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	From South Africa’s Criminal Procedure Act during the country’s apartheid years …

	 

	Where the person concerned is to be arrested for an offence referred to in Schedule 1 or is to be arrested on the ground that he is reasonably suspected of having committed such an offence, and the person authorized under this Act to arrest or to assist in arresting him cannot arrest him or prevent him from fleeing by other means than by killing him, the killing shall be deemed to be justifiable homicide.

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	 

	1996

	 

	THERE ARE better places to be than Johannesburg at the end of August, when seasonal winds whip noxious dust off the old mine dumps. Transvaal topsoil is red, which is true of many gold-bearing regions. But the stuff that makes up the Jo’burg dumps comes from ore prised out of the depths of the earth before being crushed and processed. In the bad old days cyanide was used to help extract the gold. The result is this unnatural, toxic yellow powder that rises into the pale, cloudless sky in plumes from the crowns of enormous piles, which loom above the veldt like old battleships, or unfinished pyramids. 

	Hopefully, the dumps won’t be there for good. As I drive by I can see men in overalls scurrying about. They work for a new order of reprocessing companies bent on resifting the decades-old residue to retrieve scintillas of gold missed by the original miners.

	The poisonous powder is accumulating on my windscreen. I hate the stuff. It gets in the hair and stings the eyes. I spray the windscreen and switch on the wipers. Inevitably, this leaves a smear on the driver’s side.

	I’d forgotten how detestable the Transvaal can be at this time of the year. So should I have stayed in the UK? Fly out some other time? No. I’ve waited too long to make this trip as it is.

	Jo’burg has changed a lot. It was my home until 1961, when, at the age of twenty-three, I went to work in Durban. Less than six months later I flew to the UK to become a soutpiel, a salt prick, the Afrikaans metaphor for those Japies and Rooineks who live abroad, their souls forever hovering over the Atlantic with their dicks dangling in the sea. No longer belonging anywhere.

	During my boyhood Jo’burg was an exciting, pulsating place. The centre, with its great stores and tall buildings, resembled an American city. Now it is rundown and depressing. White businesses have deserted it, decamping to Sandton, a fast-growing shopping area in the northern suburbs, not far from my sister’s house, which is where I am staying right now.

	There have been huge changes, too, to the roads. I hardly know where I am. New highways crisscross the city and its environs. It is said that the apartheid government built them for defensive purposes. They all link up neatly on the map but distances are great and if you don’t watch the signs carefully you can end up a long way from where you’re supposed to be.

	So on this coldish day I assiduously follow the signs as I swing away from the city on a super-fast highway, driving towards the arid west. If I keep going in this direction I’ll end up in Botswana, in the middle of the Kalahari Desert. Of course, I’m not going anywhere near that far.

	I’m on a mission. Self-imposed.

	For the purpose of carrying out my plan I have borrowed a BMW from my niece, Beth. From her mother, my sister Penny, I have “borrowed” another crucial item - a Browning. Fully loaded, although I’m not expecting to need more than a couple of bullets at most. I’ve also brought along an old-fashioned ball peen hammer. I have a special purpose in mind for this little item. 

	Years ago Penny told me that she slept with a pistol under her pillow. It’s not that unusual. In some ways Jo’burg has still got the feel of a mining camp. Everyone throws up their hands in horror at the crime rate. Sure, they are right to do so, what with the carjackings that go on and all the AK47s at large. But come on, the place has always had a monstrous amount of crime, right from the day in 1886 when villains, vagabonds and opportunists began to flood in following the discovery of gold at Langlaagte, a farm close to what is now the city centre.

	I waited until Penny and her husband, Abie, set out for work this morning. Then I went into their bedroom and from under my sister’s pillow I lifted the FN Browning HP - I know next to nothing about guns, but that’s what the lettering says it is. If she ever finds out what I’ve done she’ll probably use it on me. The hammer I took from a cupboard in the kitchen. I’m sure no one will miss it and who knows, I might not even bother to bring it back.

	National Road 14 will take me close to where I need to go. I have a map to help me. On it a speck known as Van Zeeder’s Kopje, a settlement about fifteen miles off the N14, has been ringed. I suspect that the link road from the highway to the Kopje will prove little better than a farm track. From there I will have to turn north until I come to Van Zeeder’s Plaas. So what do I hope to find at Van Zeeder’s farm, or “plaas”? What ties my life to this impossibly remote tract?

	At the end of this particular road is a monster. A sadistic, merciless man, who has plagued my waking hours and haunted my sleep for thirty-five years. A serial killer with the blood of scores of men and boys on his hands.

	I have cause to believe he may also have murdered the only woman I have ever truly loved. And yet, because of how South Africa is and has been, he has escaped any form of punishment. Which is why I am here – to dispense the very justice he has so earnestly sought to evade.

	So help me, when I get to that lonely farmstead, at the end of a long, red-dust road, I am going to destroy the monster or die in the attempt.

	I have a long journey ahead of me. After a while my thoughts turn to the events that have led me to my present path. It’s not easy recalling those dreadful times. On the contrary, it’s bloody painful. But doing so will serve a purpose. It will make me angry all over again; killer angry.

	In practice, what I hope to be capable of doing is first using the hammer – and then the gun. But I’m the sort of person who rescues spiders with a glass and a piece of cardboard. For years my father, a keen sportsman, teased me for lacking killer instinct. He was always going on about it – and he was right. So self-doubt is an issue. Even though the monster’s crimes fill me with hatred and horror I believe there is no way I can slay him unless I’m angry enough.

	There is another little problem I have to overcome – near-paralysing fear.

	Yes, I am that scared. The knot of anxiety in my gut proves it. The pain presently advancing down my left arm into my hand proves it. The irregular breathing proves it. You’d think I’d be inured to fears that go back decades. The trouble is, on a scale of one to ten the story that consumes me, that has pursued me so relentlessly for so many years, scores an easy ten for scariness.

	And that story, my story, as I go over it in my mind, also began with a long car journey …

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	 

	1961

	 

	WE DROVE through the night and hit the city before the morning rush hour. It would be wrong to say the trip was uneventful. Travelling through Zululand I came close to falling asleep at the wheel. I was befuddled and desperately trying to shake myself awake when a donkey wandered across the road into our path. I saw it in the headlights as if in a dream, but instinct, I guess, made me swerve violently. Then I was forced to right the car with a second jarring tug the other way. The old Ford Anglia, upright and not known for its road holding qualities, bounced around like a cork in bubbling water and must have been a mere fraction of an inch from rolling. 

	“Jesus Christ!” cried my passenger, Eric Bergow. “That was close.” 

	“I thought you were asleep,” I said, trying to sound cool. I changed down and accelerated.

	“I saw the whole bloody thing, Danny. Shit, look at my hands. I’m fucking shaking.”

	An hour or two later, as we reached the outskirts of Durban, with shafts of light piercing the eastern sky, we were over the fright and already laughing about it.

	“You see? That’s why they call them donkeys,” said Eric. More gags and embellishments followed, so even then it was obvious that he was determined never to forget what had happened. It had instantly become a part of our history. The night a bloody donkey nearly wrote us off. I was thankful no blame was attached to my driving. Eric readily admitted I had reacted smartly in a crisis. I didn’t tell him that I’d been fighting not to fall asleep at the time.

	We dawdled down West Street towards the seafront. It was already hot and the humidity, something I was not used to, was stifling. I was in a weird mood. Really excited, really apprehensive. Here I was in Durban. Winter playground of the Transvaal masses. South Africa’s Miami. Everyone has a good time in Durban, it’s a known fact. But I wasn’t here to have a good time. Well, not solely. This was where I was going to live and work. And that raised awkward questions – how would I fit in? Was there a future for me here? And worst of all – what if I failed?

	We drove up The Parade, a promenade that runs alongside North Beach, with its glittering hotels and skyscraper apartment blocks, known collectively as the Golden Mile. The morning’s first rickshaw boys were already out, prancing and whistling to attract custom. It was all new to me, although Eric professed to know the city well.

	But he had his eye on other things.

	A leggy girl with a rolled up beach towel under her arm floated across the road.

	“Wow! Look at that arse. Stop the car!”

	“Stick around, Eric. We’ve only just arrived.”

	“It’s eight o’clock and she’s going to the beach already. Amazing. She can only be from Jo’burg.”

	“Is that a good thing?”

	“Absolutely! She’s going to be hungry for love, pal. Hungry for sun, sea and sex.”

	The girl turned and saw us staring. She smiled coyly. Definitely not offended by the attention accorded her.

	Our hotel was in a street behind The Parade, which meant it was not too expensive. Eric was booked in for a couple of nights and had arranged a lift back to Jo’burg with a friend. I was due to start work later in the week but my accommodation plans were fluid – spend time flat hunting, and if that should fail, move into a seedy old block near the hotel that had a vacancies sign outside. 

	The rest of the day passed in a bit of a blur. We spent time on the beach but I was short of sleep. After a hamburger lunch I went to our room, lay down and dozed off uneasily, sweat from my forehead dampening my pillow.

	That evening we had a party to go to. I showered and dressed in my best suit, three-button Ivy League-style, a light blue shirt with a button-down collar and a narrow striped tie with a narrow gold tiepin. Narrow belt. I looked at myself in the mirror. Straight out of Esquire. Cool.

	Going down in the lift a girl smiled and said, “You look smart.” A strong Afrikaner accent.

	I turned to face her. She was stunning. A big girl with a flower in her long blonde hair, her cream evening gown baring one smooth, broad shoulder.

	“I’m Danny.”

	“Etta. How do you do.”

	“You look fantastic, Etta. What’s the occasion?”

	“It’s my engagement party.”

	“That all, hey? Here in the hotel?”

	“Ja.”

	“I wish I could come and dance with you.”

	“So do I.”

	Several thoughts collided in my brain. It took me a few seconds to reply.

	“Er, that might not be a very popular move.”

	“I know,” she said with a sigh. “Just wishful thinking, ja?”

	The lift doors opened and she was gone.

	What the hell is happening here, I wondered. Is it the humidity? Does it turn girls’ brains to jelly? In Jo’burg that gorgeous doll wouldn’t have given me the time of day.

	 

	***

	 

	The party, at the home of a girl called Lola, was jam-packed and Jewish noisy. Eric had found himself a cute little partner. I stood around thinking about the Afrikaner girl. Had I made a mistake? Had I passed up a chance to make some sort of date, however clandestine? I mean, we were staying in the same hotel. I could have asked for her room number. But everything had happened too quickly, I decided, giving myself the benefit of the doubt.

	The music was OK but not really to my taste – Eartha Kitt, Johnny Mathis and Frank Sinatra at his most commercial.

	A bloke I’d seen talking to Eric came up to me.

	“You’re Danny Waterman, aren’t you?” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Steven Fall. Lola’s my cousin.”

	At that stage, Steven was a rarity to me – a trueborn Durbanite. By his own reckoning he either knew everyone who counted in the city or he knew someone who knew, etc, etc. He was a serious-minded and soft-spoken youth, but I didn’t hold that against him. I needed to know people, especially ones I could turn to for local knowledge. 

	“So you are actually coming to work here,” he said. “What do you do?”

	“I’m a journalist. A reporter. I start work on Wednesday at The Durban Messenger.”

	He seemed impressed. People always are – journalism is said to be a glamorous profession. Then they rationalise about what a precarious way it must be to make a living, and smugly forget all about it.

	The party dragged on. Most of the girls were paired up. Eric and his new friend were practising wrestling holds on a sofa. Someone put Sam’s Song on the radiogram. I thanked Lola and left.

	 

	***

	 

	The hotel corridors were gloomy and airless. I turned a corner disconsolately and there she was. Perhaps she was returning from her parents’ room to her own. She was barefoot, in a gown over her nightclothes. She mouthed the word, “Dannee.”

	I walked up to her, took her hand and pulled her gently down the corridor to the third or fourth room, which was mine. With only a slight struggle I extracted the key from my pocket and opened the door. She stepped inside. I followed and close the door behind me. Then we both laughed. We stood facing each other, fell into each other’s arms, fell on my bed, plunged into a brutal kiss, broke away panting and tore at each other’s clothes.

	With uncharacteristic presence of mind I opened the bedside drawer and took out a packet of French letters. As I struggled to put one on she pulled me towards her. I just about managed to get the job done when she grabbed my cock and dragged me inside her, crying out at the point of penetration.

	The thing about being circumcised, generally speaking, is that you can last longer. After all, the snip comes – kindly forgive the play on words – at the expense of sensation. But then again, ho-hum, there is no stopping outright passion, is there?

	In minutes, Etta’s body bowed and she screamed as she climaxed. I followed in an uncontrolled tidal wave of rapture.

	Panting like a dog, I threw myself off her. We lay silent for a few minutes, my hand resting on her breast.

	She leant over me, kissed me on the lips and said, “Baie danke, Danny.” It was Afrikaans for “thank you.”

	Then, for the second time in not too many hours, she went from me. No goodbye, no explanation, just a lingering smell of perfume. She was gone and I hadn’t said one word to her. Much to my relief the prophylactic was still in place. I got up and threw it into the toilet, brushed my teeth and went back to bed.

	Questions crowded my thoughts. What was she getting herself into? Some sort of arranged marriage? A fiancé she didn’t love? Or a simple need to know something about love-making before marriage and a honeymoon with someone she hoped to care for? Would I ever see her again? How would I respond if I did? With no answers presenting themselves, and the questions multiplying, I gradually drifted into a deep, purifying sleep.

