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Scorpio Setting …

A Short History of Walvis Bay


For my parents Jock and Rosie


Walvis Bay
22.95°S, 14.50°E

Here is a place of disaffection
T. S. Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’


BLOOD

ROSE


scorpio rising …

No moon. The desert wind knifes down the gully, rattling the dry grass. Stars hang heavy above the dunes. To the east, the sky is clear. In the west, the retreating fog hovers over the sea. The vehicle crests the dune, its lights malignant twin moons. Car doors open, spilling a peal of laughter, music, the tang of tobacco.

Later, the heft of a pistol in your hand. Perfect. Circled forefinger and thumb slide down to trace the blind eye. A fingertip dipped inside the barrel fans desire, warms your cold body. Pace back one step, two. He watches, the target. Hands bound. Breath held. Eyes riveted. Filled with the hope that you mean something else. Not this. Not you.

Your finger curled round the trigger anticipates the weight needed to fire. Uncurls, extends the ecstasy. Your eyes on the metal marker, an erect nipple on the barrel. Breathe out. Your breath mists the desert air. Breathe in. Breathe out as you beckon. Release. The force of it explodes through your arm, chest, head, groin and erases everything.

Turn and reach for a cigarette. The match flares into the night, filling again with calls and stars. The cigarette glows; the nicotine stills the choppy sea that is your blood. You yearn for what is coming.

Oh. His final breath tongues up your back. You turn to look. Wonder lingers in the unblinking eyes, almonds above the high cheekbones. The crumpled whorl of the ear is innocent of the blood marking the forehead. The open eyes glaze. You go home to sleep, tail lights red in the dark.

Scorpio’s tail is poised over the numinous star at its base. Winking in the centre of the constellation, the star-eye mocks the dead face. The blood soaking into the sand summons the first wave of tiny scavengers. Insects, flies, bacteria marshal themselves for the onslaught.


one

The sound sliced open Clare Hart’s Monday morning, dragging her out of a catacomb of sleep. She sat up, heart pounding, and pushed a tousle of hair from her face. It was her cellphone writhing on the bedside table. She reached for it, knocking over a glass of water. She shook the droplets off the phone and onto the sleeping cat. Fritz hissed and dug her claws into her mistress’s bare thigh. Clare caught the tiny bead of blood on her nail before it trickled onto the sheet.

‘Witch!’ she hissed. The cat strutted out of the room, flicking her tail in regal affront.

‘Dr Hart?’ the phone crackled.

Clare pulled the duvet around her naked body. ‘Who is this?’ The reception was always bad in her bedroom.

‘Captain Riedwaan Faizal. South African Police Service.’

Clare sat up, zero-to-panic alert. ‘Where are you?’ The other side of her bed was empty.

‘I’m downstairs. Buzz me in.’

‘You bastard!’ Clare could not hide the relief in her tone.

‘Tell that to my mother.’

‘Where’s my tea?’

‘Come on, Clare. It’s freezing out here and the security guard is getting suspicious.’

‘You know the deal, Riedwaan. You get sex and a bed for the night; I get tea as I wake up.’

‘I’m trying to break your habit. I’ve got you a cappuccino and hot croissant instead.’

Clare wrapped her gown around her body. ‘Fair enough. Hang on.’ She pushed the red button on the intercom, listening for the thud of Riedwaan’s shoulder against the glass door. He came upstairs, bringing with him a blast of cold dawn air and two steaming coffees.

‘Giovanni’s. My favourite.’ Clare took the coffees from him and led the way to the kitchen.

Riedwaan followed her down the passage. ‘Maybe you should give me some keys. I could have brought you this in bed.’ He tipped the croissants onto a plate and opened the microwave.

Clare opened the plastic coffee lid. ‘Maybe.’

She snatched the Cape Times he had clamped under his arm and went back to bed. Clare had allowed her defences to be breached once, long ago. The consequences had been devastating. It would take more than breakfast in bed for her to lower her defences a second time.

But Riedwaan pinged the microwave optimistically a second time and put his coffee and the croissants onto a tray.

In the bedroom, Clare had propped herself up against the pillows. The soft fabric of her wrap fell open as she leaned over to get a croissant.

‘I love this about you.’

‘What?’ asked Clare, her mouth full.

‘That you wake up ravenous.’ Riedwaan reached forward, cupping her breast on an upturned hand. The air seemed thin, as if there was only just enough oxygen, which he would have to use judiciously. He moved his hand down her body, onto her hip. Clare put her cup on the table and slid down the bed. She pulled him towards her, practised hands undoing buttons, seeking the satin warmth of the skin on his belly, his back.

‘I’m glad you came back,’ she whispered.

Riedwaan smiled down at her. ‘I’ll be back any time for a welcome like this.’

When he reached for his coffee again, it was cold …

‘It’s time to get up,’ said Clare.

‘Stay a bit.’ Riedwaan tightened his arms around her. ‘You’re going away.’

‘I’ve got things to do.’ Clare slipped from his grasp and went to the adjoining bathroom.

Riedwaan listened to her hum as she splashed and opened and closed cupboards. ‘Do you hum when I’m not here?’ he asked.

The humming stopped. ‘None of your business.’

He rolled over and looked out at the grey sea heaving itself against the rocks. He had meant to tell Clare last night about his wife’s decision to return to South Africa.

When she came out of the bathroom, she was wearing a tracksuit. ‘You coming?’ She bent down to put on her running shoes.

‘You must be joking.’

Clare reached under the duvet, her hands cold on Riedwaan’s chest. ‘I’m not. You need to do more exercise than occasionally getting it off with me.’ She turned towards him at the door, sunlight catching her face and the trace of a smile.

‘Clare, I wanted to—’

‘What?’ She raised an eyebrow.

But Riedwaan could not spoil the happiness he had coaxed from her. ‘Your eggs, fried or scrambled?’

‘Hardboiled would be apt, don’t you think?’ Then she was off, two steps at a time.

‘Feed Fritz,’ she yelled up the stairs. ‘Then she won’t attack you.’ The door slammed and she was gone.


two

One thousand six hundred kilometres north, as the crow flies, Herman Shipanga lay waiting, the cold biting through his thin mattress. The houses hunkered together for protection from the wind that moaned across the exposed dunes of the Namib Desert, only breaking into its hyena-laugh when it slunk between the houses. The wind probed cracks in the bricks, places where doors and windows had shrunk from their frames; it sought out and found tender limbs uncovered in sleep.

