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Praise for Coldsleep Lullaby

‘A beautifully assured whodunit … The narrative segues between present-day and 17th-century Stellenbosch, until Brown bends the strands together like two electrical wires that flare up in revelation.’

– Michele Magwood, Sunday Times

‘A cracker of a thriller … engagingly written with a real sense of drama and narrative tension.’

– Jennifer Crocker, Cape Times

‘An excellent and gripping novel … This is not simply a murder mystery – it is an excellently presented chronicle of the complexities of the human experience.’

– Conrad Linström, Pretoria News

‘Brown writes with great compassion … and although Coldsleep Lullaby opens a Pandora’s box of suffering, Brown releases, too, a delicate butterfly of hope.’

– Margie Orford, Cape Times

‘This is a book to curl up with and devour way past bedtime, the rhythm of the plot well weighted, and always moving at a steady clip … this is a confident and thrilling second novel from an exciting literary talent.’

– Tom Gray, iafrica.com

‘A first-rate thriller.’

– Brian Joss, Community Newspapers, Cape Town

‘A finely crafted novel with an unstoppable plot.’

– Jenny Crwys-Williams, Top Billing





Praise for Inyenzi

‘One of the best novellas to come out of Africa in ages.’

– Financial Mail

‘An extraordinary, well-researched book … Inyenzi is a brave, bold, confident and compassionate work.’

– Cape Times

‘An intelligent, finely drawn evocation of a beautiful suffering country.’

– Leadership

‘This is a valuable book in that it brings down to earth the facts of the post-holocaust century.’

– Cape Argus

‘Andrew Brown is a graceful and eloquent narrator who crafts a delicate blend of devastating non-fiction and lucid story telling.’

– Marie Claire

‘The novel is relevant and it is hoped that it will inspire observers and the people of Rwanda to document a history of what should never have been.’

– Sowetan

‘Read the book. It is a gripping, graphic and exciting story told by a gifted writer.’

– Southern Cross

‘You will keep turning the pages to the very last one, so powerful is the love story.’

– Cape Times





Praise for Street Blues

‘Street Blues … is a must-read … At times hilarious, at others shocking, this compassionate and beautifully crafted book will draw you in and give you a unique portrait of South Africa.’

– Margie Orford, Psychologies

‘Excellent … [Brown] knows how to tell a good story – in this case, several good stories – and he’s as good at humour as at pathos.’

– Barbara Ludman, Mail & Guardian

‘Street Blues [has] an urgency, an immediacy that proves totally convincing … Brown has a wicked way with words.’

– James Mitchell, Star

‘Fascinating … A riveting read.’

– Mango Juice

‘Some of the stories will make your hair stand up while others will make you chuckle … Street Blues is highly recommended and Brown paints a disturbing picture of the life that the men and women in blue have to endure.’

– Brian Joss, Southern Mail

‘Well written and filled with colourful, sometimes disturbing accounts of the people and cases [Brown] encountered.’

– Tymon Smith, Sunday Times

‘As an imaginative novelist … and a beautiful writer, [Brown] is able to create a portrait of police work that leaves you with the smell of blood in your nostrils and the feel of someone’s slushy garbage under your feet … His book takes you on a roller-coaster ride which will sicken, terrify and amuse.’

– Skyways





Praise for Refuge

‘If you want to know what the hottest issue is right now in our writing, then read this book. If you want to remember that feeling of amazement at the triumph of literature over the blindness of the establishment, get hold of this novel.’

– Leon de Kock, Sunday Independent

‘Andrew Brown is probably one of the best of the new generation of South African writers … What is most pleasing about Brown is that he sacrifices neither a good plot nor social commentary. With writers like him, the South African crime novel is both coming of age and becoming a serious contender on the global literary stage.’

– Anthony Egan, Mail & Guardian

‘This novel astonishes with the power and beauty of the writing, combined with sheer readability and page-turning compulsion … A startling, yet quietly powerful book whose reach will be immense.’

– Arja Salafranca, Pretoria News

‘Refuge is everything that a reader could want from a book. It’s well written, thought provoking and compelling. This is a book that you really don’t want to miss.’

– Wordsworth Books

‘Andrew Brown is that rare breed of crime writer who can make you question society while still remaining riveted in the pages of his story … Refuge is fast, sometimes witty, sometimes tragic, and always very, very good.’

– Bianca Capazorio, Cape Argus

‘Andrew Brown once again delves into the underbelly of our society and reveals the not-so-pretty parts that we’d prefer to keep hidden … [A] fine, fast-paced and intriguing read.’

– Lydia Boeddinghaus, FairLady

‘A Cape Town lawyer, a Nigerian beauty and a Russian thug are the leading characters in a story that is fast moving, well written and sobering …

The plight of Nigerian refugees, the cultural values of a refugee group trying to retain social values of their homeland and their ruthless exploitation and maltreatment, form both an interesting background picture and a blemish on our own society.

Brown, himself a practicing lawyer, feeds the text with courthouse drama.’

– Dries Brunt, Citizen

‘One of the finest pieces of local writing that I have read in years, Refuge is brilliantly constructed and is compulsive reading. When criminal lawyer Richard meets a breathtakingly beautiful Nigerian masseuse, his life changes in ways he never thought possible. He is pulled into a dark, exotic underworld of deception and brutality. The book portrays the Nigerian/South African condition in a truly incisive way. A must-read.’

– True Love

‘With xenophobia a key part of the landscape, Refuge explores many issues thrust into the South African consciousness. As an expose of cruel and disdainful human nature, Refuge is an emotionally gut-wrenching and gripping fictional tale of crisis and betrayal, with story threads so intricately woven every character is affected; criminals, police, judges, the man in the street, are all caught in a web of deceit – the vicious cycle of abuse and exploitation is continued … Refuge grips from the first line.’

– Joanne Hichens, Cape Times

‘I loved this book and will read it again and again … It is a riveting read from one of South Africa’s most compelling authors.’

– Lindi Obose, Sowetan

‘Refuge is not only a first class thriller that sweeps you along from page 1, it is also a commentary on xenophobia, organised crime and the sameness of suburbia that seamlessly comes together in a gut-wrenching climax … Beg, borrow or steal it, but read it, you will not be disappointed.’

– Brian Joss, Tygertalk
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For my mother






Whence comes solace? Not from seeing,

What is doing, suffering, being;

Not from noting Life’s conditions,

Not from heeding Time’s monitions;

But in cleaving to the Dream

And in gazing at the Gleam

Whereby gray things golden seem.

– Thomas Hardy (1840–1928)







ONE

ARTHUR SHIMANSKY PULLED the lapels of his tweed jacket together. It was a vain endeavour to ward off the early-morning wind that whipped at him from the seafront. Chip packets and leaves skittered around his legs like rats, brushing against his trousers. The jacket was worn thin in places, with loose threads that waved free in the air. His wife, Dora, had patched one of the elbows, sewing a piece of imitation leather onto the torn fabric, making it stiff and difficult to bend. The other elbow didn’t match, but Shimansky did not seem to mind. The coat was warm and familiar, and the Cape winter was at its foulest. The days of monotonous drizzle were endless, broken only by the blustery winds and heavy rains of an occasional storm. These were nothing like the summer storms in the Swartland he remembered from his childhood, where the rain hissed and smacked onto the hot stoep, drops bouncing and skipping across the painted surface like tossed mielie kernels. The city had none of this rural turmoil; a cold inertia seemed to have settled on the low horizon.

Dora had always fussed over him, darning his clothes, knitting itchy woollen pullovers and jerseys. She would have shouted at him by now, leaving the house without his scarf and gloves. ‘God can’t be watching you every second of the day, Arthur.’ He had managed to get by without her, and there were reasons to keep going, but his sense of purpose and direction had failed. Only habit drove him forward, the maintenance of his routine. He still made eggs with kippers on a Sunday morning, filling the small flat with an awful combination of smells. But the food was tasteless, the filleted flesh like ash in his mouth. He usually ended up throwing most of it away, putting the fish on a plate under the bushes for the neighbourhood cat. Yet to end the ritual would be to forget Dora, her weekly refrain, ‘Nice kippers, Arthur’, whatever their presentation. A hundred small observances, stacked up in loyalty and loneliness, making a life. And so the days passed, plodding ceaselessly, in some ways as if nothing had happened, yet also entirely shattered. It was nearly two years – he would not have thought it possible.