	 


 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	THE SAND burnt my bare feet. I wondered what the hell the beach was going to be like in summer. Eric had brought along his little brunette, whom he at last introduced as Lizette. We appropriated a corner of the beach and Jo’burgers, apparently all known to Lizette, began to join us until we ended up with a party of sixteen or so. 

	I took care not to tread on anyone’s toes and ran into the sea to cool off.

	“Ow! The bloody salt stings,” I said loudly to no one in particular.

	Eric, who was smooching in the water with Lizette, called back, “It would, Danny. Have you seen your back?”

	I waded through the shallows, sprinted over the burning sands to where our party was encamped, and put on my shirt.

	“Are you worth all that passion?” asked a girl whose deeply tanned skin shone from a layer of newly administered coconut oil. Her smile was disingenuous.

	“How do you mean?”

	“You’ve got some really ugly scratch marks on you back – or haven’t you noticed?”

	“Are you interested in finding out?”

	“Finding out what?”

	“Whether or not I’m worth all that passion, doll.”

	“Certainly not. Larry would kill me!”

	I never did find out her name and I don’t remember meeting anyone called Larry. But I enjoyed the backchat, which went on more or less incessantly throughout the morning. The girls saw themselves as big city chicks, all-knowing and highly practised in the art of bitchiness. Fun, if you didn’t take them too seriously.

	Eric fell on the sand next to me and buried his face in his towel.

	“I saw you and Lizette swimming near the shark nets,” I said. “Is that wise?”

	He looked at me as if I was a slow learner.

	“Do you know anything about the ragged tooth shark? Seriously, Danny. Would you like an exposition on them right here and now? If you are going to live in this burg you need to know.”

	“Go on then.” I knew I’d get the bloody lecture whether I wanted it or not. In any case, Eric generally knew what he was talking about.

	“First of all, most of the shark attacks that take place along the Natal coast, as far as I’ve heard anyway, are by the ragged tooth.”

	“OK.”

	“Try not to interrupt.”

	“Jesus, you are an arrogant twat, Eric.”

	“I’m trying to tell you things you need to know, pal. Imagine if you have to write a story about a shark attack for the paper – you won’t know its arse from its fucking snout. And let’s face it, this is Shark City. There are people here in Durban who actually love the fucking things.”

	“OK, OK, just get on with it.”

	Eric took a lit cigarette from Lizette before starting again.

	“Right, well, the waters around here are very murky because of the quality of the sand that is thrown up by the waves, which happen to be pretty incessant, as you’ve probably noticed. This doesn’t bother the ragged tooth because it has very poor eyesight anyway. But if it sees anything moving in its immediate vicinity, it bites it. Instinctively. It’s indiscriminate. Despite the attacks you read about in the papers, it probably doesn’t like eating human flesh – much prefers fish. But if an arm or a leg or a body hoves into view – snap!”

	He made a biting gesture with his hands. Very dramatic. “I don’t think it will carry on eating the rest of you, though. If anything, it seems that it tries to get away. Trouble is, its teeth are bent backwards, like sharpened hooks, so it can’t let go and rips your flesh to pieces. Nice, hey? This makes the injuries even more horrific, especially those to the torso.

	“The other thing about their attacks, or so the latest research would indicate, is that they nearly always take place in water that is seventy-four degrees or warmer. It seems to drive the buggers frantic.”

	A pause for a puff.

	“As sharks go, they aren’t very big – nothing like those enormous blue pointers you get around the Cape that can bite a man in two. I don’t know how true it is but there are stories that you can actually ward a ragged tooth off by hitting it hard on the snout with a camera or even your fist. Apparently, they have a very tough outer skin but below that they are incredibly sensitive and scare easily. Well, that’s it. I’ve exhausted my knowledge.”

	“What about the nets?”

	“Yes, of course. The nets. Very interesting. You’ll see that they are only a few feet deep, even though they lie close to the surface in ten feet of water. Frightening, right? The thing is, that’s where the ragged tooth swims – almost at the surface. You can see his dorsal fin poking out as he comes at you. But he’s also a terrible coward. When he hits the nets, his momentum carries him underneath. Then he takes fright – are you with me? – turns, and immediately heads back towards deeper water. Now, however, the nets are well and truly in his way and he gets trapped in them …”

	“Wait a minute, wait a minute. Are you saying the sharks get trapped on the inside of the nets?”

	“Yep.”

	“Jesus! You mean there are sharks on the inside of those nets where people are swimming right now?”

	“Unlikely – and even if there were they wouldn’t be dangerous. The water temperature barely reaches seventy at this time of year. But yes, in the summer months sharks presumably in a dangerous mood get trapped very close to where people are swimming.”

	“Do people know this? You know, holidaymakers, visitors, not to mention innocent children, invalids, the lame, the deaf and the blind …?”

	“Doubtful. In my experience people don’t take much notice of what they don’t wish to know.”

	“I don’t think I’ll ever go in again.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s perfectly safe. The nets actually do a good job. Usually.”

	“Yeah, exactly. Usually.”

	Eric took a last drag and buried the cigarette in the sand.

	“How do you know so much about them, Eric?”

	“Good question. Ten years ago my father acted for a girl whose hand had been bitten off. Not here in Durban. Down the coast somewhere. Her father went crazy. He claimed – quite rightly – that there were no warning signs or protection of any kind on the beach where the girl was attacked. He brought a suit against the local authorities. My father acted for him. So it was a constant talking point at table. I was twelve or thirteen and it made a big impression on me. When I joined the firm I got the case file out and read it.”

	“Did she win?”

	“Nope. The court ruled the local authorities couldn’t be held responsible.”

	“Sad.”

	“But that wasn’t the end of it. The Fifties were marked by a series of shark attacks and quite a few bathers were killed. Public opinion forced the people in charge of the beaches to introduce nets. And I’m sure the girl’s case was part of that campaign. But never mind about that. Right now we have more important matters to attend to. You know about Jake, don’t you, Danny?”

	“Jake who?”

	“Well, there’s this Indian chef we call Jake. He’s got that kiosk down the beach. If you stand up you can just about see it from here. Serves great lamb curry, I promise you. And right now it’s lunchtime and I’m starving. So come on, let’s go.”

	I was supposed to be flat hunting but I was having too good a time. I suspected I’d pay for my tardiness. But these were my last days of freedom. I always found starting a new job stressful in the extreme and I didn’t want to think about serious things.

	 

	***

	 

	That night a gang of us went to a jazz club called Frankie’s up two flights in a building near the docks. The house quintet was passable and at least their trombone-playing leader had a cool, modern tone.

	Steven Fall joined us. “I come here a lot,” he said.

	“Who’s the girl?”

	“That’s Ruth. She’s my cousin.”

	“Another cousin? How many have you got?”

	“She’s Lola’s sister.”

	The group wound up the session with a rather raggedy rendition of Night in Tunisia. The drummer never quite got to grips with the composition’s rhythmic complexities but then, who could blame him? Art Blakey he wasn’t.

	Ruth sat at a table staring into space, abstracted, although she did join in the desultory applause.

	“Beautiful looking girl,” I said. “Why wasn’t she at the party?”

	“She’s not very happy at the moment,” said Steven. “Lots of problems.”

	“But goes to a jazz club?”

	“Well, why not? She likes jazz. You want her to stay home knitting?”

	When I didn’t laugh he added, “Do you want to meet her?”

	I did. But the club was crowded and we couldn’t get near.

	Steven cupped his hands round his mouth. “Ruthie … this is Danny,” he shouted across a couple of tables.

	She looked up and I could see that she had dark brown eyes to go with her honey coloured hair. Fetching combination. She mouthed, “Hi,” and gave me a half-friendly smile.

	The trombone player downed a pint and called his men back to the bandstand. I was trapped between a table and the wall. Halfway through Moonglow I decided to get a drink. I shoved my way through the crowd to the bar, wondering if this place was legal – if it had a licence to sell alcohol, that is – and what the chances were of it being raided.

	There was no sign of Steven when I got back to my spot. I looked around and caught a glimpse of him and Ruth leaving. So soon? Strange people, I thought. But I had to admit I was intrigued.

	 


 

	Chapter 4

	 

	THE FEVER came in waves. The shivering was bad enough. But the humidity must have been around ninety-eight per cent, so the hot spells were worse, leaving me drenched in sweat. The bedclothes stuck to my skin. I vomited a few times, and lay spread eagled on my back, with my head hanging over the edge of the bed, bluffing myself that this crazy position felt just a tiny bit cooler. Nobody told me Durban was going to be like this. If someone had, it would surely have put me off.

	After a hellish night I was just about able to dress and stumble out to a call box on the corner. I found the name of a GP in the phone book and called him.

	It took him a couple of hours to get to me. He was an affable old bloke who told me I was one of many flu cases in the city. Great consolation. He wanted to give me a penicillin jab but I told him it brought me out in a terrible rash. He said it probably wouldn’t help anyway and gave me some APCs – aspirin, phenacetin and caffeine – and told me to stay in bed for an unspecified period.

	Forty-eight hours later he remained the only visitor I’d had. I was beginning to think I was going to die. The authorities would find my body only because of the smell seeping out from under the door.

	A bedside radio kept me company and when I felt up to it I tried to concentrate on the Penguin edition of Tender is The Night. What the hell did Abe North see Nicole doing in the toilet anyway? I spent hours speculating, trying to forget that my skull was in danger of cracking open or that the APCs were destroying my stomach lining.

	I saw bizarre images on the walls. I closed my eyes and the shapes formed themselves into distorted, half-familiar people. Some huge, some miniscule. I hadn’t experienced fever hallucinations of this kind since a bout of measles when I was five.

	But the worst thing was that I’d fallen ill at The Messenger, on my very first day. What must they think? They sit me down at a desk, I tap away at the typewriter, file my first story – a telephone interview with a city councillor of very little interest to anyone – and then I start shaking and ask to leave. Poor show. The boy’s a failure. A drop out, wouldn’t you know? He’ll never make it.

	At the end of yet another febrile night I began to sleep easier and woke feeling famished. But I was so weak I could barely stand. I didn’t just feel sick. I felt an idiot. Moving into this room, in the seedy building where I’d noticed a vacancy sign, had been a terrible mistake. I promised myself that I would get out at the first opportunity.

	The room had a washbasin and a single-ring cooker, which I shared with several cockroaches that had mutated to an abnormal size. No fridge and the bathroom and toilet were communal, across the landing.

	Eventually I raked up enough energy to go for a piss, my first in at least twelve hours, although I was so dehydrated I didn’t think there’d be much in the way of actual micturition.

	I struggled into the corridor, where I was met by the most wonderful smell that had ever wafted my way. Rich. Sumptuous. Lamb stew! My salivary glands began to ache and my stomach churned. Suddenly, without realising how, I was at the door of an apartment some way down the corridor. Someone was knocking on the door. It must have been me – there was no one else around.

	The door opened and the smell of food was so strong I thought I was going to pass out.

	“Ja?” I was confronted by a middle-aged woman with fair hair and gaunt features, the skin pulled tight over her high cheekbones. She was wearing a cheap jumper and her general appearance told of someone ill used by life.

	“Er, I live down there…” I said pointing back to my room.

	“Ja, ek weet. Ek het ’u gesien” – yes I know. I’ve seen you.

	Reverting to schoolboy Afrikaans, I said, “Er, I’ve been sick. Very sick. But now I’m starving. If I may I’d like to … er, would you allow me to buy a plate of that wonderful food I can smell, missus?”

	She stared at me for a long moment. I must have looked like a particularly large and ugly cockroach to her.

	She spoke rapidly, saying, “No, I won’t take money from you, young man. Just wait there.”

	So I waited, swaying slightly, my hand on the doorpost. She returned with a tray containing a bowl covered by a plate, two slices of bread, a soupspoon and a small jug of milk.

	“Do you have tea?” she asked in English.

	“Yes, I do. Thank you, thank you. This is fantastic of you. I cannot thank you enough.”

	She waited until I’d retreated a couple of steps before slowly closing the door. Back in my room I took a bite of bread and waited for the bowl of stew to cool. I was saved. This poor Afrikaner woman, a total stranger, had saved me. Tears came to my eyes.

	A couple of hours later, feeling a lot better, I was debating whether to get dressed and go shopping when there was a knock on the door. It was Steven Fall.

	“I phoned The Messenger and they told me you were ill,” he said.

	“At least they didn’t say I’d been sacked.”

	Steven didn’t know if I was joking or not. “No, the person who answered didn’t say anything like that,” he said gravely.

	He’d brought a large bottle of Coke, so I forgave him his total lack of a sense of humour.

	As I sipped Coke the conversation got round to the jazz club.

	“What happened?” I asked. “You were going to introduce me to your beautiful cousin.”

	“Do you really think she’s beautiful?”

	“That’s a question not an answer.”

	“Well, you know … she just gets unhappy. It can happen quite suddenly.”

	“Could be construed as being a bit antisocial. What exactly is wrong with her?”

	Steven, sitting in the room’s only comfortable chair, shifted uneasily.

	“The family don’t like me talking about it. They’re trying to keep it secret.”

	“Yes, Steven, but say I want to take her out. Don’t you think I deserve to know?” 

	After a while he said, “Ruthie was a first-year student when …”

	“A student of what?”

	“Oh, I thought you knew. She’s still a student – a medical student, that is – but now she’s doing her practical stuff at Addington Hospital. Anyway, while she was at varsity she fell head over heels for this other medical student …”

	His voice trailed away.