At last it came: the siren’s wail, tearing through Walvis Bay. Shipanga threw back the covers, his damaged hip protesting. He stepped over the huddle of children asleep on the floor, filled a bowl with water and went outside to wash. As he threw out the icy water, the siren wailed again. The fishmeal factory looming over the pinioned houses belched yellow smoke. Shipanga gagged at the stench.

His wife was up, stirring porridge on the two-plate. ‘You should be used to it by now. The smell of money,’ she said by way of a greeting as she handed him a bowl. He shovelled down the porridge without appetite.

He pulled his jacket on over his blue overalls. The children stirred, puppies burrowing back into the warmth of each other’s bodies. He bent down to stroke the smooth forehead of his youngest before leaving.

Outside, he broke into a steady trot, footsteps echoing down the empty streets. The viscous fog parted for him. A dustbin, a chained bike, a woman walking her dog materialised just in time for him to avoid colliding with them. He took a short cut through the alley running between the sandy yards. It spewed him out at the back of the school. Walvis Bay Combined School was perched on the edge of the town. Here, the shifting red sand shored against the perimeter fence as if looking for a way in. Shipanga slipped through a gap in the fence and fetched a rake from his caretaker’s shed.

He made his way to the youngest children’s playground and closed the tall wooden gate behind him. The jungle gym reared up in the mist. The swings hung mute beneath their frames. Vacant, except for the last one.

The child’s knees were drawn close to his chest. He was leaning, with adolescent nonchalance, against the chain looped around the yellow swing.

‘What are you doing?’ Shipanga called.

The boy did not answer. These swaggering older boys always taunted Shipanga, mimicking with pen marks on their own pocked cheeks the ritual scars on his face. The triple verticals were the last trace of the home Shipanga had left to seek his fortune in this sunless port.

A cat’s paw of wind buffeted the swing, but still the boy remained silent. Anger welled hot and painful in Shipanga’s chest. He grabbed the chain, turning the boy to face him.

The startled insects paused only for a moment before returning to their busy feasting. Where the forehead should have been, a third eye leered.

Shipanga’s rage gave way to horror. He backed away, his eyes riveted by the swing’s cargo. When he reached the gate, he turned and ran towards a pair of lights raking over the parking lot.

‘Mr Erasmus,’ he gasped, his chest raw with exertion and shock.

‘What?’ The headmaster was unlocking the boot of his car. He did not bother to look up.

‘Someone’s there.’ Shipanga put his calloused hand on the man’s arm. ‘On the swings.’

‘Speak to Darlene Ruyters. She’ll deal with it.’ Erasmus took his briefcase out of the boot.

‘It’s a child, sir.’ Shipanga blocked the man’s path, anger returning. ‘Another boy.’

‘The same as the others?’ asked Erasmus, looking at the caretaker now.

Shipanga nodded. Erasmus walked towards the enclosed play area, opening the gate to reveal the figure twisting on the bright-yellow swing.

‘Who brought him here?’ Sweat beaded Erasmus’s forehead.

‘I don’t know.’

‘The first one in town,’ Erasmus said, flicking open his cellphone. Calling an ambulance sustained the illusion of hope. ‘Go and wait for the police, Herman. I’ll watch him. And don’t let anybody through the gates.’

Shipanga walked towards the gate, the corpse’s staring eyes prickling his back with dread. The leaden sky was silvering the truck approaching the gate. George Meyer, always first, rolled down his window. ‘What is it?’ asked Meyer.

‘An accident,’ Shipanga explained. ‘In the playground. We’re waiting to see what the police say, Mr Meyer.’

‘Thank you,’ said Meyer. He shot a sidelong glance at the small red-haired boy sitting next to him. Oscar was craning his neck forward to see what was wrong. Mrs Ruyters was Oscar’s teacher. Her car was there. That part was right. Herman Shipanga stopping them at the gate wasn’t, even though his familiar smile was a comforting white flash in his face.

A shiny new Mercedes Benz skidded to a halt behind them. Herman Shipanga stepped forward as a man hurled himself from the driver’s seat and planted his hand on the caretaker’s chest. Shipanga cracked his knuckles and stood his ground. Twenty years on fishing trawlers gave him the edge over a manicured man who spent his days in a heated office.

‘Why is this car blocking my path?’ demanded the man.

‘No school today, Mr Goagab,’ Shipanga said. ‘You must wait here, please. There was an accident at the—’

‘I must speak to Mr Erasmus.’ Goagab pulled out his phone. Before he could dial, Erasmus appeared, attracted by the noise.

‘Explain this, Erasmus,’ Goagab shouted. ‘Why can’t I drop off my sons? I demand an explanation.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Goagab, but you’ll have to wait. Everyone will have to wait. The police are on their way. They’ll decide.’

Erasmus was relieved to see a blue light glowing in the distant mist. A pair of cars pulled up. Two men got out of a white 4x4. Elias Karamata was dark, shaven-headed and compact, just the hint of a beer belly pushing at his crisp khaki shirt. Kevin van Wyk was lithe and precise. In the right light, he could pass for a movie star.

‘Who’s in command?’ asked Erasmus, looking from one to the other.

A woman heaved herself out of the other car, a clapped-out bakkie. ‘I am,’ she said. ‘Captain Tamar Damases.’

Erasmus suppressed a sigh and took her hand. It was smooth to the touch. ‘Thank you for being so quick. You know Mr Goagab?’ he asked.

‘I do. Good morning, Calvin.’

‘What about my meeting? I’ve got to get to the mayor,’ bellowed Goagab.

Tamar Damases’s jaw set hard under her soft skin. ‘You’ll wait here. Either in your car or outside. You choose.’

‘I’ll report you to Mayor D’Almeida, Captain Damases,’ said Goagab.

‘Would you?’ she said. ‘I’m sure that he’ll appreciate the time to tell the media that we’ve a third dead child to bury within the same number of weeks.’

Goagab looked apoplectic, but when Karamata folded his muscular arms and stepped forward, he retreated, his sons scrabbling after him into his car.

‘Now,’ said Captain Damases, turning to Erasmus, ‘where’s the body?’