The wind carried needles of rain off the sea, thin splinters that spiked his cheeks, leaving them rough and glowing red. He could smell the seaweed thrown up overnight, lying in oily clumps on the rocks. Beyond the main road he could see the froth churned up on the top of the swells, thundering into the Promenade wall, like rugby players shouldering into tackle bags. The physicality made him flinch. His left hip hurt and the angle of the road made the arthritis in his knee flare, slowing his progress. One of these days he would need a stick to help him navigate his way. He hoped the shul committee had not noticed; they were waiting for a reason to find a new caretaker. They felt he was a liability, and his body betrayed him with every jarring step.

Shimansky stopped alongside a street pole and rested his knee. The tendon under the cartilage ached, where he could not reach it. He lifted the joint, letting his foot hang free for a moment, providing some relief. Above, two seagulls cried, the one chasing the other for a morsel it had found. Something moved between the parked cars across the road. He put his foot down again, waiting for another movement. If his eyesight were better, he would be able to see if it was a dog. He hated dogs, the way they slunk around, unpredictably rushing at one. They operated on instinct, impulsive and yet sometimes malicious. As a boy he had been bitten while riding his bicycle home from school. He had just passed the butcher’s shop, with its fresh carcasses hanging in the window. A mangy cross-breed came tearing out from an open gate, its pig-like eyes focused on him. He saw the pink of its gums as it opened its jaws and ripped at his ankle. The damage had not been great: a torn trouser hem and a red line of injured skin. But he had never trusted the animals after that, always crossing the road to avoid them and jumping with fright when they rushed at him from behind barred gates.

The shape moved again: it was too big for a dog. It was a crouched figure, watching him in the half-light of the dawn. Shimansky waited, turning around to face it. The street child stepped out into the road and stared back at him. It seemed like a long moment to be gazing at another person without saying anything, but so they remained in the poor light, an ageing man and a young boy, each motionlessly watching the other. The boy was wearing a scruffy coat, meant for an adult, and sneakers with no laces. His bright yellow-and-green woollen hat was rolled up like a balaclava, pulled down across his forehead, almost obscuring his eyes.

‘Hey, you!’ Shimansky shouted finally, waving his hands feebly. ‘What d’you want, hey? Go away. Leave me alone.’

They continued to stare at each other, the young boy saying nothing.

‘Go away,’ Shimansky said more quietly, willing the boy to turn around and leave. These are the ones you have to be careful of, the young ones, already addicted to drugs, the ones who will stab you just for your watch or your shoes. He did not feel scared for himself; death was not something to run away from, not any more. He had reached a stage when living and dying were evenly balanced, for absence seemed as desirable as presence, and respite as worthy as enterprise. But he might disappoint Dora, dying in the gutter at the hands of a ragged kid. It would be humiliating, degrading of her memory, somehow. And it would mean that Josh, his son, would be on his own.

The figure remained where he was. Shimansky turned, muttering to himself, and shuffled further along the pavement until he reached the gate. By now he was breathing heavily, and he paused before hunting for the keys. Glancing sideways, he saw a flash of yellow and green, closer now. He fumbled for his keys, pulling out a heavy set that jangled as if alive. He pressed his yarmulke into place on his thinning grey hair before pushing the gate open. He touched his fingers to the mezuzah, the prayer of entry on his lips as he stepped inside the courtyard. The empty flower bed along the wall looked grimy, and its soil had washed over the edge of the paving stones. He would ask the gardener to put more plants in, but perhaps only when the worst of the cold was over. The old man was careful to avoid the pools of water as he made his way across the paving stones. If his shoes got soaked now, they would stay wet for the rest of the day.

Shimansky paused at the step that led up to the door of the shul. The key had twisted on its ring, and he grunted as he brought the set of five keys closer to his face. His eyesight was getting worse, even with his new prescription glasses. His fear was that he had become a liability, an issue to be discussed at the committee meetings. When can we ask Shimansky to go? The debate about his slow performance, their shaking heads and clucking mouths as they sipped their tea, licking teiglach syrup from their lips. And then someone would mention Dora. And then Josh. And the debate would end for another month, until the next time. Was that how it was?

He managed to pull the key free and stepped clumsily up to the Yale lock. He heard the gate squeak behind him. The noise made him turn, off balance now. He put his hand against the closed door to steady himself. But the door yielded to his weight, swinging inwards on its oiled hinges.

That’s not right, Shimansky thought in annoyance as he fell face forward into the cold antechamber.





TWO

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR EBERARD Februarie pulled the pillow over his head. The air around him smelt sour, like vomit. Had he thrown up, he wondered vaguely, sickened further by his own indifference. His belly and his thighs felt greasy, and the damp sheet was rucked up under him. He pulled the edges of the pillowslip down, trying to seal out the light and foul air, like an animal in its lair. The radio alarm had clicked into life, the shrill voices of advertisers hocking their snake oil and promises to their waking audience. The news was up on the hour, he was told by a cheery female voice. He could hear splatters of rain, or grit, driven by the wind against the grimy glass panes. He extended his legs, sticky under the duvet. Every movement, however small, made his brain throb against his skull, shifting the pain from his eyes to his forehead, then to his temples, then back to behind his eyes. His brain was lopsided like a runny egg, he thought, slopping beneath a thin membrane. His tongue felt thick. He needed something to clean his mouth, something to sear away the staleness of another night of cigarettes and alcohol. And sex, perhaps; he couldn’t be sure. A tumbler of vodka would do it. A blast of wind made the front door rattle on its loose hinges.

The newsreader came on air, unsympathetic, throwing out information in measured bites.

‘And in the latest of its counter-offensives in Lebanon, the Israeli Air Force continued with early-morning bombing raids today. Lebanese government officials told the press that the shelling had destroyed a school and a tinned food factory inside Lebanon. They estimate the civilian death toll to be as high as thirty-five, including several women and children. The Israeli spokesman insisted that the raid was aimed at Hezbollah strongholds massing close to the northern Israeli border.’

It was too early in the morning for the Israelis and Hezbollah, over his head. The air around him smelt sour, like too early to sift through the propaganda and the posturing. Human shields and tanks filled with overzealous soldiers. Eberard groaned inwardly, but made no attempt to reach the radio alarm. The aggressor of the moment would be the one easily hated, the video footage allowing for superficial conclusions, an effortless choice between wailing mothers and grim-faced combatants. Sixty-second portrayals of a crisis the length and depth of the human condition itself. But for the Israelis the rules remained as simple as a knife-fight. He admired the tough response to hard situations, though he would admit this only quietly. He envied the lack of public relations concerns, the desire to win quickly and decisively, with no recriminations. The invasion of Gaza had invoked the ire of the world, yet the Israelis were intractable. The khaki-clad commanding officer had been interviewed on CNN the night before. ‘We are done when we are done,’ he said simply. So unlike the Americans in their suits and ties, suggesting that combat was a matter of accounting, rather than blood and bits of children splattered across walls. Never had anti-Israel sentiment been so fervent. But they were unmoved: this is a military offensive; this is what is required. This is what we need to achieve; this is how we do it.