	“OK, another medical student. What’s wrong with that?”

	No reply.

	“Oh, I get it. He wasn’t Jewish?”

	Still no reply. More shifting about.

	“Oh, shit. Not non-white?”

	“He was Indian. A Mohammedan.”

	We were silent for a while.

	“What a screwed up bloody world,” I said. “Colour … religion. In the great scheme of things they shouldn’t matter a fuck. That’s what I truly believe.”

	“And this fucked-up country exaggerates every issue, doesn’t it?” he said with some feeling.

	All this was inarguable. South Africa’s miscegenation laws were a national scandal. This was the only country in the world where heterosexual love could be a jailable offence. As if this did not screw the country up enough, if you broke South African society up into its constituent parts you would find bits that were so strait-laced they made the Victorians appear like a bunch of beatniks. The Dutch Reformed congregation was by far the most severe, but the Catholics, the Orthodox Jewish and various Indian communities were hardly libertarian.

	Lovers in South African society could find themselves up against barriers erected by race, religion, language, class, caste, tribe, wealth or social status. In such a place, in such a time, it could be seen that Ruth and her friend had risked lifelong opprobrium for the sake of love.

	“Whew! They’d have had to live abroad,” I said.

	“Exactly. They were on the point of doing just that. But his family found out where they were and marched in. His mother hit him – in the face – and began to swear at him and threatened to kill herself. Apparently, the parents had arranged a marriage for the boy and the mother said their lives wouldn’t be worth living if they broke their word. Then the mother turned on Ruth. Ruth couldn’t stand it and began screaming. She and the mother were literally standing toe to toe and screaming at each other. They were in a friend’s house near the airport and eventually Ruth just rushed out, ran to a main road and caught a bus home. She waited for the boy to call but he never did. She never saw him again.”

	“Jesus. That’s the worst story I’ve ever heard. Bar none.”

	Steven fell silent, spent by his efforts. I think I must have gone quiet as well.

	“Poor girl,” I said at last. “She can’t have deserved that. She must have been absolutely heartbroken.”

	“You like her, don’t you?”

	“Well, yes, as a matter of fact I do. Can’t help it. Romantic streak, I guess.”

	“Damsel in distress.”

	“A very attractive damsel.”

	“Do you want to meet her? I mean properly, this time.”

	I nodded and Steven said, “She only comes home one day a week. We have family get-togethers on Friday nights and sometimes she’s home for one of those. I can let you know.”

	“Shit, do I have to meet the whole family?”

	“Why not? We’re a good bunch. You’ll see.”

	 


 

	Chapter 5

	 

	THE NEWS editor, Gordon Clare, put me on nights, which suited me fine. I could sleep late, go to the beach before midday, have a swim, lunch on curried lamb at Jake’s, sunbathe, get back to my new, vastly more comfortable flat to shave and shower, and still get to work without being late. I soon realised that four o’clock – shortly before evening conference – was the best time to get into the office.

	The story deadline for the first edition was seven, which could be stretched by thirty or forty minutes for the splash. The execs would pour out of conference around five and start dishing stuff out. So it was possible to cop a lot of Page One space for yourself in those few hours.

	I got my first splash only a fortnight after joining the paper. Not the greatest story – that hardy perennial about when South Africa could expect to get television. Never, if the retrogressive Prime Minister, Hendrik Verwoerd, had his way. My story was based on a vox pop showing our readers wanted it badly. Nothing new there. But I enjoyed seeing my byline in fourteen point type on Page One and went out for a celebratory drink with Conrad Nichols, who’d been on nights for years. Marty Blaine came with us. He was a hard drinking reporter standing in for the paper’s crime correspondent, who was on a sabbatical.

	“So what do you do with your time?” asked Marty.

	“Well, I’m developing a great tan and … er … this Saturday I hope to be going to Greyville.”

	“So you like a bet on the gees, eh? What about cards?”

	Conrad butted in. He spoke slowly, almost in a drawl. “Marty’s the recruitment officer for the meanest poker game in town.”

	“No, no, it’s all very friendly,” said Marty. “A couple of business people, one or two professional types and even a couple of detectives.”

	“Detectives? I’ve never played poker with detectives,” I said.

	“You’d be surprised how sharp they are. Good players. They’re the ones who introduced me to this school.”

	“I’m not really surprised to hear that they’re sharp. They’re supposed to be, aren’t they? What’s the game? Five card draw, no frills?”

	“Exactly. Occasional round of jacks but mostly four rand limit draw. No wild cards or crap like that.”

	“Yeah, well, I’m a terrible player, but I love it. The last time I played it was all still pounds and shillings – that’s how long ago it was.”

	“Don’t worry Danny, nothing much has changed since the rand was introduced. Our game’s the equivalent of the old thirty-two bob limit game. But look, you know what happens with poker schools, there’s always someone dropping out or going out of town, or something. So if there’s a seat, you’re interested, hey?”

	“Count me in. Definitely.”

	Marty was on his third double Scotch while Conrad and I nursed our second glasses of lager.

	“Crime reporting’s really shit on The Messenger,” said Marty, possibly changing the subject to distract attention away from his rapid slide towards drunkenness. “Conrad will tell you. The paper won’t take chances. It’s not like the States, where you can say what you bloody like. I’m hamstrung, man.”

	“It’s true,” said Conrad. “You write up a crime story at night and they gut it. There’s bugger all left by the time it appears in the paper.”

	“They?”

	“The subs. They phone the paper’s lawyer and I can tell you, he is one cautious bastard.”

	“So if crime doesn’t keep you too busy, what does, Marty?”

	“I’m in court most of the time. You know, the guys who are being tried for killing nine cops in Cato Manor last year? I can see it’s really important, but it’s court reporting, not crime reporting. I get bored with it.”

	The killings, as I well knew, had made headlines around the world. The police had been attacked at their station by hundreds of Zulus, long angry at the running of a municipal beerhall, but even more infuriated by the forced removal of some of their people to another township, Kwamashu. The removals were being accomplished using the Verwoerd government’s cynical piece of social engineering, the Group Area’s Act. It was just one of several iniquitous bits of legislation that had led to the Sharpeville Massacre a few months after the Cato Manor riot.

	Marty said he was bored with the case, but I envied him. South Africa was beginning to resemble a tinderbox about to blow. Without meaning to sound too crass, if it was going to happen, as a journalist I wanted to be involved.

	“I’m going on holiday next week,” said Conrad.

	“So?”

	“Well, you’ll have to do the night rounds of the hospital and the police stations, including the one at Cato Manor.”

	“I’ve seen you disappear at night and wondered what you got up to.”

	“You’d better come with me tonight or tomorrow and I’ll show you the ropes. I’ll fix it with Neal.”

	Neal Smythe, in charge of the night news desk, regarded Conrad and me as a team. Neal could be officious. Luckily, Conrad was an agreeable bloke and we got on well from the off.

	“By the way, what happened to you last week? I take it you really were ill,” said Conrad.

	“Shit, it was appalling. I’ve never felt so sick.”

	I told them about my bout with death – well, that’s what I made it sound like – and eventually got round to the lady who undoubtedly saved me.

	“Did you thank her?” asked Marty.

	“Of course. The day I went back to work I gave her a box of chocolates and a bunch of flowers. Funny thing, though, she wasn’t particularly pleased to get them.”

	“Why do you think that was?”

	“Well, perhaps she felt she’d helped me out of the goodness of her heart and didn’t think she needed to be rewarded in any way.”

	“Don’t be so fucking naïve,” said Marty, starting on his fourth double.

	“What? What do you mean?”

	“You’re being really naïve, Danny. She’s obviously got a husband or a lover in tow. That’s who she was cooking the stew for. What if he comes home and sees the flowers and the chocs? He’s going to think, hello, the bitch has got a secret fucking admirer. The least she’s going to get out of this is a black eye.”

	My heart sank. “Oh, shit! She’s been so good to me and I’ve earned her a beating. Oh, shit!”

	Marty giggled. “Don’t worry about it, Danny. It’s not so bad. She’s obviously got more brains than you, pal. The fact that she accepted the stuff in the end proves that she could deal with it. I reckon she’s thrown the flowers in the bin and hidden the chocolates at the bottom of her bedside drawer. Problem solved.”

	Conrad was rocking with laughter at my discomfort. Marty hooted. What could I do? I began to laugh along with them.

	Before we went back to the office Marty reminded me about the poker game. I was a bit nervous about it – I couldn’t really afford to lose. But what the hell. I said I still wanted in.

	 


 

	Chapter 6

	 

	WITH HIS holiday in mind, Conrad took me on his night rounds to show me the ropes. “I’ve got to be careful at Addington Hospital,” he said.

	“Why?”

	“Well, you know, nurses and journalists.”

	“You scared of them?”

	He laughed. “I am, yeah. But I’m more scared of Moira. She’s a tough cookie. And she talks to all the nurses.”

	“Oh, is that your girlfriend?”

	“She’s more than that. We’re getting married soon.”

	“Mazel Tov. How come she knows the nurses?”

	“She’s a medical student. Works there – at Addington.”

	“Really? Do you know if she knows Ruth Fall?”

	“Of course she knows her. They work together. I’ve met Ruth a few times myself.”

	“Look, Conrad, I haven’t actually met her yet … well, I have sort of, but I don’t really know her and she’s a very attractive girl …”

	“Need some help, huh? Something like a foursome one night? Take in a movie maybe?”

	“That sounds terrific. If nothing else, it’ll give me something to talk about when I meet her properly.”

	“And how is that going to happen? Do you want Moira to do the honours?”

	“No, I don’t think so. I’m friendly with Ruth’s cousin, a guy named Steven Fall. He’s planning to invite me to a family do when he knows she’ll be there.”

	I wound a window down to let cool air blow in my face. We were in a company car, a miserable little Morris Minor used by the reporters and photographers. I don’t think it even had a fan. Conrad was driving and as we drew up outside Cato Manor police station he said, “OK, we’ll leave it until we get back from holiday. There’s an American comedian due at the Eden Roc Hotel soon and Moira’s keen to go. Perhaps you and Ruth can join us.”

	Conrad was about my age. His parents were Danish and he’d been brought to Durban as a baby. He’d been a good sportsman and had done well at school. But he’d spent his time chasing girls at Natal University and flunked his law exams. So he and I had something in common – we were both dropouts.

	His easy manner made him popular with the cops, who greeted him warmly. He introduced me to the duty sergeant and one or two of the Cato Manor regulars. There were also several youngsters, trainees presumably, wandering around.

	Black policemen stood guard over a queue of Africans waiting to be processed. Those in the queue mostly looked worn and ill fed. I guessed they’d fallen foul of the Pass Laws. Apartheid, rather than anything they’d actually done, was busy turning them into criminals.

	I got talking to one white lad, who, like me, came from Jo’burg. He was a large, amiable boy from a half-English half-Afrikaner background. The other cops had nicknamed him Toffee.

	“Ja, they call me Toffee Taylor, the silly buggers,” he laughed. “I’m no toff and I’m not sweet, I promise you.”

	“So you’re a trainee, Toffee?”

	“No, no. I’m a constable. Fully-fledged.”

	“OK. How come you’re not on the beat, then? And as far as I can see, you are not carrying a weapon.”

	“It’s a sad story, Danny. I’m facing a reprimand – I’m on suspension till my hearing next month. Light duty only.”

	“Shit. What happened?”

	“You’re not going to print this?”

	“Nah. Course not. The Messenger doesn’t print good stories.”

	“Ha! Very good, man. Wait till you hear it.” He rubbed his nose vigorously and said, “OK. About two weeks ago I was in the Manor and I apprehended this zott for being in possession of a suspected stolen car and a load of dagga and also for suspected robbery – he had an expensive looking watch in his pocket. I handcuffed him and chained the cuffs to my belt. This is common practice, ja? The chain’s about five feet long. So I was marching him back to the station when I thought, ‘You know, I’ve never killed anyone. What the fuck is it like? Lots of the other blokes back at the station have done it, and they’re always talking about it, so why not me?’ Fucking crazy thinking, hey Danny? But you’ve got to understand, I’m a crazy kind of guy.”

	He laughed loudly before continuing, “So I undo the chain and say, ‘Run Kaffir, run.’ But he’s suspicious and just stands there. So I shout, ‘If you don’t run I’m going to shoot you where you stand!’ What can the poor fucker do? He runs. So now he’s breaking the law. He’s running away from a crime scene and I’m free to shoot him, right? That’s the fucking the law, Danny. They call it justifiable homicide. So I open up with my Sten gun and you know what? I more or less cut him in half. One burst – chug, chug, chug, chug, chug – and I’ve cut the poor bastard in half.”

	“Jesus Christ!” I said. I was shocked on several levels, not only because this boy with a silly nickname had killed his African detainee, not only because of the extraordinarily bloodthirsty way in which he had done it, but also because of the casual way he’d told me about it, as if the man’s life was so utterly worthless. And then there was the reference to “lots of the blokes” being killers. Who were their victims? Toffee hadn’t bothered to say, but like his they could only have been defenceless Africans.

	He grinned broadly. “When I get back to the station I think I’m going to get a pat on the back. Can you believe this? But the sergeant is not very happy with my story. He insists on coming with when we go back in a Black Maria to collect the body, ja? When we get there, he looks at this body and he says, ‘This individual is handcuffed. How can he be running away from a crime scene if he is in handcuffs?’ Of course, the sarge knows very well the guy could still try to run away if he’s cuffed, but it would be difficult. And what he’s really doing is challenging my story. The thing is, what he’s seeing doesn’t tally with my version because I’d already told him this black boy was sprinting away from me. Running is one thing but sprinting … in handcuffs? Shit, Danny, I fucking should have removed those cuffs. Or not said ‘sprinting.’ So I’m in deep shit.”