The headmaster opened the gate to the kindergarten playground. The high wooden paling shielded only three sides of the area. The fourth side was an open stretch of sand that sloped down to the barbed-wire perimeter fence. A red jungle gym, blue roundabout, a wall painted with rabbits and squirrels in aprons and hats. The yellow swings. A gust of wind twisted the body. The chain creaked, dismembering the silence.

‘Oh.’ Tamar Damases’s voice was soft with pain.

‘Strange fruit,’ murmured Van Wyk. Tamar looked at him, surprised. She would not have marked him as a jazz man.

‘Shall I send the scene-of-crime officers here when they come, Captain Damases?’ asked Erasmus.

‘You’ve been watching too much American TV,’ said Tamar with the ghost of a smile. ‘This is Walvis Bay. Scene-of-crime officer? That’s me. Police photographer? That’s me. Forensics? That’s me. Ballistics? That’s me, too.’

Erasmus stared at her blankly and she softened her tone: ‘Would you call the mortuary and see which pathologist is on postmortem duty? It should be Dr Kotze. Get her to send a van round.’

‘I’ll leave you to it then.’ Erasmus hurried off, relieved to have a task.

‘Get some crime-scene tape, would you, Sergeant van Wyk?’ Authority crackled in Tamar Damases’s voice. ‘Cordon off the area. I want to limit access to the crime scene. Both the previous investigations were compromised because everyone was everywhere.’

‘Pity you weren’t here to take charge, Captain.’ Van Wyk didn’t bother to hide the sarcasm in his tone. ‘Must be difficult to do a good job’ – he ran his eyes over her full belly – ‘the state you’re in.’

Tamar watched him go, relieved to be alone with the body. The wind was picking up now from the south, chilly and mean. She zipped her jacket up to her chin and turned to examine the dead boy. Looking at him on the swing, his back to her, he could be just another child carrying on some game for that moment too long. If he could climb out of the swing, if they could stand back to back, she and the boy, as growing children love to do, they would have been evenly matched.

When she moved towards the swing, marking her path, the boy’s eyes seemed to follow her progress like one of those trick portraits, beckoning her towards him. Tamar obeyed, her feet as small as a child’s, picking through the stony litter, recording each detail on her camera. The sand at the base of the swing was slightly disturbed, punctuated by a series of neat, tapered holes. She inserted an index finger into one. It was about two inches deep.

The swing that cradled the body faced due north. It was the only one at an angle. It was also the highest off the ground, the most difficult to reach. If Tamar had to hazard a guess, she would say it had been chosen for the view, but the sullen fog had its back hunched low and she could see nothing of the desert. She turned her attention and her camera to record the macabre display before walking down to the edge of the playground.

There were several gaps in the fence. She bent down, her camera steadied by her elbows on her knees. Tamar was comfortable squatting like this. She had learned to do this alongside her grandmother; the old lady explaining to the sharp-eyed child how to read the hidden signs that told if an animal had moved through an area, if a person had stopped to think or eat, or if a woman had been there to do her secret business. Hurrying. Ambling. Hunting. Hiding. There were signs for all actions if you knew how to look.

The jungle gym was livid against the fingers of grey mist. The fog flattened everything, bleaching detail from the landscape. Tamar straightened up, waiting for the fog to thin and for an anaemic sun to cast its short-lived shadows. When it did so, she could just make out the marks. They were so faint as to be almost absent: blades of grass broken and angled in the same direction, an impression on the salt-encrusted sand as faint as a palm print on glass. She increased the contrast reading on her camera and snapped pictures until the sun withdrew. She unclipped the loop of yellow tape from her belt, fingering the service pistol nestled below her rounded belly en route. She stepped backwards into her own footsteps and taped off the area, finishing as her phone rang.

‘Helena,’ she answered. There was no need to check the caller identity.

‘What is it?’ asked Helena Kotze. ‘Another weekend stabbing?’ Working in a port had hardened the young doctor’s heart and sharpened her eye.

‘I almost wish it was,’ said Tamar. ‘It’s another dead boy.’

‘Same as the others?’

‘Looks like it,’ said Tamar, her voice catching. ‘A boy again. Young. Maybe fourteen. This time in a swing at the school in 11th Street. Looks like a bullet that’s punctured the forehead. Ligatures on both wrists. Wrapped in a dirty sheet.’

‘Was he killed there?’ asked Helena.

‘No. No blood to speak of. Nothing on the ground. Smells as if he’s been dead a couple of days, too.’

‘I’m in the middle of surgery. I can’t come for another hour or so. Can you do the preliminaries?’

‘I’m about to,’ said Tamar. ‘Your guys are here. I’ll speak to you later.’

Tamar looked up at the two mortuary technicians skulking at the gate. The two Willems, she liked to call them. ‘How are you, boys?’ she greeted them.

‘Cool. You?’ mumbled the taller Willem. His skin was raw from a rushed shave.

‘I’m okay,’ said Tamar. She shook out two evidence bags.

‘Who’s that?’ asked the other Willem.

‘Don’t know yet,’ said Tamar. ‘We’ll only get an ID later.’

The two Willems stuck their hands in their pockets, hunching their shoulders like a pair of bedraggled crows. ‘Why so sad?’ asked Tamar.

They shrugged. The taller Willem lit a cigarette. Tamar knew their disconsolateness wasn’t for the dead boy. The pair moonlighted for Human & Pitt, the most enterprising of the flourishing undertaking franchises in Walvis Bay. The funeral director paid them one hundred upfront for the first call to a fresh body, provided it brought in business. A three-day-dead body that nobody had reported missing was not worth getting into a suit for first thing on a Monday morning.

They watched listlessly as Tamar walked back to the boy and steadied the swing between the uprights and her knee. The stench of decay haloed the body. Another day and it would have been unbearable. Tamar took a deep breath and bagged the hands bound with nylon rope. The boy’s shoes were covered with fine sand. She bagged those too. She looked at the wound in the middle of his forehead. It was seething with larvae. Two, maybe three, days in the life cycle of the blowfly, Tamar guessed.

Trusses held his arms locked around his knees, but the shroud had loosened. There was a large area of bloodied flesh where the boy’s oversized shirt gaped. Tamar probed the writhing mass of feeding larvae, her nausea dissipating as she worked. She checked the boy’s pockets. She did not trust the pair at the gate. If there was anything of worth on the body, it would be gone by the time the corpse got to a hospital gurney.