So unlike our police service, Eberard thought, lifting an edge of the pillow and squinting at the dishevelled room. Increasingly, the police were being crippled by changing political tides at provincial and national level. Nepotism was rife and each new commissioner promised an end to corruption, shouting slogans into the air, only to be removed, eventually, in scandal. The last commissioner had been implicated in kickbacks from government tenders on new handguns for the metropolitan force. He was still suspended, on full pay, waiting the outcome of the investigation. The newspapers showed him with the deputy director for the Treasury, sitting on a golf cart and smiling broadly. A cabinet shuffle had moved the erstwhile Minister of Police into the political cul-de-sac of Technology Affairs; the ministry had been renamed Security and Social Order, with the ambitious Dupisani Favi at its helm. Favi was married to the sister of the Minister in the Presidency, and was reported to have the ear of the president himself. Already the liberal press were obsequiously suggesting that he might be a presidential successor in the making.

But, like those before him, the new minister was a politician, not a policeman. He had not worked a day in the police force, and he treated his new ministry as a political stepping stone. It was as if he didn’t expect to remain there long enough to require an understanding of its workings. Instead, he concentrated his energies on bold speeches, declaring war on internal graft and on drug-related crime, while championing the new Social Values Act, a cornerstone of the government’s populist strategy to rebuild its power base. He hadn’t bothered to take the time to meet with permanent force leadership or to consider the position of rank-and-file police. He was bold and expansive, positioning himself as a visionary of social engineering. This left little time for appreciating the boiling frustrations of his employees.

Eberard, meanwhile, as an inspector of some eighteen years’ experience, remained trapped by racial quotas favouring officers who were blacker than him, like a bully’s hand holding him beneath the surface of the water. By that, and his own self-destructive behaviour. But there was nowhere else for him to go. This was still his life.

‘Anti-Islamic protests continued in Paris yesterday, with those supporting the Christian Militia Party openly burning Muslim headgear outside a Paris mosque. The French prime minister told a press conference that he had great sympathy for the expression of anger by ordinary French citizens, but asked that they show restraint. Mosques and Hindu temples across Paris remained under guard following last week’s violent protests. Meanwhile, in Ohio yesterday, US President Harvey addressed a rally, promising America a return to traditional family values. Harvey told the crowd of over twenty thousand people that the moral decay perpetrated by the Democrats under Obama was to be reversed. The rally comes shortly before the Conservative Bill on the teaching of creationism in American schools is due to be presented to the legislature …’

Eberard groaned, aloud this time. The figure next to him stirred in the shadows, shifting beneath the sheets. He stretched out his arm, his fingers tingling as the blood flowed back into his hand. He felt across the surface of the bedside table, his fingertips stabbing into sticky patches, until they reached the small radio alarm. A shaft of light made him screw up his eyes and gasp. His fingers drummed desperately on the radio buttons, and eventually the announcer fell silent. ‘Ordinary citizens’ and ‘traditional family values’. What did this even mean, he wondered. These were hollow phrases in his world. The provincial office of the Serious Crimes Unit was no place for family values. It was the collection point for human dysfunction, it was where the depths of viciousness were plumbed and recorded, it was the filing system for depravity. He had just completed the trial of three men and a woman, accused of murdering young albinos for township muti. They had stalked their victims, waiting for the moment to lure them away before slitting their throats. Eberard had tracked them for eight months, picking through the human remains at crime scenes, arresting the muti sellers, testing grizzled pieces of meat for human DNA. His drinking had increased as the case dragged on. The frustration as the killers eluded him, and the pile of victims mounted, tore at his resolve. Communities were hesitant to help with the investigation, fearing the power of the sorcery or a perception of complicity perhaps. But he had slowly developed a picture of the three men, amassing evidence against them from reluctant witnesses and forensic analysis. The involvement of a fourth perpetrator, a woman with two children of her own, had been unexpected. While the men were brutal and slow-witted, she was cunning, challenging him at every turn, even when he had a confession from one of the men that named her as the lynchpin. Then she had put a curse on Eberard, flicking a foul liquid onto his clothes and invoking evil to strike him down. He had thought nothing of it, until he had mentioned it on the witness stand. The gasps from the gallery, and the grave face of the Xhosa court interpreter, indicated the seriousness of her attack.

‘This is a very bad thing,’ the interpreter had said to him, taking his arm during a recess. ‘This is very bad. You must go and see a sangoma to have this curse lifted, Inspector.’ Eberard had merely nodded. ‘No, Inspector, I know you don’t believe. You think that it won’t affect you because you aren’t a Xhosa. But this isn’t about the colour of your skin. This isn’t a religion that you can believe in or leave alone. It’s a poison, this curse. You must have it lifted by those that know about these things.’

Eberard had not taken the interpreter’s advice, and in its way the curse had stayed with him. The judge had sentenced the three men to several life terms of imprisonment, but the witch had worked a seductive charm, drawing the court to her bosom with tales of courage and endurance. She had minimised her role in the killings, and escaped with only fifteen years. The curse was Eberard’s knowledge that she would be released while he was still on the force. The curse was that he would be watching for her, tracking her in never-ending cycles.

Now that the trial was over, he had hoped his mood would recover. But he felt as bereft as ever. He was plagued by the memory of the mothers who had lost their children. Their mourning was deep, but stricken with ambivalence. Albinos, milky-skinned and often sight-impaired, were still shunned, aberrations that reflected somehow on their parentage. The funerals were small, the bodies hurriedly returned to the earth as if to hide them. The women spoke of their sons and daughters with love and shame, but he had no explanation for them, no comfort. And none for himself. Whatever was missing, or broken inside him, he knew he could not carry on. It was not just that his body would be unable to sustain his nightly bingeing, his stomach lining scorched by liquor and his liver aching from abuse, but his emotional health was shattered too. He felt close to tears all the time, even when he was drunk. Especially when he was drunk. Sobriety was unimaginable, but intoxication brought no relief, futility flooding his soul with self-hatred. The heat-scarred skin on his neck and shoulders pulled tight and itched, and the alcohol eased this physical pain too. ‘Self-medicating,’ his psychologist had explained to him. She was wrong, he knew. Medication suggested a desire to heal, or at least to escape. But he drank out of loathing, a malignant desire to destroy himself. His ex-wife, Tanja, called him pathetic. But once he had a drink in him, there could be no resistance to his need for more. Once he started, he drank until he could no longer lift his hand, pouring bottles of liquor into his body as if trying to quench some conflagration. As if the fires of hell itself were burning inside him.

Tanja had found God. She told him she had also found a boyfriend at her church group. She said her life had been saved from ruination. Wrought by him, he understood her to mean. It was said with spite, but she wasn’t being unfair. He knew how his drinking had rent their life apart. He had never actually hit her – was that the standard by which he was to judge himself ? – but he had scared her with his violent outbursts. He had filled their cramped home with toxicity. When Christine was born, he felt the weight of responsibility smothering him. He tried counselling, but his stressed reactions mirrored the person he had become. It did not help to talk of post-traumatic stress disorder as if it were a curable illness. There was no escape for him and so no solution for his family. Except to leave.

Tanja was content to find comfort in spiritual promises. She deserved to be happy, after everything that had happened. But he still could not find his peace with her. They continued to litter their forced interactions with spite and aggression.

Eberard threw the pillow aside, allowing the cold morning light to pierce his eyelids. When he opened them, just slightly, the room seemed strangely disproportionate, the bedside lamp large and foreboding, while the door to the bathroom had receded to a child’s plaything. Perhaps he had finally damaged his brain, he thought, warped his sense of perception once and for all. The tilted angle of the room only sharpened his nausea, the urge to throw up clenching his stomach.

He had fought with Tanja the night before. It had started with a telephone call from her, complaining that the school had approached her, again, about unpaid school fees. ‘How dare you put Christine’s education at risk,’ she had shouted at him. ‘You know she wants to go to college next year. You’re such a selfish bastard.’ Tanja knew how to hurt him, sharpening his guilt into a blade that she deftly wielded. He had thrown the phone down and poured himself a dose of gin, downing the aromatic liquid and pouring another before he even had time to think of the consequences. He couldn’t remember now, had he called her back? Drunk and abusive? Pleading and morose? Oh, God, he moaned silently, please not. He would check the last calls on his phone. If her number appeared, he would have to find a way to make amends.