	It struck me as weird that Toffee’s happy-go-lucky demeanour didn’t change at this point. He certainly didn’t give the impression that he faced being hanged or at the very least chucked in jail for a long stretch, which is what he surely deserved. 

	“So what’s going to happen to you, Toffee?” I was burning to know.

	“The sergeant’s a good bloke, Danny. In the end, he’s always on our side. He’s concocted a story for me. I have to learn it off by heart for the hearing next month. It’s about how the boy tried to run away and I panicked because I’m new here and I’m young and I made a terrible mistake and how sorry I am and so on. He says they’ll probably sentence me to two or three months’ suspension on a minor charge, like dereliction or negligence or something. By then I will have been suspended for quite a long time already, so that will be taken into account and with a bit of luck I’ll be back at work inside of a few weeks.”

	He took a deep breath.

	“I’m lucky, hey? I deserve a lot worse, don’t I? But the sergeant says next time he’ll see I go down. And the reprimand is not going to look good on my record. I’ll have to wait a long time for promotion.”

	He was silent for a while. Then he said, “At least I know what it’s like to kill a man.”

	 

	***

	 

	On the way back to the office Toffee Taylor’s story played on my mind. He’d used truly offensive language in calling his African victim a zott and a Kaffir. In the lexicon of the times these words were about as insulting and demeaning as any South Africa had to offer.

	Why tell me his story? We were strangers, yet he hadn’t hesitated to volunteer it. There was only one explanation, crazy though it sounded. He was bragging. He simply wanted me to know what a big man he was. 

	Something else perturbed me greatly. And I could see that it could become a continuing problem – how the hell should I react in the face of such brutally casual racialism? Yes, journalists have to be objective. And I understood that if they wanted stories they had to cooperate with the police. But this man went too far. He was a pig – and I was forced to stand there and take his nefarious humour passively.

	I put this to Conrad as we drove back to the city.

	“Look,” he said, “I’m as tolerant as the next bloke. I don’t like it either, Danny. But what you’ve got to remember is that these police guys are under one hell of a lot of pressure. It’s only a year back since nine of them were butchered in a single night in the Manor. Four white police and five black police. Their pricks were sliced off and shoved in their mouths. Did you know that? How’s that for brutality? And there’s another thing you have to remember. Here in Durban these aren’t any old blacks the cops have to deal with. These are Zulus. These are people who pride themselves in being the most warlike people on God’s earth. It’s not easy.”

	“Come on, Conrad, that doesn’t give you an excuse to tell some poor bastard to run and then cut him in half with Sten gun bullets.”

	I was really getting angry.

	“And what the hell kind of justice gives police the power of life and death anyway? Justifiable homicide! Do you think they’re fit to handle it? The truth is they are being given permission to act as judge, jury and executioner. No trial. Anyone who runs is automatically guilty in their eyes. For fuck’s sake, I’d also run away – out of fear! It stinks. It just stinks.”

	“That’s not the fault of the cops, Danny. That’s down to the politicians and the judges and white society as a whole. The cops are the ones who have to do the dirty work. Verwoerd and his mob dream up yet another unjust law and the cops have to implement it. Don’t blame them. You’ve also got to think about the newspaper, hey? Yes, Danny, you start fighting with the police and you can no longer do your job effectively. You won’t last, I can assure you.”

	 

	***

	 

	Back in the office there was a message to phone Marty. “Danny,” he said when I called, “there’s a seat in the game for you if you want. Sunday night. I can pick you up at six thirty. Take my advice, pal, don’t eat too much beforehand.”

	Conrad and I had picked up a snippet on our rounds. A new appointment or something at the hospital. I wrote it up – all two paragraphs – and was delighted when Neal Smythe suggested I take it to the subs. Their room, next door to ours, was the only one in the building that was air-conditioned. It was a blissful twenty degrees cooler in there – a blessing not even the editor enjoyed. I lingered in the coolness among the subs as long as I could but eventually had to leave. As I did so the clammy heat of the Durban night hit me full in the face.

	 


 

	Chapter 7

	 

	I WAS waiting on the pavement when Marty arrived to pick me up at my new flat. “Hey, you must be keen,” he shouted. “I was going to hoot.”

	There was someone in the front seat so I scrambled into the back and found myself sitting next to a guy with short fair hair and a smile lit up by a gold incisor. The bloke in the front seat was altogether different. Even from behind he looked like a rugby player. Huge neck, mangled ears.

	“That’s Koos at the back with you,” said Marty. “And this fairy in front here is Theo.”

	“Theo?” I said, staring at the man’s large, misshapen features as he turned to face me. “Theo Oudenstad?”

	“The same,” said Marty. “The Theo Oudenstad, no less. But don’t worry, Danny, he’s become a big pussy since he stopped playing. And he’s a terrible poker player.”

	The once renowned rugby player had trouble stretching a thick arm over the back of his seat to shake my hand. Then the man sitting next to me extended his hand and said, “I’m Koos van Blatter” with a degree of formality. I was immediately struck by his neat appearance. He alone was wearing a tie and you could have cut a finger on the crease of his slacks. A Harris tweed sports jacket and Italian shoes completed the picture.

	“The game’s at Nico Schmidt’s place. Lives in Sydenham. Durban North,” said Marty as he shoved the car into gear. “Take us ten minutes, Danny. Maybe fifteen.”

	“And you’ve all come from …?”

	“We all live south, on or around The Bluff,” said Koos. “We always share a car. Marty’s turn tonight.”

	Marty was in ebullient mood. “These guys are regulars, Danny. And I’ve got to tell you, look out for Koos. He never loses.”

	“Ag, that’s just not true, Marty. I lost last time we played.”

	“What, a few rand? After skinning the school month after month? Just tell us how you do it, Koos.”

	“Poker’s not a difficult game, pal. The number one rule is, never do what the other guy wants you to do. If he wants you to bet, check. If he wants you to check, bet. If he wants you to chuck, call. If he wants you to call, then you chuck. What could be easier?”

	“Is it? Ag, Koos, first you’ve got to be able to read the bloke,” said Theo a touch ruefully. “How the fuck do I know what he wants or doesn’t want me to do? And you also have to have a helluva lot of patience, ja? And I don’t have it.”

	“No man, Theo, you play too many bloody hands. I’ve told you before. You can’t hope to win them all.”

	I was impressed, and more than a little daunted, even though I half-suspected Koos was just bullshitting. He spoke with so much assurance. I loved poker but had never been into analysing it or coming up with a general strategy. For me the most important thing was simply to be in the game, to be transported into a kind of limbo. No past or future. Just playing. A sort of poor man’s existentialism was involved here. Only the present counted when I looked at my hand and wondered at its infinite possibilities.

	Of course, such an indulgent, negative attitude meant that I invariably came up with the wrong decision and lost. And when I say invariably, that’s exactly what I mean.

	Nico’s wife, Veronica, had made us a variety of snacks. Drink in hand, I munched on Melba toast spread with liver pate and tried to catch up with the conversation, which was mostly in Afrikaans.

	Marty sidled up to me. “Don’t worry, the game’s always in English,” he confided.

	“No problem,” I replied. “I’ve noticed though that Koos’s English is impeccable when he wants.”

	“Yeah. I believe he went to an English boarding school.”

	“Impressive bloke. What’s he do for a living?”

	“Oh, I thought I told you. He and Theo are detectives. Durban CID.”

	The maximum number of players in a five-card draw game is seven and a full table is always the aim. We did not have to wait long for two other players to arrive. One was a small Scot called Jock. He had a red nose and didn’t appear to have any other names. Last to show was Hymie Lazarre, a shopkeeper from Pinetown.

	“A Yiddishe boy! Vi geyts, landsman?” he greeted me, a large paw enveloping my medium-sized fingers. “Just remember to respect your elders, son. When I bet, you do the right thing and throw. I never bluff.”

	Five-card draw, as most South African poker schools played it, was a strange game with a string of house rules. For example, double bluffing – which, by definition, meant saying anything deliberately misleading about your hand – was banned. Offenders were not invited back.

	Another arcane rule said that if you looked at your bought cards and checked, then you could not raise when the betting came round to you again. But you could “check in the dark” before looking at your bought cards. You were then allowed to back-raise later on. All incomprehensible to the uninitiated, granted, but the intention was to protect the weak and make the game fairer. A friendly, homely way to pass the evening. Forget it. Draw poker is as cutthroat as any poker game. Look what happened to Doc Holliday.

	We started quietly, Hymie betting and winning most of the early hands.

	Then Marty went wild and raised a hand. Koos called. Marty bought three cards, indicating a high pair, and checked dark. Koos, who had bought a single card, bet. Marty raised and Koos re-raised.

	Marty picked his nose and scratched his neck as he studied his hand. “Why do I always bump my head against you, Koos?” he said plaintively as he threw his cards in.

	Koos did not celebrate, although his eyes sparkled. “Good pass,” he teased.

	“I had a pair of queens,” said Marty. “What did you have?”

	“Massive hand, Marty” was all Koos would say. But he hadn’t shown the cards, so it was impossible to say whether he was telling the truth. 

	In any case, Marty had played the hand like a beginner. My own dad always drummed it into me to “respect your mother, your father and a one-card buyer.” In other words, Marty should just have called Koos’s bet instead of back-raising and then we’d all have seen what Koos was betting with. And Marty might even have won the hand.

	I wondered about Koos. He seemed a charming bloke with a ready smile. Very polite. But there was something about his eyes. They didn’t smile along with the rest of his face. And every now and then a shadow seemed to fall across them, as if they were warning you not to approach too near.

	After an hour or so we had a round of jackpots. Wonderful to relate, I actually won one. So when Veronica came into the smoke-filled room to announce that it was eleven thirty, I was only losing a few rand.

	We trooped into the kitchen where homemade pies and a huge plate of steak sandwiches awaited us. So this was why Marty had warned me not to eat too much. Despite Hymie crying off on the grounds that he was on a strict diet, the rest of us soon polished off the food. We washed the grease off our fingers and the game resumed. I was close to being in a state of euphoria. What could spoil such a mood?

	The answer was good cards. In draw poker, bad cards don’t, or at least shouldn’t, cost you much money. You simply throw them in. It’s the good hands that do you in and the really good ones that destroy you. Like three of a kind, for example.

	Ten minutes after the break I sat staring at three nines. I raised and everyone except Theo chucked. He bought three cards to my two. My new ones were a pair of sevens so I had a full house. I bet, Theo raised, I re-raised and he bet the limit. 

	“I’ve got a house,” I said, showing my hand as I called him.

	“Ag, sorry Danny, but I’ve bought a miracle.” The affable giant laid his cards down. “Came in with threes and bought three kings off the reel.” My full house was no match for his.

	Nothing went right for me after that and I hardly won another hand.

	We had decided in advance to play until 2am and with fifteen minutes to go we began a final round of jackpots. This was a game where the hand couldn’t be won until someone had “opened” with a minimum of a pair of jacks. The kitty built up over several deals until there was enough in it to make me a winner on the night.

	I was dealt a pair of aces and duly opened. Koos, sitting on my immediate left, stared at me through the fug of smoke and doubled the bet. I back raised and he re-raised. I called.

	Everyone else was out of the hand by now. I bought two cards, trying to make out that I had three of a kind - hoping this might induce Koos to pass if he only had two small pairs. Which he probably wouldn’t have done, but I was desperate to win this pot. I found out immediately that my little gambit was in tatters. If he had two pairs he’d have bought a single card. Instead he “smoked”, slang for not buying any cards at all, indicating he already had a very big hand. A straight or a flush perhaps. Possibly even a full house.

	I looked at my two new cards. Rags. I checked and naturally, Koos bet.

	Decision time. The cost of calling was just a fraction of the pot’s total value. But he hadn’t bought any cards, I was already losing heavily and to add to all this my ploy, my stratagem, had gone all awry. It was hopeless. I thought for a while and disconsolately threw my cards in.

	“Hard luck, Danny. But you know, pal, you should have called me,” said Koos, opening his hand. He had nothing. Five odd cards.

	He’d pulled off a monumental bluff. He reached across the table, touched my hand and said, “I shouldn’t have shown the bluff. Bad form. Sorry, pal.”

	I shook his hand. “No worries, Koos. Great bluff.”

	But inside I was seething – at myself more than at him. Why did I redouble first time round? That was looking for trouble. And hadn’t I only recently read Herbert Yardley’s The Education of a Poker Player? Did Yardley not specifically advise never to throw away a pair of aces or kings in a draw poker game? Isn’t that exactly what I’d done?

	Koos was annoyingly talkative on the way home, asking me questions about my Jo’burg background and why I’d become a journalist, a career he was adamant he would have loved.

	Then Marty, the scab, told Koos and Theo about the woman who had saved my life with a plate of lamb stew. He embellished the story, describing as fact and in detail how the jealous husband had come home, seen the flowers and chocolates I had given his wife, and beaten her senseless. This caused some hilarity. Koos made a noise between a cackle and squeak. Theo rumbled away several octaves down. Marty was laughing so hard at his own joke that he could hardly drive.