One trouser pocket held nothing but a black pebble. Tamar held it in her hand. She could see why the boy would have picked it up. It was symmetrical, smooth. There was some change in the other pocket and a greasy till slip for twenty-four Namibian dollars. This she dropped into a separate bag. In the other pocket was a pencil stub. There was an initial, looked like a K, inked into one ridge of the pencil. Could be his initials; could be something he picked out of a rubbish bin.

Tamar stood up and signalled to the two men. Like acolytes, they stepped forward with the stretcher, placed the frail body on it and covered it with a sheet. Tamar opened the wooden gate and walked with them as they carried their small burden to the van where Karamata and Van Wyk were keeping the curious at bay. The two Willems put the stretcher down to open the doors.

‘The same thing?’ asked Karamata.

‘Looks like it to me,’ said Tamar. ‘Have a look. See what you think.’

Karamata knelt down beside the dead boy and pulled the sheet back. He pushed the grimy shroud aside and traced the boy’s decaying cheek.

‘You know the boy?’ asked Tamar, prompted by the burly man’s tenderness.

‘He played soccer with my sons.’ There was a sheen in Karamata’s dark eyes when he stood up. ‘Be careful with him,’ he said as the two technicians picked the body up. The taller Willem sneered, but his swagger stopped at the hips and he picked up the boy without jolting him.

‘His name?’ Tamar asked.

‘Everyone called him Kaiser,’ Karamata replied.

Tamar nodded. The pencil with the K was his then.

The bang of the mortuary van’s doors seemed to release the crowd of onlookers. They pulled out cellphones to tell those who had been unlucky enough to miss the excitement what had happened: that there was another body; another boy was dead, another of those street children who wheedled money at every traffic light these days.

‘His surname?’ asked Tamar.

‘Apollis,’ said Van Wyk. ‘He has a sister. Sylvia. A whore, like he was. That’ll be why he’s in the van.’

‘You knew him too?’ asked Tamar.

Van Wyk spat out the match he had been using to clean his teeth. ‘It’s a small town, Captain.’

Captain Tamar Damases watched the vehicle bump down the road. Twice before this had happened and she had been unable to do a thing. Boys caught, killed, displayed, buried.

The violent secrets encrypted on their bodies turned Tamar’s mind to Dr Clare Hart.


three

Riedwaan Faizal pushed back the covers and went to the window, wrapping a towel around his waist. After a couple of minutes, Clare appeared in the distance, taking the curve of the Sea Point Boulevard in her stride. At this distance, in the thin September sunlight, she was a stranger to him, despite his intimate knowledge of her, gleaned in secret and hoarded. He watched her until she had disappeared, then he pushed his hands back through his hair. It had caused him a lot of trouble at high school, the way it grew straight up. He was always being sent to the headmaster to prove that he hadn’t gelled it. That was long ago now. Two decades, give or take a year or so. Now it showed careless streaks of grey in places.

Riedwaan wandered through Clare’s flat, picking up her things, putting them down, running a finger along the alphabetically arranged spines of her books. Mainly hardbacks. Above the television were a couple of shelves of Clare’s documentaries, VHS copies of her broadcast investigative pieces, and an award for a film she’d done on human trafficking in the Congo. Putting the world to rights, that’s what her investigative work was about, her beliefs giving her the courage to go where there were no nets to catch her if she fell. It fitted with her profiling work, her conviction that she could find the source of evil and eliminate it. Riedwaan was less sure about that.

He rifled through the heap of classical and acoustic CDs. ‘How much Moby can one person listen to?’ he asked Fritz. The cat flattened her ears and hissed in reply.

In Clare’s bathroom, he opened one of the small pots of cream and held it to his nose. The jar carried the scent of her: tender, secret. Riedwaan put it down. He had done this so often in the homes of strangers. It had become second nature to look through the everyday artefacts of a woman’s life after her broken body had been found, searching for reasons why that woman stepped out for that minute and never returned to finish half-used jars of expensive cream or to serve the meal cooking in the oven.

Clare was tired – he knew it – wrung out by the last case they had worked on together, profiling a killer whose refinements of cruelty had turned the stomachs of men who considered themselves inured to depravity. She needed to visit her reclusive twin, Constance. She needed to be alone, away. But Riedwaan didn’t want her to leave him. He liked to live with the woman he slept with. The patterns of a long marriage like his, even if it was broken, ran deep.

He looked at himself in the mirror. He could get away without shaving. He showered and dressed, repressing the anxiety riffing down his spine. He fed Fritz. Clare would be back in half an hour. He went to watch for her. The sitting room was sparse, the way she liked it. The wooden floor a pale expanse that merged with the waves hurling themselves against the boulevard. He sat down on her sofa and picked up the pile of books she had been busy with before he had arrived the previous evening. There was a book on desert plants, the pollen of a forgotten cutting staining the index. A history of the Richtersveld, the harsh area around the Orange River. A novel about an early and murderous journey into that desert: Coetzee’s Dusklands. She had made notes in her guide to southern African seabirds. He snapped it shut, amused at the thought of Clare with binoculars around her neck, bird list in her hand.

In the kitchen, Fritz glared as Riedwaan waited for the kettle to boil. He took his coffee through to the spare room. Clare’s suitcase was open on the bed, half-packed. Clothes lay in methodical order, waiting to be placed in the suitcase. He picked up a dress, ran the silky black material through his hands and held it to his face. She must have worn it recently, because his touch released the feral tang of her sweat that lay just beneath the perfume she always wore. Jealousy surged through him. Who had she gone out with in that dress? Who had made her sweat?

He put it down and picked up a bra and a matching pair of panties – expensive, silky, low on the hip. Who were these for? Riedwaan could hear her mocking voice: for me is what she’d say. She was right, but her self-containment made him feel adolescent. He folded the dress again. He folded the bra and put it back. Her panties he slipped into his pocket. A memento for while she was away.

In the kitchen, Riedwaan put tomatoes on to grill and eggs to boil. He watched the last city lights go off. Cape Town in the light of the morning looked to him like a stripper past her prime. The lines were good, the breasts firm, but it was silicone and make-up that gave the nights their charge.

The front door opened. Riedwaan’s hand curled around the filleting knife on the sink. ‘Clare,’ he called.

‘You missed the best part of the day.’

Riedwaan looked at the knife in his hand in surprise. He passed a drying cloth over it and reached for a ripe melon.