Eberard pushed himself up against the headboard, the pillow crushed beneath his weight. Next to him, Angel whimpered, her legs trembling with spasms that made the muscle twitch, like a dog dreaming of chasing a rabbit. When she first let go of the day, her body made lurching shudders, falling gradually into the tremors of sleep, and now, interrupted by the looming morning, there was a shivering resistance to being woken. She whispered something, a little cry from the darkness of a dream. Eberard was one of the few people who knew Angel’s real name. Laetitia Apolis. From Bishop Lavis. She had taken to the streets years before as a teenager to escape the abuse from her father and a drug-pushing older brother. She would never let Eberard call her Laetitia though. It was not just that Angel was her working name; it went further than that. Her real name reminded her of where she’d come from. It suggested a different life, a little girl with tight pigtails who might have had other choices. A life that could have been different; she might just have been Laetitia Apolis from the Lavis.

Eberard had first met Angel years before, when she was fifteen. She had got caught up in a sting operation, simply with the wrong customer at the wrong time. The man had been netted with two kilograms of cocaine in the boot of his car and Angel’s lips around his sagging erection. Eberard still remembered her pretty face – a petite, upturned nose and wide, dark eyes – looking up at him from the man’s lap. Usually, the jintoes were angry for having their business wrecked, or went on the offensive as a means of defence. But she had looked up at him, a young constable at the time, with humiliation and shame. The other cops had sniggered and pushed her around, but Eberard had been silent, his emotions raw and confused.

He looked at her sleeping next to him. There was still something pretty about her, in a sassy way. But time on the street had ravaged and scarred her face. She had become addicted to crack cocaine, sold to her by her pimp. The drug had reduced her body to a bony frame and had nearly killed her. Drug abuse remained a constant battle for her, but there were periods now when she was able to stay clean. She had been eating better recently, mostly cheap takeaways, but still remained slim. Her body was girlish and lithe, although her face kept its cadaverous hollowness, her cheekbones prominent and her teeth showing when she slept. Her pimp was an industrious dealer, and Angel had started passing information on to Eberard about the movement of girls and drugs among dealers and pimps. In return, he had misplaced the docket on a soliciting and minor assault charge. After a while, she had become a useful source of clandestine information, earning additional cash in exchange. She made him laugh with her irreverent stories, filled with funny-shaped penises, ejaculatory floods and bizarre erotic requests, the pathetic theatre of men seeking momentary satisfaction. Even once Eberard had been moved to another station, and later still, when he had stopped doing drug work, he continued to meet Angel regularly, listening to her stories and overheard conversations, sometimes passing information on to the city drug intervention unit, but mostly just being entertained by her talk.

His dependency had crept up unexpectedly, suddenly intensifying once his marriage imploded. Infidelity had not been the issue and he had barely been aware of the strange attraction that Angel held for him. After he and Tanja had separated, Eberard battled to comprehend the loss that had befallen him. He had been unaware of his steadily growing need for contact with Angel. Perhaps she had understood the changing nature of their mutual dependence. But for her the dynamic was that much simpler. For Angel, he was a protector, a stable haven to which she could flee when her life was out of control. Her choice was obvious, if expedient. And her motives did not bother him. He had no expectations of her at all, and perhaps for this reason he never fought with her. It was his own motives, his choosing her, that gnawed away at him. The first time they had collapsed, drunk and laughing, into his bed, he had devoured her as if releasing the tension of years of waiting. But immediately afterwards, he had been wracked by self-hatred. Without meaning to, she continued to torment him. It was as if he deserved no better, that his sense of self-worth was so shattered that only a street jintoe would sleep with him. She had recently changed her straightened black hair to shoulder-length blonde hair extensions that starkly framed her coffee-brown face. It was impossibly fake, and Eberard hated the new hairstyle. It left him no room to pretend who she was. And yet, if he were honest, he had an unsettling respect for her and had come to crave the human contact. This ambivalence felt disloyal, unworthy of her, for there were times, many in fact in the course of their drunken coupling, that Eberard felt genuine affection for her. And there were others when he was repulsed by her, by her presence in his bed. She clung to him like a shipwrecked passenger clinging to driftwood. Her body seemed stained by years of men’s momentary pleasures, leaving their ejaculate on her and forgetting her. Only he did not forget her; he remained tormented by loneliness and the knowledge that they were deserving of one another. The cop and the whore.

He felt her hand, hot and damp, touch his arm. ‘Moenie. Don’t go now,’ she mumbled. She smelt of cheap perfume and sweat.

‘I have to. Carry on sleeping and let yourself out.’ He swung his legs off the side of the bed, gripping the mattress as the room swirled around him. She didn’t respond. ‘Daar’s geld op die tafel,’ he said, putting some notes and coins next to the lamp.

A muttered thanks as she nestled under the sheets. Like a small rodent, he couldn’t help thinking.

Eberard’s cellphone vibrated on the kitchen table, buzzing in anticipation of the shrill ringtone that then started up. He winced at the intrusion and lumbered across the room. He pressed the answer button just to silence it. He couldn’t bring himself to say anything and closed his eyes with the phone pressed to his ear. The wind still roared outside.

‘Inspector?’ Sergeant Pillay’s voice sang. ‘Inspector? Are you there? Hello.’

‘Yes, Karisa,’ he said, the consonants catching in his throat. Who knows what it must have sounded like after travelling through two handsets and a network of towers and satellites. There was a long pause on the other side as the pretty desk sergeant tried to interpret the croaked greeting she thought she had heard.

‘Ah, Inspector, rough night, hey? Sorry to wake you early on a Saturday morning.’ Her accent lilted as she spoke and she laughed warmly. She waited but heard no further response from him. ‘Okay, Inspector. I understand, you don’t need to talk, hey. Just to tell you, there is a message for you here. Colonel Dirks wants to see you. Urgently. First thing this morning.’ Again she paused, considering what else she needed to convey. ‘Like, right now.’

‘I get it, Sergeant,’ he managed to say, forcing the words out between his teeth.

Sergeant Karisa Pillay was everything that Eberard was not. Young and enthusiastic, she applied herself to her work with a clean dedication. She was always well groomed, her long hair in a plait that fell between her shoulder blades, her skin clear and smooth. ‘Oh, come on, Inspector. Cheer up,’ was her regular refrain, often accompanied by a punch on the shoulder or a dig in the ribs. Others at the unit steered clear of him, wary of his caustic personality and tongue, and probably afraid of being tainted by his free-falling career, he concluded. But Karisa seemed resolutely inured to his depression, almost as if his pessimism were a game, a challenge that needed to be met and overcome.

Eberard found her disposition hard to comprehend, but he respected her policework. Her paperwork was neat, up to date and meticulously accurate. She was utterly dependable and often took it upon herself to attend to tasks that others had failed to complete. She was, in truth, the very opposite of Colonel Dirks. The provincial colonel was head of the Serious Crimes Unit at Provincial HQ and Eberard’s boss. She was overweight, with greasy skin and hair. She had been fast-tracked under the transformation programme, but lacked competence even in basic policing. The answer to a series of disastrous appointments had been to promote her, sending her higher into the ranks and ultimately jettisoning her from station level into provincial management, where her nonperformance could be masked by the general bureaucracy that pervaded the institution. That was Eberard’s view, at any rate. No doubt her supporters regarded her as a resounding success. But he had yet to meet anyone in the service who had anything positive to say about her.

‘Great, then,’ Sergeant Pillay continued, undaunted by his foul hangover. ‘Okay, thanks Inspector. Have a lovely day, hey.’

He shook his head and tossed the phone onto the couch. A lovely day. Did she have any idea how unattainable that would be – even without Colonel Dirks being part of it?