	Their good humour lasted less than five minutes. Koos and Marty got into an argument over money. I was preoccupied, so never heard the details. As far as I could make out though, Marty owed Koos two hundred rand. An old debt. Suddenly Koos was shouting at Marty. His voice was naturally high-pitched, so now he was virtually screaming. I couldn’t bear it and sunk back in my seat.

	Koos suddenly moved towards Marty. Theo flung an arm out to bar his progress and exhorted, “Ag man, calm down!”

	Koos was breathing heavily. He hesitated for a moment, then sat back, his rage now under control. Marty, to his credit, never stopped driving, although he had slowed to a crawl.

	I looked at Koos. To my astonishment he began to smile.

	“Sorry to scare the horses,” he said. And then, “You OK, Marty? Don’t worry about the fucking money, hey? Just don’t fucking argue with me in future.”

	I was glad to get home. I had to admit that I’d had better nights. As I went to bed I wondered about Koos’s astonishing mood change. Then I got round to wondering why the hell I had thrown that last hand in. It was all to do with him, I decided. Never mind his temper, his coldness alone was intimidating. I was too bloody soft for that game and I hoped they wouldn’t ask me back.

	Sadly, I knew that if they did I’d go. What a glutton for punishment I was.

	 


 

	Chapter 8

	 

	MARTY SAT on the edge of my desk. “Hope you enjoyed the game, Danny,” he said. “You made a good impression so I think there’s a seat for you next week if you want.”

	“Can I think about it? I really can’t afford to lose that much.”

	“You never know your luck. You could win it back.”

	“Tell me something, Marty. Those cops. They seem to be quite affluent, especially that Koos. How do they manage it?”

	“Ah-ha. You know how Koos was quizzing you about coming from the Transvaal? He didn’t say so, but he does too. His old man owns a huge farm in the Western Transvaal. Maybe more than one. Koos’s elder brother was supposed to inherit – you know, the old primogeniture business – so Koos left to become a cop. But his brother was killed in a tractor accident a year or two back and now Koos will get the farm. Or farms.”

	“Why doesn’t he go back and help now?”

	“Nah. You can see what he’s like. He loves the city.”

	“And Theo?”

	“Durban boy, English school. He’s not going anywhere, either. I’ve been told they were both approached by the security police and they turned them down because it could have meant leaving Durban. Interesting, hey?”

	“Well, good for them, I say.”

	“Oh, I’m not sure it had anything to do with a moral stance. Durban police have to be just as rough and tough as the security guys.”

	Marty scratched his throat, which I now realised he did habitually. “I owe those guys a lot,” he said. “They’re happy to feed me information when they can. They’re good guys.”

	“For cops.”

	“Yeah. For cops.” He laughed.

	The way he drank made me wonder whether his pals didn’t do him the occasional favour in regard to the drink-driving laws. He and Koos seemed particularly cosy, despite their fight in the car. I couldn’t resist asking about it.

	“Ag, it was nothing,” said Marty. “He goes off at me like that all the time. Five minutes later we’re pals again. Believe me, if Koos likes you he can’t do enough for you.”

	 

	***

	 

	That night something Marty told me when we’d first met, about The Messenger’s lack of interest in crime stories, was put to the test.

	It was the last night of Conrad’s holiday and I found myself the lone reporter on duty. Around ten thirty a call came through from a reader saying someone had been shot at the Miramar, an upstairs café not far from the beach.

	For the first time all week an incident of importance had happened at night and I felt excited as I drove there. I took the stairs two at a time and found myself on a large, dimly lit French colonial style veranda that looked out over wrought iron railings on to the street below.

	To my right, a dozen or so customers sat around tables in generously proportioned wicker chairs. My first impression was that this was a rather romantic place. A good place to bring a girl sometime. I turned to my left, where some of the tables were hidden behind a screen. I peeked round and saw two uniformed police and two men in plainclothes, notebooks in hand, standing over a figure lying slumped in a chair. Some yards away were two ambulance men with a stretcher.

	“Danny,” said Koos effusively, putting his notebook in his pocket as he stepped forward to shake my hand. “We meet again, hey kerel?”

	Behind him, Theo gave a brief wave.

	“Hi Koos. Hi Theo. What the hell’s happened here?”

	“Well, as you can see, this poor bloke is no longer with us. He’s been shot straight through the heart.”

	“Jesus! Who did it?”

	“Don’t worry, we’ve caught the bugger. We’re just catching up with the details and then the body belongs to these guys” – he indicated the ambulance men.

	I’d never seen a murdered man before. I busied myself making notes trying to think what to say or do next.

	Koos rescued me. “You know, Danny, this is a really strange killing. It happened while the café was full, absolutely bloody full, and nobody noticed. Can you believe that? This poor guy gets shot, then he lies here for nearly three hours before anyone notices.”

	“How? Didn’t people hear the gun?”

	“That’s what makes it so strange, pal. It’s the end of Ramadan, you know, the religious festival, and there were youngsters in the street letting off strings of firecrackers. We think the killer fired the gun to coincide with the crackers, and it worked. The bang did not attract any attention. The gunman must have just sauntered off. At his fucking leisure.”

	Koos looked down at the corpse and laughed. “The waiters thought this poor bastard here was just drunk and left him. They were busy anyway. Finally, one of the waitresses got suspicious and investigated. She says the guy was lying like that for hours.”

	“What a great story. I suppose it wasn’t a very big calibre gun? Not very noisy?”

	“No. A point two-two fired with accuracy. We’ve already found it. The two blokes were friends – or alleged friends, hey?” He grinned at his joke. “The killer was apprehended very soon after we went looking for him. More or less confessed. He’s down at Durban Central being charged now.”

	“Any names, Koos?”

	“Sorry, pal, have to let the victim’s family know before we gives those out.”

	 

	***

	 

	I raced back to the office, brought my boss, Neal Smythe, up to speed, phoned the police to confirm the suspect had been charged and began to write furiously.

	When I’d finished, I left a carbon copy for Neal to read and rushed the top copy into the subs’ room, handing it to the night editor, who was waiting to place it on the front page.

	He scanned it and said, “Good story. Well done.”

	Then began a nervous wait to see what it would look like in the paper.

	Forty-five minutes later one of the subs, Jason McCurren, came upstairs from the stone with a proof of the page. I looked over his shoulder as he placed it on the night editor’s desk.

	One paragraph. That’s all I could see. One lousy stinking paragraph under the fourteen point heading, “Café shooting.”

	Not one word about Ramadan or firecrackers or no one noticing the body lying there for hours.

	“This is just bullshit,” I shouted. “You bastards have destroyed a great story.”

	“Not us,” said Jason. “The lawyer killed everything. He barely let us report the man’s death at all.”

	I looked at the paragraph again. It read:

	A man was found shot dead at the Miramar Café, off Durban’s Marine Parade, last night. Police, who have not released any names, said that a man had been arrested and charged in connection with the incident. He is due to appear in court today.

	“Shit! This doesn’t even say it’s a murder charge,” I griped. “What a waste of time.”

	I stormed back to the reporters’ room and went into Neal’s office, where he sat looking at his own page proof.

	“No need to say anything,” he said, holding up a cautionary hand. “I can see for myself. It’s fucking disgraceful. How the fuck could it have been prejudicial to tell a bit of the truth? For example, that other customers never heard anything because of the firecrackers? Tell me that!”

	He threw the page down theatrically.

	“Sometimes I think I’m wasting my fucking time on this paper,” he said.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day I was called into Gordon Clare’s office. Although officially the news editor, he was now also the acting deputy editor. The previous incumbent had retired and Gordon was waiting to be appointed. He was the person who had hired me and I found there was much to admire about him. For one thing, his politics were seriously liberal. It was said that the government hated his editorials but feared an international outcry if they tried to silence him.

	Ironically, the one person who acted as a brake on Gordon was the editor, Pritchard Soames. As yet I’d had no dealings with Soames and I doubt he’d even heard of me. But according to the other staffers he was a spoilt individual who had inherited a controlling interest in the paper. He was well-educated and clever and professed broadly liberal views. But he simultaneously did his utmost to keep the local business community happy.

	The two stances were incompatible, which occasionally showed in an otherwise outgoing editorial policy. The best example of the dichotomy was on the question of giving the vote to South Africa’s disenfranchised black majority. There was no compromise on Gordon’s part. He wanted one man – and one woman – one vote. The pusillanimous Soames thought the country should proceed slowly, with a qualified franchise that would in effect give the vote to no more than ten per cent of Africans.

	Soames was in charge, so his view prevailed. This left Gordon nervous as hell. How far to go? Who would get him first, the editor or the Nationalist Government? It must have worried him on a daily basis. I’d yet to see him smile.

	“I understand you had a spot of bother last night,” he said as I sat down.

	I explained what had happened.

	“Daniel, one or two of the subs are a bit upset with the way you rounded on them. You surely know they have to listen to the lawyer? Why else would we employ him? The subs don’t even have the authority to argue with him. He’s there to protect the paper and that’s all there is to it.”

	So there it was. On politics the man was a caged lion. On crime he was an uninterested tabby. Not really a criticism – just the way things were.

	I trooped down the corridor to the subs’ room and apologised to the night editor, who was eating a sandwich and couldn’t have cared less.

	Conrad, just back from holiday, came over to my desk to say hello. When he heard what had happened he shook his head in bewilderment at the amount of trouble I’d caused in one short week.

	“Neal was even angrier than me and no one’s called him in and given him a bollocking,” I said.

	“He didn’t shout at the subs,” replied Conrad.

	“I really wonder if I’m cut out for this sort of life.”

	“Probably not. Who is? But I’ll tell you what, we’re up for the American comedian, or entertainer, or whatever you want to call him. It’s quite a few weeks away, so are you in or out? We need to book.”

	“Funny you should raise this. Steven Fall rang me and invited me round for tomorrow night. Little Miss Mystery will be there and maybe I’ll get a chance to ask her out. She can only say no, right?”

	 


 

	Chapter 9

	 

	THE FALL families lived close together in Morningside, a suburb of tree-lined streets and gardens with pools. The invitation was to Steven’s home, although when I rang the bell it was Ruth who came to the door.

	“Hello. I suppose we have met, er … sort of,” I said stupidly. 

	“Of course, Daniel. At the jazz club. Come in.”

	Her manner was borderline brusque. She certainly didn’t give the impression that she was pleased to see me. Distant rather than aloof, but it still left me convinced I was wasting my time.

	Steven greeted me cheerfully and led me into the lounge, where he introduced me to everyone. Apart from the immediate families there were two other men present - Lola’s boyfriend Chuck and the girls’ uncle on their mother’s side, a Dr Ivan Leitener. He was a painfully shy individual who peered at me through horn-rimmed glasses, his head tilted slightly to one side. I’d have put him down as an academic, an egghead tucked away in an ivory tower, and was a little surprised to learn that he was a psychiatrist with a sizeable practice. I wondered whether he shouldn’t have had a more outgoing personality for such a career choice.

	Ruth’s father, Sam, was an elderly, distinguished looking man. I’d been told he imported piece goods, although I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. He spoke precisely, with the merest hint of a cockney accent. Steven’s lawyer father, Simmy, the younger of the Fall brothers, was only ten when the family arrived from London, so he’d lost his accent. According to Steven, the brothers were always fighting, much to his amusement.

	The wives in the Fall clan – Sam was married to Sophie and Simmy to Ruby – were ample in girth and groomed to the nines. Two competent, confident matriarchs in a resourceful, affluent family. The Falls, I guessed, were the sort of people used to fighting their own battles and winning. They exuded a genteel smugness. So what the hell was I doing among them? My world was edgy, anxious even. On the other hand, I always felt an outsider regardless of the company.

	Another thought rose to the surface as I looked at the Falls in their beautifully kept little world – how seismically disturbing Ruth’s elopement must have been for them.

	Ruby came into the room with a tray of chopped herring thickly spread on kichel, a type of wafer. “Does your mother keep strict kosher, Daniel?” she asked.

	“Thank you,” I replied, helping myself to the herring before adding, “No. Never. It’s not her style.”

	“Just as well. We don’t either, as I’m sure you’ll notice.”

	I had to stop myself from expanding on my mother’s “style.” She was the meekest person I’d ever met. But if you listened carefully to her softly delivered words – which was something that no one, including my father, ever seemed to do – what you would have heard were the thoughts and ideas of a total subversive. A Fellow Traveller. Someone with friends in the party. Someone who would have been glad, if only she had it in her power, to enfranchise the country’s black majority, one and all, right there and then, just as Gordon Clare would have liked.

	Asking about my mother was nothing more than an opening gambit and I feared the course the conversation might take. I just knew that Ruby and Sophie were about to launch an inquisition, demanding to know every root and branch in my family tree – and then no doubt cooing over our mutual tenth cousins.

	In the nick of time, I was rescued by Sam. “What made you go into journalism?” he asked.

	I thought for a moment before saying, “A mixture of things, I suppose. I was articled to a big law firm but hated it. All you study is case histories. I found it tedious. It seemed to have nothing to do with reality. Anyway, I got naught per cent in one exam.”

	“That’s quite a feat, I should imagine. How did you manage it?”

	“Oh, I read the question paper, scratched my head, then walked out of the exam room after ten minutes. And out of law for good.”

	“So becoming a journalist had nothing to do with the idealism of youth?”

	“Well, yes it did. It still does. The newspapers in this country need to tell the truth and keep telling it. Verwoerd is a Nazi-loving thug – don’t you agree?”

	“Well, not quite,” said Sam.

	“Not quite?” interjected Simmy. “You don’t agree at all, Sam, do you? You voted for the Nationalists at the last election. Admit it.”