Clare came in dripping, cheeks scarlet.

‘I’m not going to kiss you.’ She evaded him. ‘I’m sweaty and disgusting.’

‘Just how I like you.’ Riedwaan sliced the spanspek. He didn’t think much of fruit, but Clare loved it.

She picked up a slice and bit into it. ‘Perfect.’ She opened the window and put the skin on the sill for the birds waiting there. ‘Come and talk to me in the shower.’ She stripped, dropping her sweaty clothes into the washing machine.

‘In a minute,’ said Riedwaan, watching her disappear naked down the passage.

Clare stood under the shower. She loved the jet of water hot on her face, washing the sweat away. It took with it, though, the imprint of Riedwaan’s warm skin on hers. She was going to miss him, being away for a month. She massaged shampoo into her blonde hair, working it down to the ends that hung below her waist. Damn. She had meant to have it trimmed before she left.

‘You distract me with your clothes off.’ Clare had not heard Riedwaan come into the bathroom. ‘Especially when you look guilty like that. You thinking dirty thoughts?’

‘I’m not telling.’ Clare reached for the soap and scrubbed her shoulders.

‘I can do that for you.’ Riedwaan watched her deft hands lathering her body.

‘You’ve seen all this before.’

‘I’m not going to see it for weeks,’ he pleaded.

Clare rinsed her hair. It coiled over her shoulder like a snake, the water making it almost as dark as Riedwaan’s. She switched off the tap and stepped out of the shower.

‘I didn’t know you were interested in birds.’ Riedwaan did not take his eyes off her. Dripping wet, she was as easy with herself naked as she was clothed.

‘Well, I am. My father taught us. He would slam on the brakes in the middle of the highway, do a U-turn and hurtle back to identify some tiny ball of brown feathers. I decided that if I was going to die, at least I should know what I was dying for.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Riedwaan asked.

Clare caught the look on his face and laughed. ‘You never asked.’ She put on cream, smoothing out her arched brows. She reached for her red kimono and tied the cord tight, emphasising the curve of her hips.

‘I’ll come find you in Namaqualand. You can show a city boy what there is to like about all those flowers and birds.’

The thought of him at her sister’s farm bobbed bright as a lure, hiding the hook that lay beneath.

‘I’d love that.’ The need in her voice caught them both by surprise.

Riedwaan opened the door, letting in a blast of cold air. He reached for the words to tell her that things were more complicated than this morning routine. That Shazia was coming back. His wife. Instead, he pulled Clare towards him.

‘Not now,’ she said. ‘It’s freezing with the door open and I want my breakfast.’ She kissed him on the mouth and slipped out of his arms. ‘I’m going to get dressed.’


four

On the desolate southwest coast of Africa, Mara Thomson turned between the houses to take the short cut to school. A year ago, she had arrived as a volunteer teacher in Namibia with hope and two suitcases. The summer heat had buckled her knees as she stepped off the plane in the capital, Windhoek. The light had seared her eyes, but her heart had soared and she had walked across the blazing tarmac as if she was coming home. She had expected acacia trees etched against an orange sky. Instead, she was assigned to Walvis Bay. She cried herself to sleep for a week; then she’d decided to make a life for herself amongst the grime and the fog. A life that she was going to miss, now that she was leaving.

Mara jumped off her bike and wheeled it up the narrow alley, wondering why the dogs were barking. Elias Karamata was standing guard at a breech in the fence that was looped with chevronned tape. Black and yellow, nature’s danger signal.

‘Morning, Mara,’ Elias Karamata greeted the girl. Skinny and brown, in her hoodie and jeans, she looked like one of the boys she coached rather than a volunteer teacher.

‘What’s wrong, then?’ asked Mara, the clipped vowels marking her as foreign. English.

‘Kaiser Apollis,’ said Karamata, a gentle hand covering her arm. ‘He was found dead in the playground.’ He felt Mara tremble. At nineteen, she was still a wide-eyed child herself. ‘Go around the other way.’

Mara walked around to the main entrance of the school, glad that she had her bike to lean on. Her legs were shaking.

‘Where are you going, Miss Thomson?’

Mara had not seen Sergeant van Wyk until he had peeled himself off the wall and blocked her path.

‘I volunteer here,’ she said.

‘I’m sure you do. ID.’

Mara handed it to him, even though he knew full well who she was.

Van Wyk looked her passport over. ‘Only two weeks left on your visa.’

‘Since when did you do immigration?’ she shot back.

‘The dead boy.’ Van Wyk’s eyes were cold. ‘He’s wearing one of your soccer shirts.’ Mara paled. ‘Interesting coincidence.’

‘I know what you did to him. To Kaiser,’ said Mara. ‘I reported you.’

‘Oh, I know you did.’ Van Wyk was dismissive. ‘Didn’t get you or your little friend very far either, did it?’

Mara made for the entrance. That’s when Van Wyk moved, trapping her body against the frame of the door. His breath was hot with intimate menace. ‘I hear that you’ve been picking boys up in the clubs.’ His fist, hard and hidden from view, came to rest on the soft mound between her legs. ‘A step up from a rubbish dump, but sailors are a dangerous game, don’t you think?’

‘Why won’t you leave me alone?’ whispered Mara.

Van Wyk’s thin lips twisted into a smile. ‘It was you who started—’

‘Sergeant,’ Karamata interrupted. He was standing at the wall, his arms crossed. ‘The staff are waiting to be interviewed.’

Van Wyk dropped his hand, and Mara pushed past him, tears in her eyes.

‘I was just checking on Miss Thomson’s movements,’ Van Wyk said to Karamata as they walked back to the playground.

Tamar was sealing the last evidence bag, noting the time and date on each one. Karamata handed her the list of people who had been at school before they had arrived. ‘Who’ve you got here, Elias?’ she asked.

‘Calvin Goagab, of course, and his sons,’ said Karamata.

‘Really made my day, seeing him so early in the morning.’ Tamar grimaced. ‘Who else?’

‘Erasmus, the headmaster. Herman Shipanga you met, the caretaker who found the body. Darlene Ruyters, the Grade 1 teacher. She was in at six-thirty, but says she saw nothing. The only other person here was George Meyer. He drops his stepson Oscar early. Darlene Ruyters is his teacher and she keeps an eye on him until school starts.’