It took a huge effort to shower and get dressed. He retched as the black coffee hit the back of his throat, but he managed to keep it down. Then he climbed into his car parked out on the street, and drove to the provincial building, his head still thick and his eyes smarting behind his sunglasses. He pulled into a SAPS ONLY bay close to the front. He was out of place in the grey monolith. He felt the eyes on him, as if he were some kind of dinosaur clambering up the steps towards the concrete entrance. Eberard had been posted here after the Du Preez case. It was supposed to have been a promotion, though it came with no better rank, no greater pay. He felt more comfortable working at station level, where some of the other experienced cops still worked out their careers, waiting for their pensions. This building was filled with new recruits, predominantly young black men and women, kitted out in the new uniform, complete with braid and personalised jackets. They did not know him, and there seemed to be little collegial need to greet one another. He took the lift to the third floor and made his way through the warren of corridors to his unit’s offices.

Sergeant Pillay waved to him as he slunk past; she was writing down some message with the telephone pinned between her shoulder and ear. The open-plan office he shared with four other detectives smelt of stale takeaways and cooking oil. He did not bother to stop at his desk, scattered with files and notes, but made his way directly to the colonel’s office. The door was ajar and the smell of food became more acute. He knocked and entered without waiting to be called.

He was disappointed not to have caught her halfway through a McDonald’s hamburger. Her desk was surprisingly clean, with only a few folders perched at one end. Where was she hiding the food, he wondered. He was always surprised by the sheer size of her person. She half-rose from her seat, then thought better of it and settled down again.

The colonel’s first reaction was to scowl at him. ‘Don’t sit down, Februarie,’ she said, her voice high-pitched and immediately annoying, ‘you won’t be staying long.’ Her mouth moved like porridge. A film of sweat coated her forehead, despite the morning chill. He had a vision of taking a high-pressure hose to her, like the ones they sometimes used at the back of the station on bergies who had fouled themselves. She stared at him for a moment, as if he had requested the meeting and she was waiting for him to explain his presence in her office. There was malevolence in her gaze. Then she looked across her desk and pulled a folder in front of her. Her podgy fingers worked at a corner, her thumb leaving a damp mark on the cardboard as she eventually pulled it open. A few sheets of paper filled the folder. The top A4 sheet had a message scribbled in blue ballpoint pen.

‘Februarie.’ Her voice was almost a shout. ‘Look here, okay? There’s been a body. Something about an old man. At the Jewish …’ – she paused, as if giving great weight to the information – ‘at the Jewish church. Here’s the address.’ She tossed a page towards him.

It slipped off the edge of the desk and onto the floor, where Eberard retrieved it, not bothering to hide his irritation. She stared at him again, as if he had said something. Who could possibly think that she could lead a unit with interpersonal skills like these, he thought.

‘I’ve got no paperwork for you. It was called in this morning, an hour ago. The commissioner contacted me about it. He wants you on the case. It’s a big problem. Instructions from the top.’ Again she stared at him as if he had interrupted her.

He nodded, willing her to finish. The vein above his left eyelid was throbbing, a sure sign of the onset of a migraine.

‘That’s the address,’ she continued. ‘Go and see – they’re waiting for you. Cape Town CID is on the scene. I told those idiots not to do anything until you get there.’

Eberard waited for her shrill voice to fall silent. His ears buzzed and his stomach still heaved. ‘For God’s sake, Colonel, with all respect.’ He swallowed hard to stop himself from retching. The smell of fried chips was not helping at all.

‘Do not be taking the Lord’s name in vain in my office, Inspector. It’s going to be a criminal offence soon, as you know.’

‘Ja, and I hear farting is now a crime in Malawi. And tattoos are outlawed in Bahrain.’

‘Are you trying to irritate me, Februarie? You doing a really good job if you are.’

‘You know how I feel about these … laws. They take good cops away from dealing with real crimes. Soon we’ll be running around like the fashion police, arresting people for not combing their hair or wearing red socks. I don’t arrest Rastas for dope. I don’t arrest Nigerians for singing in a residential area. I won’t be arresting anyone for wearing a burka. And I sure as hell won’t be arresting anyone for bloody blasphemy.’ His head pounded and he waited for his thoughts to clear. ‘Why is the commissioner sending this my way? What about Benny Griessel? He’s a captain now. Or Riedwaan Faizal, he’s the duty detective this weekend. Why not give it to one of them?’

‘How must I know? Tell me, how must I know?’ The voice trembled with indignation. ‘I asked the commissioner about Captain Griessel. He said Griessel was drinking again. And you know he hates Faizal’s – his friendship with that Hart woman.’

‘He said Benny’s drinking again?’ Eberard shuddered. ‘Jesus, that’s bad. Are you sure?’

‘Don’t blaspheme in my office,’ she shrieked, then glared at him, apparently waiting for an apology. Eberard remained silent. She shook her head before whining on. ‘Anyway, what do I know about Griessel? Hey? They don’t tell me anything. The instruction comes from the top, that’s all I know. Now just go. Get to the scene, before they mess it all up.’

Eberard walked to the door before remembering to turn and strek. Captain Benny Griessel was an example to him, to many of them, proof that a man could beat his demons. Benny was a good cop, one of the few white detectives to get promotion under Minister Favi recently, and a man who had fought his addiction with a merciless resolve. He had reportedly been dry for over a year. And now he had started drinking again? Eberard made his way down the corridor, shocked that the new captain could have lost his footing again. It made his own situation seem hopeless.

His disquiet was heightened at the thought that the commissioner had chosen him to take on the investigation. And it seemed that the order may have come from the very top. What possible interest did ministerial management have in the matter? He was in no state to take on even a simple case, let alone one involving a body in a Jewish temple. Dirks knew this, and she must have told the commissioner. And for fuck’s sake, he cursed, what do I know about Jews?





THREE

EBERARD STOPPED AT the intersection; the traffic lights had turned against him. The wind whipped at his unmarked sedan, rocking it woozily on its soft suspension. The box-shaped Toyota Corolla was showing its age, its green paintwork faded from being parked outside in the sun. The back window was cracked and the bodywork rusting. There was a brown-edged hole at the corner of the boot where rainwater soaked through. Sometimes he could smell the rotting carpet and black fungus in the worn upholstery. The cubbyhole held a police radio, the only addition to a barely functional vehicle that he could not afford to replace. He scarcely managed to pay Christine’s maintenance each month on his meagre salary. The engine rattled and made the car shudder as the revs dropped while he waited for the lights.

Although the sun had barely risen, Sea Point’s Main Road was starting to bustle. He could still feel the damp chill of the night, thick with spray from the sea and ocean mist. Already the taxis were starting to thump past, the guards sticking their heads out into the cold air to shout for early-morning passengers. A lumbering garbage truck made the turn into the intersection, its broad bumper nearly side-swiping the front of the Corolla before it roared down the road in a swell of fetid odours and shouts from the men clinging to the back. Some of the smaller shops had their lights on, proprietors with brooms and mops preparing for another day. The oddly named Claremont Kosher Butchery with its Greekstyle white-and-blue exterior, the Turkish Schawarma Express, the Chop-Chop Chinese Food Takeaway – an array of exotic tastes all competing for attention. But the glamour of Sea Point had faded years before with the advent of the sleek yachts and luxurious shopping malls of the Victoria & Alfred Waterfront. Now Main Road had a forgotten and jaded look, its many small businesses vying for a dwindling clientele.

Eberard watched a couple make their way along the pavement, hesitating and then stopping at the kerb. The man was dressed in a black suit, his curled ringlets crushed under an ugly black-rimmed hat. An edge of white fabric stuck out from beneath his jacket, flicking in the wind. The woman wore a plaid dress that reached to her ankles. Her coiffed hair seemed rigid, as if it didn’t belong to her. With one hand she held a large green hat in place. A strange way to dress in Africa, Eberard thought. They reminded him of a television film he had watched with Angel, as they sat drinking brandy on his broken couch. A knight of King Arthur’s court was thrown forward in time and had to survive on the streets of Brooklyn, swishing his sword at beggars and irate New York drivers. For Angel, television was an interactive theatre and she had laughed and sworn at the characters, like a child hoping to guide the course of the drama. He had laughed with her, happy to be distracted, but ultimately the poignancy of the character’s predicament, and their own, left him silent. He felt he too floundered in a reality for which he was ill-equipped, staggering from one crisis to another. Watching the Jewish couple, he felt the same sadness, a rush of empathy. The taxis clamoured by, the guards screaming inanities at potential passengers, pointing at the black-suited man and laughing. The couple clutched at their hats, steadying themselves as if they were about to step out among the wagons on some medieval street.