	This set the brothers off. But as they began to raise their voices, Ruby, clearly an old hand at separating the combatants, cut in. “Come on boys, dinner’s served,” she said.

	I was placed next to Ruth. But as I felt she was indifferent towards me I decided not to bother her with small talk. I’d only embarrass myself further.

	An African woman servant brought in the starters – a fruitcup served in scooped out pineapple boats. This was followed by roast leg of lamb a la Marsala.

	“It’s delicious,” I said.

	“You can thank Simmy,” said Ruby. “He got up in the middle of the night to turn the joint over in the marinade.”

	“I always do it,” said Simmy. “It’s my most important domestic function. I use a whole bottle of Marsala. Except for what I drink.”

	Desert was a meringue pyramid smothered in cream and covered in strawberries. Afterwards we adjourned to the lounge for coffee and brandy.

	“Daniel’s brought chocolates,” said Lola, handing the box around.

	Sam, a Monte Christo clamped in the corner of his mouth, turned to me once again. “So how are you liking Durban, Daniel?”

	“I love it. The only thing I don’t like is the humidity. But the beach is wonderful.”

	“So you swim a lot?”

	“Nearly every morning. Generally, I don’t have to get into work until four. So I can bake in the sun.”

	“And the paper?”

	“They’re treating me really well. The other day I interviewed Albert Luthuli. Only on the phone, of course, but you know …”

	“And how did you find our Nobel laureate?”

	“Brilliant. Quite extraordinary what a clear mind he has. He more or less ended up writing the whole story for me. He just said, ‘Take this down,’ and when I looked at the notes later I found I didn’t have to change a word.”

	“Well, that’s his job,” said Sam in an attempt to dismiss the leader of the African National Congress.

	“There you go,” said Simmy. “You don’t have a good word for anybody, Sam, do you? The truth is, Luthuli fights to keep a lid on all the hatred around us. Thank God he’s not a man of violence.”

	“He can do nothing to stop all the crime his people commit,” said Sam.

	“Not that again.”

	“Yes, just that, Simmy. Did you know another business was broken into last night? Only a hundred yards from my warehouse. Every night there’s a serious crime in that area.”

	“And what are the police doing about it?”

	“They’re doing their best but it’s about numbers. They can’t stop every thief there is.”

	“Perhaps not. But my practice had a case some months ago that showed how far the police are prepared to go these days.”

	“Go on …”

	“We defended this black youth who was caught inside a factory by two detectives. Our client was with an accomplice, who started climbing up a ladder to try to escape. But the ladder was on the outside of a chimney and there was no exit at the top. He was trapped. One of the detectives walked up to the ladder … listen to this … pointed his gun upwards, and shot the boy straight up the backside.”

	I hadn’t been listening all that attentively, but mention of detectives alarmed me. Oh, no, I thought. No, no, no. It’s difficult to explain. Perhaps it had something to do with that violent flash of temper Koos had displayed in the car driving home from poker. Whatever the case, I had a sudden foreboding of where all this was going.

	Simmy continued, “The bullet passed through his body, shattered his spine high up and killed him instantly.”

	“Who was the detective? Do you know his name?”

	“Of course, Sam. He had to give evidence in court. Sergeant Koos … er … van Blatter. That’s him, although I think his real name is Jacobus. His partner was the ex-Natal rugger player, Lieutenant Theo Oudenstad.”

	It was like a physical blow. I’d seen it coming but couldn’t get out of the way. The huge meal didn’t help. I felt sick.

	“Are you all right, Daniel?” asked Sophie.

	“Yes, yes, thank you. I’m fine.”

	Now everyone’s attention was centred on me.

	Simmy said, “Do you know this detective … Van Blatter?”

	Maybe it was Ruth’s presence, but I wasn’t keen to appear to be too disreputable. So I didn’t mention the poker game, but was able to fall back on the shooting on the veranda.

	“You’ve probably heard about the guy shot in that café near the beach last week?” I said. “Well, I was sent to cover it and met those same two detectives at the scene.”

	“How did you find them?”

	“Charming and cooperative. Well, Koos van Blatter is charming – loads of charisma. His partner is affable, but a little taciturn at times.”

	“So will this Koos be charged or even reprimanded?” asked Sam.

	“Neither,” said Simmy. “The black boy was running away from the scene of a crime. So according to the law, however reprehensible you may think this particular law is, Van Blatter was perfectly entitled to stop him by whatever means. Even killing him.”

	“Justifiable homicide,” I said.

	“Exactly. If anything, he’ll be praised for catching a couple of thieves.”

	“And your client?”

	“Guilty. Ten years.”

	Simmy sought out Dr Leitener, who was virtually in hiding in a corner of the room.

	“What do you think, Ivan? Isn’t there something iffy about what this detective did, shooting somebody up the fundament? Is there some kind of psychopathology going on here?”

	Leitener ran a hand over his chin to give himself a bit of time, then said, “Please don’t accuse me of fence sitting, Simmy, but I would hesitate to come to a conclusion on the basis of a single incident.”

	“Yes, you are fence sitting, Ivan. What if the cop does do it again? What would you say then?”

	“No, I won’t say anything here and now. It would be unfair. First let it happen.”

	The conversation died. We’d finished our coffee and drinks. Steven wanted to organise a party to go to the jazz club but Ruth, who hadn’t said one more word to me since we’d met at the door, said she was too tired.

	I went up to Leitener, ignoring all his stop signals, and said, “Dr Leitener, a week ago I had a story that would have benefited greatly from an expert psychiatric quote. I was wondering … would you mind if I phoned you next time it happens?”

	“As long as you don’t name me,” he said. He fished about in his pocket and produced a business card.

	“No, I don’t have to name you. I’ll use the phrase, ‘A leading Durban psychiatrist said …’ ”

	This actually made him laugh, although I wasn’t sure why.

	An hour later I was back in my flat, searching for a pack of Setlers. Eventually, I tumbled exhaustedly into bed, but couldn’t sleep. Thoughts about Ruth collided with concerns about Koos.

	As I’d left the Falls’ house I’d told Steven it was clear Ruth wasn’t interested in me and that I hated wasting my time. But still, as I ran through the events of the evening, she bothered me. She had her mother’s clear, pale skin and her father’s fine features. And she had small, beautiful hands. She looked so damned vulnerable.

	My thoughts returned to the vexed subject of Koos. It wasn’t just that he’d killed a suspect. That was bad enough, but it was something that happened in South Africa on a nightly basis. It was the way he’d done it. And did this mark him down as some kind of maniac? Why did Simmy ask Leitener those questions? Did he, Simmy, an experienced lawyer, think Koos was a maniac? I was lost for answers but fervently hoped that the unease I felt would prove unjustified.

	 

	***

	 

	I found sleep hard to come by. At seven o’clock, grateful that such an uncomfortable night was over, I got up, had some tea and toast and headed for the beach. Perhaps I could doze the morning away in the sun.

	I threw my towel on the sand and fell on it. In front of me a shock of fair hair bobbed up and I found myself looking into a pair of blue-grey eyes. I winked – what else could I do? – and a face appeared.

	“Hello, I’m Danny,” I said.

	“Karen,” the face said, smiling.

	“Enjoying your holiday, Karen?”

	“It’s sad, Danny. This is my last day.”

	Fifteen minutes later we left the beach together and headed for my flat. I giggled helplessly as we jogged through the streets.

	Once inside the flat Karen shamelessly detached herself from her swimsuit.

	We made love urgently and roughly. But it took me a long time and much effort.

	I ran a finger over her body. “So that’s it, girl. The end. Now I have to get ready for work.”

	I was lying – it was still early. But I hadn’t enjoyed our little encounter all that much. And I blamed Ruth. She was nothing to me and she showed no interest in me whatsoever. Yet my thoughts kept returning to her at crucial moments. I think I even felt a little guilty, as if I were betraying her.

	“It was a very nice way to end my holiday. Thank you, Danny,” said Karen, leaning over to kiss me.

	“Now you can go back to your husband in Jo’burg,” I said cheekily.

	“That’s very clever of you. But not quite correct. Yes, I have a husband, but he’s gone into town to have a haircut and buy presents. We’re catching the train home at lunchtime.”

	 


 

	Chapter 10

	 

	CONRAD HAD a habit of starting conversations backwards. He walked up to my desk at the start of his shift and without even a “hello” asked, “Have you got a tennis racket?”

	“Why?”

	“Well have you or haven’t you?”

	“I think so. It’s probably in the boot of my car. But I’m not the best of packers.”

	“Good. We’ll take that as a yes. We’re playing on Tuesday.”

	“We? You and me?”

	“Yep. And Moira and Ruth.”

	My brain, which had been focused on a story I was trying to write, did a somersault or two. “Ruth? What are you talking about? We’re barely on speaking terms.”

	“I don’t think you understand the workings of the female mind, Danny. Moira suggested it and Ruth was really up for it.”

	“But she acts like I’m a piece of dog shit under her shoe, Conrad. Seriously.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. She obviously rates you. Anyway, the game’s fixed. I’ve booked a court.”

	He walked off in the direction of Neal Smythe’s office, leaving me struggling to regain my grip on reality. I couldn’t see his face but it wouldn’t have surprised me if he was beaming.

	I could see Marty out of the corner of my eye. He must have been watching, waiting for a chance to speak. Now it was his turn to disturb me.

	“Er, Daniel?” he said. “Sorry to interrupt the great reporter, son, but I just want to remind you we’ve got a game on Sunday night. Pick you up at seven.”

	What game? Since when did I say I’d play in that school again? There were unresolved issues galore, not least of which were my financial situation and having to deal with Koos, now established as a killer, on a social level.

	While I tried to remember my previous conversations with Marty he took advantage of my hesitancy. He placed a hand on my shoulder, said, “That’s fine, then,” and strode off.

	An outside observer might have concluded that I was retarded. Why, otherwise, did I keep looking back at people with my mouth hanging open? And yes, I could have called out to Marty that I was no longer interested. But I was weak. I wanted one more crack at the game.

	There was little work later that night. Neal, Conrad and I sat around chatting. Conrad refused to elaborate on Ruth’s apparent change of heart. Perhaps he genuinely didn’t know anything more.

	“Are you going to the races tomorrow?” he asked.

	“Greyville? Definitely.”

	“I heard something tonight that you, as a big gambling man, would really like to know.”

	“I’m a small gambling man, Conrad. Small but earnest – but go on.”

	“I was talking to some of the cops on my rounds, right, and they told me that Freddy the Flyer was brought in last night …”

	“Freddy the Flyer, hey?” I really was surprised. Conrad was talking about South Africa’s champion jockey.

	“Yes, yes, Freddy Snaip, otherwise known as Freddy the Flyer. Anyway, two uniform guys on patrol found him totally smashed in his car. Slumped over the wheel, keys in hand.”

	“Shit a brick, that’s serious. He could lose his licence. Could he go to jail?”

	“Come on! The guy’s a national treasure. The cops recognised him immediately and never had any intention of arresting him. Otherwise I’d be writing the bloody story up right now, wouldn’t I? They just took him back to the station to sleep it off. They let him out in the morning.”

	“So how does that affect my gambling addiction?”

	“Apparently, when Freddy realises he hasn’t been arrested, and isn’t going to be charged, he’s so fucking grateful he almost starts crying. Then ... then … he tells them to back a horse at Greyville on Saturday. Says it can’t lose.”

	My interest levels shot up several hundred per cent.

	“You’re joking! What horse?”

	“Er, something like King’s Boy in the fifth. Is there such a horse running?”

	“Listen, I’ll find it. Freddy the Flyer’s mount in the fifth. Could be the best bloody tip in the history of racing, pal. If he thinks the cops have put money on it that makes it as near to a certainty as you’re ever going to get. Wow and wow again!”

	 

	***

	 

	At midnight we were joined by three of the subs – Harland Mayfield, Chris Cleburn-Smith and Geordie West. Neal had a family to go home to. The rest us headed in separate cars for my flat.

	Waiting outside the block was Fazal Ali Malik, one of the Messenger’s two Indian reporters. He took a huge pot out of the boot of his car. I helped by carrying a smaller metal container and in we all went.

	Once inside the flat we broke into a crate of beer – all except Fazal the Mohammedan, that is. He busied himself with plates and serving utensils.

	I stuck a Thelonious Monk album on. My music. Not too loud. I didn’t dare disturb the neighbours.

	A week or two back, I’d been extolling the quality of Durban curries to all and sundry in the reporters’ room. Fazal, a really sweet guy, immediately promised that his mother would make me a meal I’d never forget. And here it was – two chickens in an orangey-yellowy sauce in the pot and a heap of Basmati rice in the second container.

	It turned out to be world class. Fazal giggled like a schoolkid as we guzzled his mother’s cooking and praised her genius.

	Harland and Chris were lovers, or partners, or whatever you wanted to call them. They lived in a flat on the Berea, overlooking the city. They were knowledgeable, highly amusing and in my book, extremely brave to fly in the face of such a bigoted society.

	Geordie, newly married, was a bit of a loner at work. By all accounts he was an exceptional sub and had been one of the paper’s top reporters. His bride thought reporting was dangerous and after the Cato Manor massacre he could no longer argue with her, which is why he’d turned to sub-editing. 