‘Oscar’s mother?’ asked Tamar. ‘Wasn’t she killed in that car accident six months ago?’

‘That’s her,’ said Karamata. He held the door open for Tamar. The school staff fell silent as she stepped into the stuffy staff-room. The preliminaries were soon over: statements, times for interviews, arrangements to close the school, the staff dismissed for the day.

Tamar drove back to the station, glad that she could lock her office door behind her. She let her head drop into her hands, allowing the first tears to splash onto the desk. It didn’t help to dam them all. When she decided it was enough, she made tea while she waited for her photographs to download. She wrapped her hands around the hot mug and stared at the images of the dead child on her screen. Again, she thought of Clare Hart.

She found Riedwaan Faizal’s number and dialled. ‘Captain Faizal? Tamar Damases here, Walvis Bay police.’

‘Tamar, it’s been a while,’ said Riedwaan. ‘You’ve got a body if you’re calling me.’

‘A dead boy in a school playground. Looks like the third in a series,’ said Tamar. ‘I’m going to need your profiler friend Dr Hart.’

‘We’ll need to pass it via the official channels,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But if you can get it past Supe Phiri I’ll persuade Clare.’

‘You’re on first-name terms now?’

‘You could put it like that,’ said Riedwaan, with a smile.

Clare closed her suitcase and went into the kitchen. Jeans and a white T-shirt. No make-up yet, her damp hair in a twist on top of her head. Riedwaan was leaning against the counter, the paper spread out in front of him. Her stomach grumbled as she kissed him.

‘I’m hungry,’ she said.

‘You look nice.’ Riedwaan drew her against him.

Clare dampened down the lick of desire that flared between his hands. She would lose the rhythm of her day if she let her body distract her.

‘We’ll be late,’ she said, prising herself loose. She sat down and helped herself to breakfast. ‘Who were you talking to?’

‘Phiri.’

‘So where’s the body?’

Riedwaan felt in his pocket for cigarettes.

‘Don’t smoke. It’s too early,’ said Clare.

Riedwaan shrugged and started stacking the dishwasher. She watched the muscles on his back flex under his shirt as she finished eating.

‘Very domestic,’ she said. ‘Maybe I should just stay here with you. Play housey-housey.’ She handed him her empty plate and slipped her arms around him.

Riedwaan laughed. ‘Ja, right.’

‘The other call?’ She had him, trapped between her and the dishwasher. ‘When I was in the shower?’

‘Captain Tamar Damases. From Namibia,’ said Riedwaan. Clare didn’t miss a thing. Why did he always forget that about her? ‘She came to your lectures last year on serial killers.’

Clare’s right eyebrow shot up.

‘Pretty. Soft voice. Tiny waist,’ said Riedwaan.

‘No wonder you remember her,’ said Clare. ‘Just your type.’

‘Was my type. You’re my type now. Skin, bone and attitude.’

‘So there is a body.’

‘It’s Monday morning,’ said Riedwaan. ‘There’s always a body.’


five

‘Hello?’ Clare’s phone was ringing as she opened her front door, laden with shopping bags.

‘Dr Hart? Please hold for Superintendent Phiri.’

‘Okay, I’m holding.’ She put down her bags, wondering if she had heard wrong.

‘Dr Hart?’ She hadn’t. The clipped formality could belong to only one man. ‘This is Phiri here. How are you?’

‘I’m well.’ Clare buried her surprise in pleasantries. ‘How nice to hear from you. How are you?’

‘Very busy, but well.’ Phiri took his cue from her. ‘I hope I haven’t got you at a bad time?’

‘Not at all.’ Clare could no longer ignore the growing knot of anxiety. ‘Has something happened to Riedwaan?’ she asked.

Phiri laughed. The low, melodious sound didn’t fit with Clare’s picture of him: precise moustache, stiff and exact in his uniform. ‘He’s fine,’ Phiri said. ‘Looks as if someone’s been looking after him.’

Clare blushed. She was glad there was no one except Fritz to see.

‘I have a situation that needs … lateral thinking. And tact – something I couldn’t get from Faizal for love or money. He suggested that I speak to you.’

Clare was taken aback. Phiri had always been reluctant to use her services as a profiler. He had a policeman’s distrust of civilians and a man’s scepticism about giving a woman authority.

‘How can I help you?’

‘I’d like to discuss it with you in person. In an hour. My office at twelve.’

Clare put down the receiver, took her shopping to the kitchen and packed it away.

Two weeks ago, Riedwaan had stayed the whole night with her, slipping into domesticity as if it were a second skin. It was not so easy for Clare. Doubling her shopping seemed easier than talking about boundaries and space and her secret pleasure at being held in the morning, but Phiri’s call warranted a few questions.

Riedwaan picked up on the fourth ring.

‘I’m meant to be going on holiday,’ said Clare. ‘Do you want to tell me what’s going on?’

‘I’m coming to the meeting, too. I’ll meet you outside the nut house.’

At five to twelve, Riedwaan pulled up outside the newly built Psychological Crimes Unit. It had been dubbed the nut house before the first brick was laid, and the name had stuck, much to Phiri’s chagrin.

Clare wrinkled her nose. ‘You smell horrible.’

Riedwaan ground his cigarette under his heel. ‘That’s a nice way to greet someone who just got you a job,’ he said, reaching his hand under her thick hair. Clare arched her neck. ‘Are your hackles always raised?’ he asked.

‘Only when I’m suspicious,’ Clare laughed. ‘Explain. Phiri’s my new best friend?’

‘Let’s just say he sees you as a way out of a tricky political corner.’ Riedwaan followed her up the marble stairs of the unit.

‘Since when was I the answer to someone’s political problems? Or you for that matter?’

‘Captain Tamar Damases,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Who called this morning?’

‘That’s the one.’

‘I don’t trust you, Riedwaan. There’s something going on that you’re not telling me.’

‘She called. Out of the blue. She was looking for you, not me.’ Riedwaan knocked on Phiri’s door before Clare could interrogate him further.

The senior superintendent gave the impression of a man in uniform, despite his civilian clothes. Phiri was lean to the point of thinness. He moved with the agility of the champion athlete he had been as a young man, desperate to escape the legacy of grinding poverty that illegitimacy had bequeathed him.

‘Thank you for coming, Dr Hart, Faizal. Can I offer you some coffee?’