He pulled away with the green light, only to stop at the next robot a few hundred metres further on. Eberard’s attention was distracted by a movement to his right. A black man with bulging eyes was moving towards him, clutching a thin pile of folded papers. He grinned at Eberard, a flash of white teeth that belied the poverty of threadbare clothes and shoes that flapped with broken soles.

‘Jokes for sale, my friend. Buy a joke for a poor man.’ The man held out a folded sheet, his spirits seeming to lift momentarily as Eberard dug into his jacket pocket. But instead of money, Eberard drew out his police badge. For a second the man’s disappointment was real, but quickly changed to mock horror. A pretence of indignation, his arms stretched up to the heavens in disbelief, imploring the clouds to recognise his dismay, and the sky to temper his disappointment. Despite his mood, Eberard laughed and lowered his window.

‘Here, my friend.’ He held out a five-rand coin. ‘Sorry to break your heart.’

‘And so early in the morning, also.’ The man shook his head sorrowfully, maintaining the charade. ‘So cruel, so cruel.’ Then he grinned widely. ‘Thanks, Captain. Hope you catch them.’

Catch who, Eberard wondered. He glimpsed the man in his mirror, bowing low in feigned reverence. And then the figure was gone. And the brief respite in the detective’s poor humour trailed away. With the map book open on the passenger seat, he accelerated and cruised further down Main Road. Although there were two lanes, the left one was dominated by minibus taxis, stopping without warning and offloading workers into the morning sleet. Every second shop seemed to be a hair salon. Sparkling depictions of shiny blonde hair on smooth-skinned women in upmarket boutiques contrasted with painted boards advertising hair extensions and skin-whitening agents in salons, their walls lined with hair pieces and magazine centrefolds. Sea Point was a bizarre mix, as stylish businesswomen shopped alongside Nigerian escort workers. Elderly men with heart conditions walked the length of the Promenade, back and forth, oblivious to the heroin dealers waiting on the park benches.

Eberard stopped at the next set of lights, the abandoned buildings of Tafelberg School on his left. As the lights changed he pulled away quickly, turning in front of a luxury SUV, its driver engrossed in sending an SMS on his phone. Eberard dived illegally down the one-way side road. Milton Road was lined with old trees, their strong roots warping the tarred pavement surface. He could smell the salt from the sea, mixed with the sulphurous reek of seaweed that had been beached by the winter storms, drying like parchment draped across the rocks and sand. A huge tanker filled the horizon, lying at anchor as it waited for a berth in the port. The closeness of its bulk made the road seem even more congested.

Halfway down the street Eberard could see the vans parked, lights still flashing. Even as he approached the scene, another van with two inquisitive constables pulled up, blocking the road as they looked for lurid details. Cops were no better than anyone else, he thought, passing accident scenes and staring, then looking away in horrified titillation. Eberard hooted, but the van did not move. He pressed the button for the siren and a blast of noise filled the vehicle. The van edged forward, pausing for one last glance before trundling off down the road. Eberard pulled in front of one of the parked vans.

The young female constable standing at the gate looked uncertain.

‘Detective Inspector Februarie,’ he said gruffly.

She nodded, but there was no salute. Eberard couldn’t be bothered to berate her. ‘Luthusi,’ he said, looking at her name tag. ‘No one comes in or out from now on. You understand? Nobody.’

‘Yes, Inspector,’ she said, still uncertain. ‘There are people inside already.’

‘If anyone else wants to come in, call me on the radio. No matter who they are. I’m on West One, okay?’ He fingered the dial on the hand radio to make his point until he heard it crackle into life. He checked the frequency on the small backlit screen before clipping it into his belt.

Eberard pushed open the gate, only to be confronted by a well-built man with a closely shaven scalp. His skin was deeply tanned and he wore only a cotton shirt, despite the cold. Thick veins ran from the crook of his arm down to his wrist. His chest was divided into two large square pectorals, and Eberard immediately noticed the bulge on his right hip. A spray can, perhaps a baton, Eberard thought. Or a firearm. The man’s demeanour was aggressive, and his toned body filled the space. He was making no attempt to move.

‘Excuse me,’ Eberard said, looking straight at the man, feeling the first pinch of adrenalin.

‘Who are you?’ the man asked. Was there something racist in the intonation of the word ‘you’? Eberard slowly moved his hand to his breast pocket. The man’s eyes narrowed, like a reptile slinking back into murky water.

‘I’m Detective Inspector Februarie from the Serious Crimes Detective Unit of the South African Police Services, Western Cape Province.’ Eberard flicked open his identity badge. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ He couldn’t help himself. It just slipped out. And his head still throbbed. The man baulked, but pushed out his chest and seemed to grow a few inches in height.

‘I am Larry Bender from CSO. I am responsible for security at this shul. And you can’t come in here with that.’ His eyes flicked towards Eberard’s firearm under his belt at his side.

‘Larry.’ Eberard let his name hang in the air for a moment. ‘Larry, listen carefully. You’ve got two seconds to get out of my way before I arrest you for obstructing a police officer in the course of his duties. I don’t give a … I don’t care who you are. I have no idea what CSO means, but you’re not police. I’ll be interviewing you soon about what happened here. But right now you’re in my way. So either move, or I’ll make sure you are moved.’

The man’s face twitched around his eyes and the top of his lips. Eberard knew the standoff was over, but he gave him an opportunity. ‘Look, big guy, do me a favour. Help the lady constable and just make sure no one else comes in or goes out without talking to me first. Can you help me out with that?’ It was an obvious escape, though neither of them would acknowledge it as that. The man nodded nevertheless, albeit unenthusiastically.

‘Thanks,’ Eberard grunted as he pushed past into the open courtyard. The paving was old and slightly uneven, but the space was peaceful. Green plants and the trunks of tall trees lined the walls. To his left, in the corner, were the remains of a structure built with wooden poles. Palm fronds had been used for the roof, but had started to collapse, littering the ground. To his right, a small group was huddled around a bench beneath a towering jacaranda. An elderly man sat half-slumped on the bench, blood smeared across his face and his jacket stained. A uniformed policeman was crouched next to him, while a tall black man in civilian clothes stood writing some notes into a notebook. The local detective on duty from Caledon Square, Eberard mused. Called to the scene, his scene, his case, and now usurped by a drunk from provincial headquarters.

The young detective saw Eberard approaching and broke away from the group. ‘Inspector, they told me to expect you. Thank you for coming.’ Eberard was taken aback by the man’s friendliness. He shook his hand with some suspicion; it was slender and light, like a piano player’s. His head was clean-shaven and shiny, which accentuated his delicate facial features. He seemed out of place at a crime scene.

‘My name is Thabani Makosi, Inspector. I am the duty detective at Cape Town this morning.’

‘Good to meet you, Constable Makosi. I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m sorry that Province has pulled rank on you on this one. But it seems that they’ve made a mistake anyway.’ Eberard nodded towards the elderly man who was rubbing the side of his head distractedly, spreading the half-dried blood across his temple. ‘They told me there was a body. The old man is hurt, but he’s clearly alive. So I’ll report back that it’s only an assault and leave you to carry on.’

Makosi looked at him in confusion for a moment, then smiled without humour. ‘No, sorry, Inspector. Someone’s got things crossed here. There is a body. The old man is the caretaker here. He found it. It’s inside the synagogue.’ Makosi paused and then lowered his voice. ‘This is something serious, Inspector. Very serious. I’m so pleased you’re here. You’d better come and see for yourself.’

He waited for the taunt, the flourish that would show that Makosi was another product of the transformed college, condescending of the old guard. But his face remained flushed with genuine excitement.