	“I was the first reporter there,” he told us. “The police had just secured the Manor when I arrived with Duncan the photographer. The cops wanted the world to see what the mob had done so they let us tag along as they collected the bodies. We piled into a police van and drove to this house …”

	Geordie’s voice tailed off. He took a swig of lager and resumed, “There was this white policeman lying dead on the veranda. He was young, a teenager. His head had been sliced open by a panga. I was told that he’d run from the mob at the police station despite his terrible wound. He ran for over a mile until a family gave him shelter … and he slowly died. Right there on the veranda.”

	Another swig. “Some of the dead black cops were naked. They obviously thought they could escape by shedding their uniforms. Uh-huh. Didn’t work. Every one of them was butchered. Anyway, the police started lifting the bodies into a van and I couldn’t help noticing two of them, one black, one white. They were lying side by side in the road and their hands were touching. I thought this was very moving. A powerful symbol – you know, divided by the colour of their skin in life, united in death. I could see it on every front page around the globe. So I nodded to Duncan but the silly bugger was reluctant. So I started gesticulating, you know, come on, come on” – Geordie waved an arm – “and still the bugger wouldn’t move his arse. Fuck knows why. So I started walking towards him and then I saw.”

	Geordie took a deep breath. “Standing right next to him was the Chief of Durban City Police and he was looking straight at me and shaking his head. Fucking hypocrite! He wanted publicity that favoured the cops - but not if it wasn’t in keeping with the racially divisive workings of apartheid.”

	Conrad turned to Geordie and said, “The next morning we both came into the office early, remember? You got in my car and we drove to the Cato Manor police station. We were both surprised when the police offered to let us join a convoy of ten vehicles they were preparing. The aim was to go right to the heart of the township, close to the beerhall. They said there was still an angry mob in there. So off we went in my old Chevvy. The lead police vehicle was a Saracen, one of those armoured cars with a machine gun mounted in the turret. So we obviously thought we were going to be safe.”

	Conrad laughed dryly. “But when we got to the beerhall we were virtually surrounded by thousands of screaming Zulus brandishing sticks and pangas and God knows what else. I was shitting myself. I kept wondering, what if the car breaks down? Will the cops bother to rescue us?”

	“So what happened?” I asked.

	“Well,” said Conrad, “the mob must have been pretty afraid of the machine gun. They stayed where they were and the car didn’t break down, so we crawled out of there at five miles and hour. But shit …”

	“I know it sounds crazy,” said Geordie, “but I don’t remember being all that scared.”

	“Oh, come on, Geordie” said Conrad. “What if they attacked us? We’d have been dead meat.”

	“Yes, well, I don’t think they’d have harmed me. You know, I’d have stood up and shouted, ‘Oi fellas, I’m a bloody liberal. I’m on your side’.”

	“And they’d have got the fucking message, right?”

	“Exactly.”

	Poor Conrad. He’d bared his soul telling us how terrified he’d been. And then Geordie goes and ruins his story by joking about it. Mind you, a cartoon image of Geordie stopping a bloodthirsty mob in its tracks by declaring his liberal beliefs would have sat well in Punch or the New Yorker. Conrad pulled a face and then even he had to laugh.

	“Yes, very amusing, Geordie,” said Chris. “But the truth is, we’re never very far from mob violence in this city. It has to be one of the most racially divided places on earth.”

	Chris, who was born in Wimbledon and took his degree at London University – after being among the first boys to pass the eleven-plus – proceeded to give us a detailed breakdown of Durban society.

	In a city of close to a million people, he said, just under a third were white, a third were Indian and just over a third were African. The whites were divided into English, Afrikaner and a host of small ethnic groups. There was also the political division between Nationalists and an array of anti-government supporters.

	The Asian population was divided into Hindus and Mohammedans, not to mention the appallingly divisive caste system brought over from the sub-continent. There were also various smaller Indian groups like Sikhs and Parsis, plus a number of Chinese.

	The African divisions were largely between tribal Zulu traditionalists and more sophisticated African National Congress members.

	“But what very few people seem to realise is that there’s also a significant Amaxhosa presence in Durban. Nearly 20,000 Xhosa, in fact,” said Chris.

	“That’s hard to understand,” I said. “The Xhosas and the Zulus have been at each other’s throats for over a hundred years.”

	“Well, they come here for the work. The Transkei, where they come from, is very downtrodden.”

	“What about the pass laws?”

	“I really don’t know. I don’t think the police are all that thorough. They tend to have a sweep or two and then relax a bit. I expect Verwoerd will chivvy them up. But I’d have thought that many of the Xhosas work on the docks, where they’re needed, so he won’t want to disturb that.”

	“You know, we all think of Durban being a battlefield between black and white,” said Harland, who, like Conrad and Geordie, was born and brought up in the city. “But what about the tensions between the blacks and the Indian population?”

	“Yes, all these divisions are very bitter and potentially explosive,” said Chris.

	Fazal had been listening quietly. He leaned forward and said, “My mother’s cousin Ahmed was killed in the 1949 riots. He had a shop in Queen Street that was demolished by a horde of blacks. They were destroying and killing and raping. Ahmed rushed out to try to save his shop but he was beaten to death.”

	We all commiserated. Chris, predictably, knew the riot figures. “At least 142 people died, a thousand were injured and two hundred and fifty houses were destroyed, as were about six hundred and twenty stores, mostly Indian owned.”

	“What happened that day continues to haunt my people,” said Fazal. “It continues to sour relations between the African and Indian communities.”

	“What about you personally, Fazal? Are you anti-African?” I asked.

	“That’s difficult to answer. I think it may have made me anti-tribal, but it has also made me very pro-ANC. I believe only the ANC can save South Africa. What is also true is that we live in shocking conditions. Crammed into a small area with poor sanitation, few schools and much poverty – inside a very wealthy country.”

	What I’d hoped would be a jolly little get-together had sunk into a dispiriting political morass. It crossed my mind that this was how every serious conversation was bound to turn out in this sad country.

	And I still had questions to ask. “What about inside The Messenger? Do all these divisions show up among the staff? I’ve always thought of it as an untainted, liberally minded English language paper. That’s why I joined it.”

	Harland and Geordie pulled wry faces.

	“There are people on the paper you dare not trust,” said Harland. “They could well be government plants. So let me tell you something, Danny. You are too free with your views when you’re in the office. I’ve heard you. Try to be more careful.”

	“Who do you mean?” I said. “Reporters? Subs? Printers?”

	But Harland wouldn’t tell, and our little gathering grew quiet.

	After everyone had left I was too tired to tidy up. I’d also had one beer too many. I chucked myself on my bed and found myself wondering whom Harland had in mind. Spies in our midst. But why was he shy to name anyone? I concluded that although there might be something in what he said, he probably didn’t know as much as he intimated.

	Eventually my mind drifted to a more pressing matter. The last words I muttered before I fell asleep were, “King’s Boy in the fifth, King’s Boy in the fifth.”

	 


 

	Chapter 11

	 

	IT WAS a long, uncomfortable wait for the fifth race. I’m the sort of mug who has to bet on every race and the big danger on that steaming day at Greyville was that I’d go broke before I could have a decent bet on King Boyd – which, it turned out, was the nag’s real name. For once, though, a modicum of self-knowledge drove me to act providentially. So as soon as I arrived at the course I set out to put most of my money on Freddy the Flyer’s mount.

	The bookies were still laying out their stands and fiddling with their money satchels as I walked around the near empty betting ring. I was looking for the best early price, but what I found was disappointing. King Boyd was the favourite at three to one. I only had sixty rand to gamble with. I went up to a bookie and took one hundred and twenty to forty on the King, meaning that I had twenty left – a mere five rand to wager on each of the first four races.

	Then I went and stood at the bottom end of the silver ring, at least a hundred and fifty yards from the finish.

	As forecast, my betting kitty had vanished by the time Freddy the Flyer swung his chestnut mount on to the racecourse and cantered down towards the seven-furlong gate. If the big handsome animal were to lose, I told myself, I’d be reduced to supping on bread and water.

	The tapes went up and Freddy immediately dropped King Boyd in behind the field. I hoped the champion jockey knew what he was doing. The straight at Greyville was under three furlongs, which was rather short, so it was generally best to be up with the pace.

	All too soon the field turned into the home stretch. King Boyd was behind a wall of horses and there wasn’t far to go. I was getting anxious. Freddy must have been getting anxious. The punters among the Durban City Police must have been getting anxious.

	Suddenly, at the furlong marker, I saw Freddy wave his whip and heard him scream, “Get out of the fucking way!”

	The wall of horses parted and King Boyd shot through the resulting gap to win, as they say in racing parlance, going away. Whew!

	I collected my winnings and headed for the car park.

	As I walked behind the main stand I saw two familiar figures emerging – the hulking Theo towering over the dapper Koos. Theo saw me and gave half a smile and half a wave. Koos waved but his expression barely changed. They both looked a little flushed. I reckoned they’d been drinking – and I’d have bet every cent of my winnings that they’d also scored on King Boyd.

	 

	***

	 

	Once home I showered, put on a suit and tie and went out to treat myself to a steak dinner. I felt like walking afterwards, so I dawdled up West Street and turned towards the docks. I got to Frankie’s around nine thirty. The house band was just finishing its first session. The bandleader, who called himself Joe the Shmoe Earlberg, put his trombone down and came to sit with the customers. I’d met him on previous visits and now I bought him a Scotch.

	In Jo’burg I had been to concerts to hear great bebop delivered by the sax player Kippie Moeketsi, the pianist Dollar Brand and trumpeter Hugh Masakela.

	“Ever play with black musicians, Joe?” I asked.

	“No way,” he said. “They’re a bunch of shits. I’m sorry to say this, but they’re also greatly overrated.”

	I could hardly believe my ears. I’d once been introduced to Kippie and Hugh. Friendly, exuberant guys. Brilliant musicians. As opposed to the mordant, unfriendly, rather average – and blatantly bigoted – Joe the Shmoe. There was also the small matter of jazz being universally accepted as a largely black American medium. Not to mention the fact that all my favourite musicians – Monk, John Coltrane, Charlie Parker and Clifford Brown – were black. I vowed never to buy Joe the Schmoe another drink.

	At ten past ten Steven walked in. With Ruth.

	“Wow! What a surprise,” I gushed as they spotted me and came to sit at my table.

	Ruth gave me a lovely smile. She was wearing a sleeveless white blouse, turquoise pedal pushers and pumps. A turquoise headband and gold bracelet were her only accessories.

	“You look as if you’ve come to dance,” I said.

	“Well, come on then.”

	She grabbed my hand and dragged me on to the tiny dance floor. I hated dancing when the music was good. I was always telling people that jazz was strictly for listening to. But Earlberg’s house band did not qualify.

	We jived to One O’Clock Jump and then found ourselves trapped between other couples as the beat slowed for East of the Sun. A vocalist called Sandy slipped on to the bandstand to make like Sarah Vaughan on an off night.

	I could smell Ruth’s hair and feel her light, fragile frame in my arms and even detect that her breasts were just, only just, touching me. My throat constricted. If she’d spoken to me at that moment all she’d have got in reply would have been a croak.

	We returned – reluctantly, on my part – to the table.

	“What about me?” said Steven. So he and Ruth jived around for a while.

	The session ended and we made small talk.

	“They only allow dancing at weekends,” said Steven. “Draws a bit of a crowd. Frankie says they wouldn’t be able to make ends meet otherwise.”

	“Are you good at tennis?” asked Ruth.

	“I played for the school first team,” I replied.

	“Oh, good. The other two are really good. Moira had coaching when she was a kid. And Conrad played for his school too. We’ll be lucky to beat them.”

	I placed my hand next to hers. “Look at that,” I said. “You must play with a child’s racket.”

	“Is that some kind of criticism?”

	“No, no, your hands are very nice, thank you. Healing hands, for sure. Just a little small for tennis.”

	She made a fist and said, “You’d be surprised how tough I am.”

	I didn’t argue. I’d already detected a degree of steeliness in her make-up.

	She looked at me mischievously. “Do you really like jazz, or do you just come here for the company?”

	“Loaded question. If I say it’s the jazz, it sounds like I’m dismissing the company, and I’d never do that.”

	“No, I’m sorry, but I was being serious. I won’t be offended, I promise.”

	“OK, I like the company a lot, but I love jazz with a passion.”

	“I’m pleased to hear that. So do I.”

	“I’ve never met a girl before who really liked it. Tolerated it, yes. Liked it, debatable. How did you get into it?”

	“I learnt the piano as a child. I reached quite a high level, despite my tiny hands, as you’ve noticed, and I only listened to classical music. When I was fifteen or sixteen a boy who was also taking lessons introduced me to Marian McPartland. Then Oscar Peterson and Mary Lou Williams. I just fell for it. Do you play, Danny?”

	“If only. I also took piano lessons but hated practising. Hated it. Then I bought a sax but that drove my mother mad. Also, I think there’s some sort of discrepancy in my hearing. I really think I hear better with my right ear than my left. Is that possible? Anyway, I lack perfect pitch and am for ever condemned to be a listener.”

	I tried but failed to stop myself sighing. Then I asked, “Do you still play?”

	“No, not really. Well, yes. Occasionally. At parties.”

	“Don’t listen to her. She’s brilliant,” said Steven. “Definitely the best pianist in the family.”

	“That’s not saying much,” said Ruth. “I’m the only one. But I haven’t got time to practise these days. You know, people don’t realise how hard medical students have to work. And that reminds me, cousin Steven, I have an early shift tomorrow so we have to go.”

	I remembered there was something else I had to ask. “Er, I don’t suppose Moira mentioned that there’s a top entertainer coming to the Eden Roc?”

	“Yes, she did.”

