had long since worn off.


  Five, said Clare. Why?


  I thought I might as well set you to work right away. Try these, then. She selected a pair of gumboots from the communal heap. Theyre our new directors.
  Shes the same size. As stubborn as you, too, convinced that if enough people know whats happening to our little girls, it will stop. And Senior Superintendent Edgar Phiri signed the
  approval for your research this afternoon.


  Head of the Gang Unit?


  Thats your man, said Ruth.


  Whats he like? asked Clare.


  Reminded me of those early pictures of Mandela. Tall and honourable and saintly-looking, but looks like he knows how to fight his way out of a corner.


  He must stand out in the police force.


  Phiris unit gets things done, and that has pissed off some senior people. Dont be too hard on the cops. Phiris approved your research.


  All of it?


  All of it, said the pathologist. Thats why youre trying on the new boots. Youre going to be attending more autopsies than you can imagine.


  Clare took off her heels and pulled on some socks. She pushed her feet into the white boots and pulled a green hospital gown over her evening dress.


  Let me help you.


  Ruth Lyndall took the belt, looping it twice. She rested her hands on Clares narrow waist, her face next to Clares in the mirror. Forty-three. Ten years older than Clare. Ten years
  wiser.


  Youre running on empty, Clare.


  Im just running.


  It wont fix things.


  It might fix me. She took a mask and unclipped the perspex eye shield, throwing it into the bin.


  You wont be needing that?


  I wont be staying for the blood splatter, said Clare.


  I didnt think so, dressed like that, she smiled. A date?


  The gala ballet Im hosting.


  Persephone. Of course. Your fundraising thing.


  Finding missing girls, helping them heal, returning them to their mothers.


  Its not going to help the little one on the slab. Shes with Hades for good.


  Does she have a name? asked Clare.


  A weggooi kind like this? Ruths voice was bitter. Even a throw-away child has a name. Look in the docket there. Shes one of yours.


  Clare opened the folder. Noor Khan. No address.


  Her mother lives in that squatter camp in the Maitland Cemetery. Tik addict, according to the cops. Theyre trying to sober her up now.


  Where was she found?


  Kids found her in a field, that empty land between the docks and Cape Town station. The cops said they were playing. I wouldve said scavenging.


  When did she go missing? asked Clare.


  She didnt, not according to anybody who shouldve noticed.


  No one reported it?


  The cops who brought her here spoke to the mother. She said she hadnt seen the child since yesterday. Maybe the day before. Said she didnt think about it because she often
  ran away.


  Howd they identify her? asked Clare.


  One of the boys knew her. Her cousin, I think. The mother came here. Confirmed it. Looked tearful for the tabloids that some enterprising uncle had thought to call.


  It says here that someones been arrested, said Clare.


  A man who lived nearby, Ruth explained. He had blood on his clothes and the mother owed him money. A bit of DNA will tie up that loose end.


  Clare put her mask on, tying it tightly in place. It wouldnt help with the smell, but it was a barrier of sorts. She followed the pathologist into the section of the mortuary where no
  living members of the public were admitted.


  No investigating officer? asked Clare.


  She couldnt be here now. Shell come by later, if she can, answered Dr Lyndall. Friday night rush. Two girls dead in Maitland.


  When did they go missing?


  They didnt, said Ruth. Shot on their way home from school. Gang crossfire, if youre feeling charitable. An execution so that someone could move up the ranks of
  the 27s, if youre not. Makes no difference to them now.


  Were you at the scene?


  Piet Mouton went, said the pathologist, unlocking her office. But theyre coming here, so I said Id see to them. I just have to get something to eat
  first.


  Dr Lyndall greeted the two orderlies smoking outside. Sal julle die kind inbring? Discussing that nights soccer match, the orderlies sauntered off to fetch the childs body.


  Clare waited in the draughty passage. To the left of the room facing her, the days carnage had been cleared away. Twelve clean metal trays were lined up, six on either side of the room:
  ready for the first batch who werent going to make it through the weekend. To the right, hidden from her view, were the fridges. The orderlies returned, deftly manoeuvring the trolley, and
  parked it in an empty space in the cutting room.


  You ready, Clare?


  Im ready.


  She wasnt. The gurney was too big. And the body on the steel tray too small, as the pathologist pulled back the sheet. The childs bloodless lips curved in a parody of the grin
  slashed into the slender column of her neck. Clare squeezed the palms of her hands together, the pain of the ring biting into her fingers a distraction.


  Youre pale, Clare.


  Im fine. Clare swallowed. You carry on.


  Dr Lyndall eased the child out of her clothes: pink pants with yellow daisies stitched on the knees, and a shirt, with its bib of dried blood. PEP Stores panties, one red thread unravelling from
  the thigh, the static lifting it against the pathologists sleeve as she set to work.


  Dark lashes fanned out against the childs cheeks. Ruth Lyndall smoothed the dark curls, the instinctive gesture of a mother. She worked carefully over the body, photographing, cataloguing
  the pattern of injuries, old and new. A yellowing bruise on the back  last weeks. A ridging in the left clavicle. An old break. There was a healed tear in the thin skin folded between her
  legs. Ambiguous. Abrasions on the knees and palms. Ambiguous. The injuries of childhood play, perhaps. Swings, slides, seesaws. Not necessarily a little girl running hell for leather to escape,
  falling, not getting away. Scraps of pink nail varnish clung to her torn fingernails. Dr Lyndall scraped under them, hoping there might be some scratched skin amidst the dirt. On her upper arm was a series of round
  prints. An adults hand  a mans, judging by the spacing of the marks  had held her tight. Then the throat. A knife lifted high in his free hand, plunging down.


  This girl walked across some rough ground, said Clare, a finger hovering over the girls instep.


  Ruth Lyndall cupped the childs feet in her narrow hands. There was a fading henna tattoo on the sides of her grubby feet. A white shoe clung to the left foot.


  Lets have a look inside her.


  Clare helped the pathologist position the trolley under the low dose X-ray machine, relieved to move her eyes away from the naked child. She looked at her ghostly double. The spectral image on
  the computer screen, surrounded by start-up, documents, trash icons, was bearable. The original was not.


  What I was looking for. The pathologist moved the mouse arrow along the pale lattice of rib bones on the screen. On each rib was a bead of white bone. This little
  girls only jewellery.


  What is that telling you?


  That this child has been abused for a long time, Dr Lyndall explained. You only get those in kids whove been badly shaken as babies or toddlers. The bones crack and
  then heal in this formation. Its called a string of pearls fracture.


  You going to open her up? asked Clare.


  I have to. This  the old vaginal injures  the fact that her disappearance wasnt reported, make this look like a family affair.


  She switched off the machine, enveloping them in silence.


  Id better go if Im going to make my speech, then, said Clare, pulling off her mask. Did you get a chance to dig out those reports I asked you for?


  On my desk, said Ruth. Theres an envelope with your name on it. The raw data. Five years worth of violent deaths. I pulled out the female victims, then separated the
  children for you?


  You see a pattern?


  Ive been here since five this morning. I got my morning coffee at three this afternoon. The only patterns Ive seen were those from the start of a migraine.


  Ill start going through this tomorrow, do the mapping too, said Clare, then Ill call you.


  Monday Call me Monday. My familys in town.


  Ruth Lyndalls husband and only daughter grew olives in the Karoo. She saw them at weekends. Her way of doing marriage. Her way of keeping her daughter alive. It seemed to be working. She
  opened the leather case next to her. The blades flashed under the neon.


  Monday then.


  The pathologist watched Clare disappear into the change-room, then she selected a knife. Lifted it out. Measured. Cut.
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