Eberard stood closer and asked, ‘Okay, then how did the old man hurt himself ?’ The young constable seemed to flinch, and Eberard realised that the fumes of last night’s alcohol must still be drifting off him.

‘He fell. His glasses cut into the side of his face. There’s a lot of bleeding, because his skin is so thin. You know how old people get, with their skin?’

Eberard nodded.

‘But he isn’t actually hurt too bad. The ambulance is on its way for him.’ While he was talking, Makosi had pulled a tube of peppermints out of his pocket. He offered one to Eberard, who felt his own face flush. Should he be affronted, he wondered. But he squeezed a sweet from the end of the tube.

‘Thank you,’ said Eberard, as Makosi took one for himself too. ‘Now show me what we’re dealing with.’

Makosi introduced the newcomer to the huddled figure on the bench. ‘Mr Shimansky, this is Detective Inspector Februarie. He’s the senior detective I told you about. The one we’ve been waiting for so that we can start our investigation.’

Eberard held out his hand, but the man was trembling and too overwrought to return the gesture. ‘It’s too terrible. Too terrible. Is my son here? Please, I need my son. It’s horrible. Too terrible. I need my son.’

‘I need to see inside the synagogue, Mr Shimansky. Then I’ll come and talk to you. Please just wait here. We’ll get your son for you as soon as we can. You must just wait for us.’

‘He’s very shocked,’ Makosi said as they walked together towards the front door of the synagogue. ‘I suppose his son is somewhere in Cape Town. Maybe he can calm the old man down.’

‘Do I need to take my shoes off?’ Eberard had never been inside a synagogue before and stood at the doorway, unsure. The door was open and revealed a small marbled anteroom, with a narrow set of wooden stairs curling up on the left and a further door in front of them. White scarves with blue trim and hanging tassles were draped over pegs, alongside an open bookshelf stacked with prayer books.

Makosi pulled the second door open. ‘Don’t worry, Inspector. You can keep your shoes on. Strictly speaking, you should put a yarmulke on, but I think in these circumstances no one will mind.’

‘Quite the expert on Jewish tradition.’

‘Jewish girlfriend.’

Eberard raised an eyebrow.

‘It’s the new world, Detective. You need to get out more.’ Makosi grinned at him. ‘It didn’t last too long, though.’

‘Ja, cultural and racial differences. Always going to be difficult.’

‘Not a damn, Detective. She couldn’t take my work hours as a cop.’ Makosi chortled at his joke. Eberard smiled despite himself as he walked past the constable into the main room of the synagogue.

‘But don’t count on me to know the rules,’ Makosi said behind him. ‘Whatever we do, you and I will probably always be out of place here. Having us for the investigation team – I’m not sure if we should feel sorry for them. Or them for us.’

Eberard noticed his presumption of a team, but said nothing. He heard the wail of an approaching ambulance as he stepped over the threshold. The door swung gently closed behind them. The outside sounds suddenly calmed. It was an astonishing transformation, as if he had stepped from one reality into another, from a present filled with thoughtless disturbances into a timeless zone of tranquillity. The air was cool, without being cold, and absolutely still, yet somehow still fresh and not cloistered. Unlike a church, the entrance point was on the side, not at the back. Eberard had been forced as a child to accompany his mother to church every week: his experience was of a central aisle between pews, leading up to the altar and the priest. But the design of this space seemed almost chaotic to him. Where did the priest stand to summon order in his congregation? To his right, church-like pews peeled off towards the back of the room, only to break apart around a raised stage with balustrades cut in dark wood. This seemed to be the centre of the building, but the pews all faced away from it, to his left-hand side. There he observed a smaller raised structure, from which he imagined the priest might deliver his sermons. But it was set back, to the side, to make space for a small marbled terrace, two steps off the ground. This terrace ended at the wall, where two purple curtains hung down. The light filtered through numerous windows, along the sides and back of the interior. Then, above, a second layer started. Behind a narrow balcony with more pews were small stained-glass and lead-lined windows, like the ones in St George’s Cathedral. It was hard to imagine what this space would be like, filled with people.

‘Come, follow me,’ Makosi whispered after a while. He edged forward, moving past the nearest pews towards the empty space in the middle. He stopped at the low steps leading onto the marble enclave. One of the curtains had been wrenched to the side. A light glowed from inside the enclave, but Eberard could not make out its contents: it looked like some kind of symbolic figurine. A contorted candelabra with flickering lights, mock candles, stood to the side of the curtains. High above the curtained wall, a wooden balustrade obscured another higher enclave. Eberard felt an unfamiliar shiver. Anxiety, perhaps? He let his eyes travel down from the upper enclave, down the velvet curtains and gold-tassled ropes at the side, down to the marbled floor, and there his gaze stopped.

A young boy lay spreadeagled, on his back, in the middle of the low marble platform. He was wearing a white cap and a white cotton robe that was draped over his legs and came up to his elbows. The robe had been pulled open to expose his underdeveloped torso. A single cut had opened his body from below his navel to his sternum, and his intestines showed in a pink bundle. Another incision had been made on his chest, slicing deeply between his ribs on the left side. The robe was smeared with dark blood, but there was no pool of red on the marble floor. There, the only blood was a series of strange marks, lateral and longitudinal smears that criss-crossed each other where the boy’s head lay.

‘Jesus Christ!’ Eberard hadn’t realised that he’d been holding his breath, and it escaped in a hiss. Then he realised what he’d said. ‘Shit, I have to be more careful of what I say around here.’

Eberard’s attention was drawn away from the scene by the sound of his radio. He unclipped it and held it to his ear. ‘Inspector Februarie, it’s Constable Luthusi. I think you’d better come to the front gate.’ The constable’s voice sounded strained and out of breath.

‘Okay, I’ll be there now,’ he responded, already tired despite the day just beginning. Makosi started to say something. ‘Hold that thought, Constable,’ Eberard said, holding up his hand. ‘I’ll be back now.’ Makosi nodded at the unspoken command: he would remain with the body.

The CSO man was at the gate, talking animatedly to Luthusi and another person, a short, square-bodied man in a suit and tie. As Eberard approached, Luthusi gestured towards him in relief and scuttled back to the street.

The man turned on Eberard without introduction, his face puce with emotion. ‘What on earth is going on here? Your constable won’t even let me into the shul. Do you have any idea what’s going on here? Do you?’ The CSO man took up a position at the newcomer’s side, flexing his forearms.

Eberard sighed. ‘So, who are you in all of this?’

‘All of this? All of this! What does that mean? I’m the chairman of the shul committee. I am in charge of “all of this”. That’s who I am. Who are you in “all of this”?’

Eberard stared at the man coldly, not answering for a moment. How he would have enjoyed arresting the man, right then. Closing the handcuffs onto his podgy wrists, rucking his arms up tight behind his back until he squealed. Slamming his face into the side of the van as he pretended to read him his rights. Eberard felt absolutely calm, a terrible harbinger of the aggression that he could unleash. Then his fists clenched and he rocked on his feet. He must keep control. The CSO man was watching him with increasing disquiet.

‘If you’re the man who is in charge of all of this, then you are the man I want to bring in for questioning.’ The squat man paled as Eberard spat the words. ‘There’s a dead boy in your church. Lying like a sacrifice on your altar. So, if you’re in charge of all of this, then you are my very first suspect.’ Eberard pulled back his lips.

To his surprise, the man did not surrender. Instead, his antagonist exploded into expletives. ‘A sacrifice! A fucking sacrifice! Are you mad? A sacrifice! In shul!’ The man was hysterical. ‘Where’s the bloody rov? Have you any idea what you’re saying, you bloody anti-Semite? My God, a sacrifice!’

‘Who’s the rov?’ Eberard tried to keep his voice even. Makosi had come out of the shul and, sensing trouble, stepped up to his side.