Clare declined. Phiri’s coffee was notoriously strong and he only ever served it as he drank it – with three sugars and powdered milk.

‘You’ll have some, Faizal.’ It was not a question. It had taken Riedwaan twenty years with the police to learn which battles were worth fighting. This was not one of them and he accepted the cup without demur.

Phiri opened the Manila folder in front of him. ‘I have an unusual request to make, Dr Hart,’ he said, steepling his fingers over the single page of spidery notes, the careful handwriting of a man who had started school at twelve.

‘You know about the policing cross-border cooperation agreement signed between the South African government and some of our neighbours?’

‘Yes,’ said Clare. ‘It was signed in April as I remember.’

‘Correct,’ said Phiri. ‘Extremely tricky negotiations, as you can imagine. Very often what South Africa offers regionally is seen as interference, domination even, rather than cooperation.’ Phiri looked pained at the thought.

‘The agreement focuses on terrorism and weapons of mass destruction and car hijacking syndicates, doesn’t it?’ asked Clare.

‘That and the upsurge of armed gangs. We know that increasing numbers of soldiers from our … how shall I put it … less affluent neighbours are moonlighting as hired guns in South Africa for cash-in-transit heists and armed bank robberies. So the South African Police Service is providing expert assistance to our neighbours’ developing police forces.’

Clare looked from Phiri to Riedwaan. Riedwaan had just ventured his first sip of coffee and had a stricken look on his face. He was not going to be of any help.

‘That’s not my field of expertise at all,’ she said. ‘I specialise in head cases: psychological crimes, sexual murders in particular.’

‘I know,’ said Phiri, impatient at having his presentation speeded up. ‘That’s why I’ve called on you. One of the subclauses – 6.6 of the agreement if you want to read it – deals with unusual violent crimes. The current terminology for predatory sex crimes, serial rape or murder and unusual crimes against children.’

‘It excludes the more usual murders or assaults of children,’ Riedwaan added, ‘committed by their very own loving parents, teachers, relatives and—’

Phiri cleared his throat. ‘Thank you, Faizal. It was the best that could be produced in a short period. At least we’ve something to work with.’

‘I do apologise, sir,’ said Riedwaan with just sufficient sincerity to pacify his boss.

‘As I was saying, Dr Hart,’ said Phiri, turning back to Clare, ‘section 6.6 deals with unusual violent crimes. As you know, few of our neighbours have either the manpower or the scientific expertise to investigate crimes such as these. We’ve had our first request for assistance of this nature. I’m very keen that we’re successful with this particular case. It’ll go some way in showing that the agreement’s worth something and that we can provide a service beyond our borders.’

‘So what happened where?’ asked Clare. ‘And why me?’

‘We’ve had a request from the Namibian police, from Captain Tamar Damases of their Sexual Violence and Murder Unit. Faizal said she was keen that we ask you.’

‘Ask me what exactly?’ asked Clare.

‘That you go up to assist with an investigation. She thinks they need a profiler.’ Phiri picked up his rose-speckled cup and sipped and put it back on its saucer. The clatter was loud in the silence. He was the only policeman Clare knew who drank from a cup and saucer. His mother had given the set to him when he had been made a senior superintendent. She did not think it fitting that her only son should drink from the chipped assortment of mugs the rest of the force used.

‘I’m flattered that you asked me,’ Clare said into the silence that stretched between them. ‘But surely it’d be easier if someone employed by the police went up. Captain Faizal, for example.’ She looked at Riedwaan. He pretended to drink his coffee and avoided her gaze.

‘Dr Hart, the protocol is new, the bureaucracy not quite in place and the Namibians are territorial. What Captain Faizal suggested was that you go and work with the investigation. We send him up next week when we have all the formalities sorted out.’

‘Where would I be based?’ asked Clare.

‘Walvis Bay,’ Faizal interrupted Phiri’s answer. There was a note of apology in his voice. As there should be. Clare had spent two godforsaken months there working on a documentary. The hot desert wind had whipped red sand off the dunes and ruined her camera.

‘Faizal tells me that you know the place,’ said Phiri.

Clare wondered what else Riedwaan had told the superintendent. ‘I know it a bit,’ she said.

‘Will you consider it?’

Clare shifted in her seat, repressing an uninvited flash of memory: stars hanging low as lamps in the sky, the desert’s nocturnal creatures calling, and her yielding to a man who had taken measure of her loneliness and her desire. She had given herself to him for a week, then flown home, edited her film and ignored his phone calls until they stopped.

‘Tell me more about the case,’ she said.

‘A dead child. Bizarre killing. The body displayed in a schoolyard. Bullet to the head, but ritual marks and other peculiarities on the corpse. Reminiscent of at least one other. Maybe more. Interested?’

Clare was intrigued and Phiri could see it. He knew how to play her and she wondered how much of that was thanks to Riedwaan. ‘I am,’ she confessed, despite her misgivings at being the subject of discussion. ‘But I need some more detail.’

‘Faizal has all the notes. He’ll brief you,’ said Phiri with a tone of finality. ‘There are the crime-scene photographs. No autopsy yet. They’re holding that up until you get there. A few preliminary interviews. She’s smart, this Damases. Organised.’ He picked up Riedwaan’s abandoned cup and put it on the tray on the counter behind him. He closed the file in front of him and stood up. The meeting was over.

Clare stood too. ‘Thank you, Superintendent Phiri.’

‘I watched you work the last time, Dr Hart. You were very … effective. Let me know what you decide and what you need. You’ll be working under Faizal.’ He straightened the immaculately arrayed files on his desk. ‘Not a position I’d have chosen. But not everyone has the same taste I suppose.’

No secrets in the force, thought Clare. Everyone knew that Phiri, at fifty, still lived with his mother and that she made his lunch every day.

So, no reason that they wouldn’t know that Riedwaan had been staying with her, although the breach in her hard-won privacy – secrecy, her sisters call it – rankled.

She followed Riedwaan to what he called his office. More a corner of chaos which his colleagues avoided like a domestic incident on a Saturday night.

‘You’ve got some explaining to do, Riedwaan,’ she said, closing the door. ‘I don’t for one minute imagine that Phiri thought this little scheme up by himself.’

‘It’s nearly lunch time. I need something to eat before we discuss this.’ Riedwaan picked up a file with Tamar Damases’s notes. ‘You going to feed me?’


six

‘What has Captain Damases got so far?’ asked Clare, carrying a tray of fresh bread, carpaccio and a salad onto her balcony.