‘The rov, man. The rabbi. Don’t you know anything? Do you actually know nothing at all? Who are you? Who sent you here? Isn’t there a white man who they could have sent? Hey, it would be too much to expect a Jew. But at least someone with a bit of bloody sense!’

‘Stanley.’ The voice came from behind Eberard. It was both soft and commanding. Eberard turned to face the new arrival, a young man dressed in a black long-tailed coat and black trousers, with a crisp white shirt. His rimmed black hat and beard would ordinarily have given him a conservative air, but his eyes sparkled. ‘I understand that there’s been a tragedy. Stanley, Larry, while we would like to keep control of the situation, we need to appreciate the role of the police in this.’ The man made sure that he addressed each member of the group, looking at each of them individually before his eyes finally rested on Eberard. He put out his hand. ‘I’m Rabbi Jonathan Levitt. This is my congregation’s shul.’

Eberard paused and considered the man in front of him. Faced with the distrust of the other two men, he needed an ally. He needed a guide to navigate the initial inquiry, and the rabbi seemed to be the best option. Besides, there was something attractive about his manner. He shook the man’s hand. ‘Detective Inspector Februarie, Serious Crimes Unit. Sorry to meet you under these circumstances, sir.’

‘My friends call me Rabbi.’ The man gave a self-deprecatory smile, his lips reddish and full against the blackness of his beard. ‘And if we could choose our moments to meet others, we would probably remain hermits our whole life, Inspector. Such is the natural distrust among human beings.’ He shook the detective’s hand firmly, then pointedly turned and introduced himself to Makosi, shaking his hand too. He turned back to Eberard. ‘But, from what I am told, we have a problem that goes beyond mere distrust. Perhaps you can show me.’

The CSO man started to protest, but the rabbi stopped him. Eberard was gratified to note that he fell silent. He liked this strange man even more, with his authority to silence strutting cocks. ‘Rabbi, may I ask you, please, that both these men’ – he eyed the committee chairman in particular – ‘remain here at the gate. This is a serious crime scene and we cannot have uninvolved or unnecessary contamination of the scene.’

‘Jonathan, it’s Saturday morning.’ The committee chairman remained clearly irked. ‘We can’t possibly have the shul cordoned off by these people. It’s the Bloch bar mitzvah; the family will be here in less than an hour. Then we have to get ready for Tisha B’Av in the week.’ His face flushed again. The rabbi looked to Eberard for guidance.

‘There is no chance of any services being conducted today, Rabbi,’ he said plainly. ‘I’m sorry. But once you see what we are dealing with, I’m sure you’ll agree.’

The rabbi shrugged, as if this was sufficient explanation. ‘Stanley, can you get someone to go to Rabbi Sher at Gardens and see if they can accommodate us this morning? It is, well, an unusual situation. He’ll understand.’ The committee chair mumbled something under his breath but did not try to stop him. Eberard nodded at the two men, then turned towards the building.

The rabbi and Eberard walked alongside each other, neither in a rush to enter the synagogue. ‘What am I to expect here, Detective? You must understand, this could not have come at a worse time. Politically.’

Eberard appreciated his calm, but wondered whether the man fully appreciated the magnitude of the catastrophe that had befallen his community. As if reading his thoughts, the rabbi continued, ‘I must confess, Detective, that I’m quite numb from shock. I hardly believe what I have been told on the telephone. It is only because you are here, from the police, that I’m inclined to believe it at all. Am I truly to understand that someone, a boy at that, has managed to break into the shul and has somehow … died inside?’

Eberard stopped at the door. ‘Rabbi, I have clearly offended the gentleman over there. And I have no doubt that I will offend others, yourself included. But I can only tell you what I see. And what I see appears to be,’ he cleared his throat, ‘the remnants of some kind of religious ritual. A sacrifice. Committed inside the … synagogue.’

‘Your prejudices, Inspector,’ the rabbi looked hard at Eberard, ‘I’m concerned that your prejudices may make you see things in a particular way. And these prejudices could perpetuate the cruellest of myths.’

‘I may have prejudices, Rabbi. Many, perhaps. But I only see what I see. And I know nothing of you, your people or your practices.’

‘And that is perhaps at the very core of your prejudice. What you suggest, however gently, Inspector, is deeply offensive. Perhaps, in time, you will come to understand just how offensive it is. For now, I will simply advise you that you are wrong. I hope you will quickly come to understand just how wrong.’

There was an uncomfortable pause before the rabbi changed the subject. ‘How is Mr Shimansky? I understand he was injured somehow.’

‘Your caretaker? He was taken to hospital and I’ll talk with him later. He was upset and keen to see his son. Do you know where we can find him?’

The rabbi looked glum. ‘That is a complicated matter in itself. There is a social worker who can explain the family situation to you, if needs be. Now please show me what has happened.’

Eberard let the rabbi lead him into the anteroom and through the large doors that opened into the interior of the shul. The iron bite of blood was already in the air. They made their way down the low stairs towards the centre of the shul, the rabbi slowing his pace as if afraid of what he was about to find. As the boy’s legs came into view, he brought his hand to his face. Eberard heard a quiet gasp, followed by muttering, a prayer, perhaps. As they stepped forward and faced the body on the marble floor, Eberard drew alongside the rabbi and saw how the colour had drained from his face. The younger man seemed unsteady on his feet, and Eberard put out a hand to support him. The rabbi did not seem to notice, his gaze transfixed on the scene.

‘This cannot be.’ The rabbi looked at him in anguish. ‘We must take it away. It cannot stay here.’ His voice was raised, slightly shrill. ‘It must go. Get it away. Away.’ He started moving towards the body when Eberard grabbed him by the arm. The rabbi’s body was shaking and his eyes seemed unfocused. ‘It cannot stay here. Please, you don’t understand. It has to be taken away from here.’

Eberard turned him away from the body and led him back towards the entrance. The rabbi broke free from his grasp and rushed up the stairs, through the door. Eberard let him go, following slowly behind him. When he reached the anteroom, the young man was sitting on a chair, his head in his hands, his fingers deep in the black curls beneath his hat. Eberard stood by the door and waited a while. Eventually, the rabbi sighed and lifted his head. He looked straight at the detective.

‘I am sorry. That was more ghastly than I had imagined. I apologise for my outburst. It wasn’t appropriate—’

Eberard interrupted him. ‘It was perfectly appropriate. There’s no need to apologise. Least of all to me, and it’ll stay between us.’

The rabbi motioned his thanks and let his head sink back into his hands.

‘Unfortunately, the body has to stay there until the forensic team and photographers have done their work. I’m sorry, but it’ll be a while before you get your synagogue back.’ He took a deep breath, formulating his words carefully. ‘Rabbi, I understand your shock. But, unfortunately, there is another, even more serious side to all of this.’

The rabbi looked up at him fearfully, mouthing something silently.

Eberard pressed ahead. ‘It appears that the boy has been murdered. He has certainly been subjected to some violence.’ The words echoed up the stairwell to the floor above them. ‘There appear to be … incisions … in his chest and stomach.’

At first, his statement seemed to elicit no reaction. The rabbi stared at him without any apparent comprehension, as if he had said something in an unknown language. Then his eyes flickered. He stood up and sprinted through the open door leading outside, clutching his hand to his mouth. The sound of vomiting came from outside.

Eberard’s headache tightened, and his nausea welled up at the sound. He closed his eyes and tried to focus on the job at hand. The first task was to get forensics to finish with the scene so that he could get the body removed. Photographs, fingerprints, fluid swabs, measurements – it would be days before he could allow access to the synagogue. He would need a press liaison officer, someone smart to handle the barrage of questions that would be unleashed. Could he keep it quiet for a day, he wondered. Imagine the problems when this came out.

He was aware of Makosi hovering by his side. ‘What?’ He snapped the question, and regretted the tone of his voice. ‘You wanted to say something earlier?’ He tried to soften his tone.

‘Inspector,’ Makosi said quietly, pointing back at the body. ‘Isn’t that a Muslim prayer robe on the boy?’
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