‘Three dead boys. All in and around Walvis Bay. This boy, they found this morning.’ Riedwaan turned over the top page of the faxed docket. ‘And two others: Nicanor Jones and Fritz Woestyn. All found about a week apart.’

Clare stroked her cat, winding in and out between her ankles. ‘And?’

‘Same age, same cause of death. Vulnerable kids, easy targets. No one to report them missing. All the weird stuff with the binding, the risky display on the swing. It just said serial to her. She thought, rightly I imagine, that if she gets someone up there now there’s a better chance of cracking it before another body washes up.’

‘Sounds like a textbook case,’ said Clare. She rolled a piece of paper-thin fillet between her fingers and ate it. ‘What’s the new boy’s name?’

‘Waiting for a positive ID, but they have him as Kaiser Apollis. Looks fourteen, could be sixteen. Been living on the street like the other two victims. Aids orphan, apparently. There’s a sister around somewhere, but no interview yet. That’s scheduled for the day after tomorrow. With you,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Here, have a look at Captain Damases’s photographs.’

He pushed away their plates and spread out the pictures on the table. His phone rang. Not his usual ring tone, but one a little girl had recorded before she left for Canada with her mother. The child’s voice, sweet and plaintive, called him: ‘Daddy, Daddy, it’s me.’

‘Yasmin?’ asked Clare.

‘Yup.’ Riedwaan looked at his watch. ‘My biweekly father-hood ration.’ He stood up, phone already to his ear. ‘Hello, baby girl. How’s Canada?’ Clare heard him say as he closed the door so that he could speak privately to the seven-year-old daughter he had not seen for almost a year.

Clare turned her attention to the images in front of her. They were eerie; the body huddled like any child escaping on the finite flight of a swing. The image nudged a buried memory. The tug of that weightless second at the top of the arc before the free fall of return; the solemn face of Clare’s twin sister, watching her swing up higher, higher, higher. Away from her. Until Constance could stand it no longer and caught the swing, tumbling Clare out, dissolving Clare’s rage with tears. Their father had removed the swing after that. To keep Clare safe, is how he had explained it. Clare and her older sister Julia had seethed, knowing that the real reason was to keep Constance calm. Clare felt for the forgotten scar on her elbow. The smooth ridge of skin was still there.

‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’ Clare had not heard Riedwaan return. He put his hand on her arm, drawing her back into the present.

‘This tyre swing. We had one when we were children. I loved it. It made me feel free.’ She turned to face him. ‘How are things with Yasmin?’

‘Fine,’ said Riedwaan. ‘She’s fine.’

‘Shazia?’

A shadow crossed Riedwaan’s face at the mention of his estranged wife. He shrugged and did not meet Clare’s gaze. ‘The same.’ He picked up the crime-scene pictures. ‘What do you think of this?’

‘So spiteful to kill a child on a swing,’ said Clare, leaving the painful subject of Riedwaan’s broken family.

‘It looks like he was killed elsewhere; no blood in situ.’ Riedwaan’s attention was focused back on the soluble problem in front of him. ‘He was dead a good couple of days before he was dumped at the school. Maybe kept out beyond the fog belt, in the heat. The body was starting to smell bad,’ said Riedwaan, scanning through the faxed notes.

‘Why in a playground?’ mused Clare.

‘That’s the thing with nuts. It makes no sense unless you get inside their heads. Why put him on show a couple of days after he’s dead? What were they doing together all that time?’

‘The other two, were they also found near schools?’

‘No. Tamar has linked them because they were all head-shot wounds, same calibre gun. Intermediate range and similar victim profile. Ligatures or remnants of ligatures. And the timing, too – looks to her like there’s a pattern. A killing, then a cooling-off period.’

‘You think you have me stitched up then?’ Clare asked. The image of the dead boy had sapped the tentative spring sun of warmth, but she could not be sure that he was the source of her unease. She packed away the photographs and ushered Riedwaan to the front door.

‘Come on, Clare. You’re not going to say no. I’ll be there next week, when Phiri gets the paperwork done.’ Riedwaan, as usual, was reluctant to leave.

‘I must phone Constance first,’ said Clare, distracted. On the far side of the bay was a ribbon of white beach and beyond that the mountains, softened by distance. Clare imagined the road she would have taken up to Namaqualand, to see her twin. She felt the old tug deep within her. ‘Tell her I’m not coming.’

‘You and your twin,’ Riedwaan sighed. ‘I watch you, but don’t ask me how your minds work.’

‘It’s one mind,’ said Clare, ‘divided in two.’

She closed the front door behind him and walked through her apartment, picking up clothes, CDs and books that Riedwaan had discarded. Before she realised what she was doing, she had bundled his things into a bag. She dropped it at the front door, feeling lighter. The thought of a working journey felt good, right; this holiday idea, going to stay in the middle of nowhere with Constance, had not. Two birds with one stone, you could say. Clare took a deep breath, releasing the tension in her neck, and went to phone her twin.

As she dialled she pictured Constance as if she were with her. The hip-length curtain of dark hair; the shoulder blades and angular hips jutting against the seamless white she always wore over her scarred body. Clare let the phone ring three times. She put it down. Redialled. Another three rings. She hated these subterfuges, this pandering to a neurosis so deep it had worked into the marrow of her sister’s existence. And her own, she thought, irritation and hopeless love welling up together.

‘Constance,’ said Clare, envisaging her twin in the dim farmhouse of their childhood.

‘Are you all right?’ Her twin’s voice had the same soughing as wind in pine trees. You had to lean in to her to hear her. Which meant that when she spoke, which was rarely, everyone stopped, leaned in close, listened.

‘I’m fine,’ said Clare.

‘You aren’t coming.’ Constance laughed, a silvery peal. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to call.’

‘I’m sorry, Constance. Something came up. A work thing. I have to go.’

‘The dead boys.’ Constance said it simply, a statement of fact.

‘How did you know?’ Clare’s skin crawled.

‘Television. We pick up the Namibian broadcasts here sometimes. I saw a snippet about a boy on a swing in a school in a desert. I thought, she’ll go to him, instead of coming here to me.’ The mocking, musical laugh again. ‘I thought, he’s waiting there for Clare.’
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