	“Would you like to go, Ruth, you know, with me?”

	“That’s sweet of you to ask, Danny, but I can’t say yes. Not yet. It doesn’t help that Moira will also be off. I’ll try to get the night off and let you know.”

	She reached up and gave me a peck on the cheek.

	As she and Steven set off I called out, “See you Tuesday for tennis.”

	I walked home at a brisk pace and was glad to see my block looming ahead of me. Quite a well-run place, almost like a hotel, I reflected minutes later as I said goodnight to James, the night watchman. I pressed the lift button for the third floor. There was even a lift attendant in the daytime. A maid came every morning to clean and make my bed. She changed the sheets and towels on a regular basis and even did the dishes in my kitchenette. I was being spoilt.

	The flat comprised a large living room, an alcove that did for a bedroom and a bathroom. The furniture was old but serviceable – a dining room table and chairs, a settee and an armchair. A switchboard telephone system added to the feel of a hotel.

	Even the cockroaches, smaller and less numerous, were in a different class to the low-caste brutes that plagued me in my first Durban abode.

	All in all, a terrific set-up for your average bachelor playboy. I was entitled to congratulate myself. Instead I was suddenly gripped with a feeling of unease. But what was troubling me – the poverty and race hate that marred the face of this lovely city? Or the sinister presence of one Koos van Blatter? Or the fragility of my relationship – what relationship? – with Ruthie Fall? Or all these things put together?

	At least, for once, I had a few rand in my pocket. I silently thanked Freddy the Flyer and hoped I wouldn’t lose it all in tomorrow night’s poker game.

	 


 

	Chapter 12

	 

	THE BOYS arrived in a large old Buick with Theo at the wheel. Koos sat beside him and Marty was in the back. I could see them beaming from fifty yards off.

	“Hey, Danny,” said Koos as I got in. “So you backed the King?”

	“I certainly did, Koos. When I saw you at the course I guessed you were also on it.”

	“On it? This bugger here won two thousand fucking rand,” said Theo, gesturing towards Koos.

	“And you, Theo?” I asked.

	“Couple of hundred.”

	“What about you, Marty?”

	Marty scratched his throat and said, “Koos rang me in the morning and I managed to get a little on. But I couldn’t get to the course. How did you know about it, Danny?”

	“Conrad. He came back from his rounds and after several hours told me Freddy the Flyer was sleeping it off in a cell. You know what Conrad’s like – took him another few hours to tell me about the horse. But what a fantastic tip. You should have seen Freddy at the furlong pole. He was going to kill the buggers if they didn’t let him through.”

	“You know, quite a few of those sad bastards at the station didn’t trust Freddy so they didn’t have a bet,” said Koos. “Can you believe that?”

	King Boyd was the only subject under discussion until we got to Nico’s house. I kept thinking about how Koos the killer had made two thousand rand to my hundred and twenty.

	Nico ushered us in and announced that Jock and Hymie weren’t coming. He introduced us to the only newcomer, an elderly man he called “The Mayor.”

	“So why are you called The Mayor, sir?” asked Koos.

	The man, who was small and wiry with a deeply lined face, replied in Afrikaans that it was just Nico being silly. His real name was Paulus de Book and he had once been deputy mayor of a dorp in the Orange Free State.

	“But we can call you The Mayor?”

	“Ja, ja.” Then, in English, “I don’t mind Nico’s nonsense. I’ve put up with it for years.”

	“He’s Veronica’s uncle,” Nico explained. “He’s bad through and through but she always forgives him.”

	Half an hour after the game started Veronica came in from the kitchen and sat in, so we had a full school.

	“I’m only playing until eleven, so go easy on me, boys,” she said. She had a warm smile and obviously thought of herself as a bit of a sport. Nico was a lucky man.

	“I heard,” said Veronica in a conspiratorial whisper, “that congratulations are in order, ja?”

	“Ag, yes, I suppose so, doll,” said Theo coyly.

	“So from now on it’s Captain Theo, isn’t it?”

	“Don’t forget Lieutenant Van Blatter,” said the ingratiating Marty.

	“Hang on, people. Not yet,” said Theo. “Nothing happens until December at the earliest. Jeffries doesn’t retire until January. And Koos might even have to wait a bit longer.”

	“Well, it will soon come round,” said Veronica. “I thought we’d have a sip of Champagne later, if no one objects.”

	“Yes, congratulations, kerels,” said Nico. “Does this mean that you two will be working separately from now on – the end of a beautiful friendship?”

	“We’re already working independently some of the time,” said Theo. “A lot of my work is going to be behind a bloody desk from now on.”

	“Don’t worry yourself, boss,” said Koos, exposing his gold tooth. “Some of us will still be doing the real detective work. Out there on the frontline.”

	No one seemed to have much interest in the game. Veronica obviously wanted to turn it into a social occasion. She and the Mayor chatted more than they played and even when they did call, they hardly made a bet. As usual, I won no more than one or two hands and my cash began to dwindle.

	Koos looked bored and shifted about in his chair. He put his hand in his pocket and brought out an object that glinted in his fingers.

	“What the hell is that?” asked Marty. I was beginning to realise he could always be relied upon to play Koos’s straight man.

	Instead of replying, Koos placed the object on the baize tablecloth for us all to see.

	It was a knife. Perhaps an antique, with a gently curving handle. The blade was about six inches long.

	“That’s beautiful,” said the Mayor.

	“It looks cruel,” said Veronica.

	Koos seemed delighted with their reactions. “The handle’s carved from an antler,” he said. “It’s probably Indian. Could be ceremonial, although it’s also a nasty little weapon. I don’t really know much about it, but I’m sure it wasn’t made here in SA.”

	“Where did you get it from?”

	“I found it, Marty. I was investigating an assault in the Grey Street area and I was walking through this empty lot when I saw it. It was just lying there, on the ground. I’d love to know who owns it. Have a word with him. I bet he’s used it for criminal purposes.”

	Veronica went off at eleven to warm our late supper. After a while the smell of meat pies began to permeate the room and by the time we adjourned I was ravenous. One pie and one steak sandwich later, I stood sipping Champagne next to the Mayor, who had decided to converse with me in English.

	“The trouble with the English press,” he said, “is that you do not tell both sides of the story.”

	He’d spoken nothing but Afrikaans at the table, in breech of a school rule, and now he was breaking another.

	“Er, sorry Paulus,” I said, “but I’ve been told we don’t discuss politics at poker.”

	“No, no, man, just hear me out.” He was obviously spoiling for a fight and I was trapped. Marty and I were probably the only big paper journalists he’d ever met and he didn’t want to let the opportunity slip by.

	Whether he was putting on an act or not – it was difficult to say – there was anger in his eyes and a grim expression on his wrinkled face as he continued. “Our beloved Prime Minister, Hendrik Verwoerd, is doing a great job for this country. Look how prosperous we are. And look how he is keeping the black man in his place … and yet you attack him all the time. Why? What is it you want, for the Bantu to take over? To destroy our great country? You know as well as I do that the black man is not fit. He is a child. Just a child.”

	He paused, waiting for me to answer. But I’d seen and heard it all before and took the only sensible path possible in the circumstance. I said nothing.

	Instead of pacifying him, this ratcheted up his anger and he began to wave his finger at me.

	“Calm down, Oom Paulie,” said Nico. Theo looked on sullenly but I noticed that Koos and Marty were grinning hugely.

	And the old fanatic would not by quelled. “Let me tell you something, young man,” he said, still wagging his finger, “before we Afrikaners give up one inch of this land of ours, I promise you this – we will ride in blood up to our stirrups.”

	He spat out every syllable of the apocalyptic allusion; his voice rising and falling in imitation of the fire and brimstone style of a Dutch Reformed minister.

	“In blood,” he repeated. “Up to our stirrups. You just tell that to your editor, my boy.” Then, in a quieter voice, “It’s time for the Engelse mense to face reality.”

	The old bugger had obviously rehearsed his chilling little speech many times and had finally been able to deliver it. At my expense. As the anger drained from his eyes, someone, probably Marty, broke the tension by muttering something. I never quite heard what the snide bugger said, but it made the others laugh. Perhaps he hadn’t wanted me to hear.

	With the exception of Veronica, we resumed our places at the table. For my part, this was a stupid thing to do. I should have gone home there and then, even if it meant walking. But I wanted to regain my losses. Nor did I want the old viper to think he’d won. 

	The game hardly improved. I lost a little more and it should have been obvious that I was never going to recoup my losses. Sadly, we live in hope and eventually I was dealt aces. I raised and only Koos called. I duly bought three cards, while he bought two. I now had aces with a pair of fours. I bet. Koos gave me a look that veered between condescension and pity.

	“Go on, Danny, I’ll just call,” he said.

	I laid out my aces and fours. He opened his cards. Four eights.

	“Wow! Good hand,” I said. “Why didn’t you raise?”

	“You know, I thought, you’ve lost enough. You always want to bet and raise, don’t you, Danny? It gets you into trouble, man.”

	So I’d not only lost the hand but for my troubles had also been given what poker players call a “rub down” – a gratuitous insult made to sound like a bit of advice. He was also lying about the way I played but no one would have listened had I protested. And worst of all, in the guise of being generous Koos had humiliated me yet again.

	“Yeah, well guys, sorry to break up the game, but that’s enough for me,” I said.

	They were all looking at me, with Marty, Koos and The Mayor displaying varying degrees of amusement. Marty was scratching away.

	“Tell me something, Paulus,” I said, leaning towards the little shit. “Marty works for The Messenger – you know, that repository of English-speaking evil – so why didn’t you have a go at him as well? Hey? Why just me?”

	I could see the stunned expression on Marty’s face. It took him a second or two to recover his equilibrium. Then he half-shouted, “Oh, come on, Danny, what the hell do you mean by that? What the fuck are you playing at?”

	“That’s just it, Marty. I don’t know what the hell it means.”

	As I moved off Koos said, “Where are you going, Danny? Look, I’m sorry if I upset you.”

	“Where I’m going is home, Koos.”

	I was fed up with his ill-concealed scorn as well as Marty’s constant smirking. Why had Marty invited me here in the first place? Just to be baited by Koos?

	I went into the kitchen and thanked Veronica. As I moved through the hall towards the front door Nico intercepted me.

	“Look, Danny, I’m really sorry about what’s happened.” He sounded sincere enough. “Not just for what happened with Koos but with that old idiot Paulus. I’ve lived among the English in Durban all my life and I promise you, I’m not like him.”

	“Nico, you and Veronica are a lovely couple and, believe me, this has nothing to do with you. Thanks for your hospitality. It was terrific.”

	We shook hands and I left.

	I’d walked for four or five minutes in the general direction of the main road into the city when the old Buick drew up alongside.

	“Come on Danny, hop in.”

	Theo was on his own. I hesitated. But I definitely hadn’t been looking forward to navigating my way back to the city centre. It was also drizzling. So I got in. We sat in silence all the way.

	As I got out of the car I said, “Thanks Theo, you’re a gent.”

	“Danny, you’re a stranger in town. Our town. Try to be a bit more careful in future. You know what I mean? Just take care, all right?”

	 

	***

	 

	I put on an LP, poured myself a beer and reflected on a disastrous night. Played twice, lost twice, humiliated twice. Warned about my attitude by Theo, who was about to become one of the city’s senior CID officers. Almost certainly an enemy now of Marty, a Messenger colleague. Quite possibly an enemy, too, of Koos, a killer and definitely the most sinister man I’d ever met. You’re doing just great Danny, I told myself. The diplomatic service surely beckons.

	There was one consolation in all this. I wouldn’t be losing any more money in their rotten little poker game.

	 


 

	Chapter 13

	 

	I PUT MY fears to Conrad. I knew he would react badly but he’d become a firm friend and I needed an ally in The Messenger office.

	We were in tennis whites as we sat in his car outside Addington nurses’ home, which also housed radiographers, physios and female junior doctors. Conrad griped that Moira always kept him waiting so I took the opportunity to tell him about my latest squabbles. 

	He didn’t say anything for a while, just sat shaking his head. Eventually he gave an ironic little laugh and said: “So far, in a matter of what – less than three months? – you’ve managed to antagonise two of the city’s finest …”

	“This isn’t New York City, Conrad.”

	“… Two of the city’s finest, one of your fellow reporters, plus various other people.”

	Moira appeared at the door of the nurses’ home, then went back in.

	“Probably gone to fetch Ruth,” said Conrad.

	“Just one thing before they come out. Do you remember Harland Mayfield warning us about spies in our midst, as it were?”

	“Yeah. So?”

	“Marty’s got to be on his list, surely? He’s so damn close to those cop pals of his.”

	Conrad pulled a face. This was clearly an issue he hated having to talk about. But I wasn’t going to give up on him.

	“You can’t see wrong in anyone, can you, Conrad?”

	“Look, Danny, you’re probably right. But we still have to work with him, so just keep your distance. You know, I’m friendly with him on the surface, and that’s it. I never let the conversation turn serious.”

	“How long have you known he spies on us?”

	No reply.

	“How long, Conrad?”

	“Oh, shit … about eighteen months ago a young reporter was sacked. Office gossip claimed Marty had something to do with it.”

	“What was he sacked for?”

	“Allegedly for general incompetence. But the story was that Marty had passed on some damaging information. The whole thing was fishy. The young guy, I can’t even remember his name, apparently told several people in the office that he’d heard about the suspicious death of a young Indian. But listen, Danny, I have absolutely no evidence about any of this or even that Marty was really involved. Let’s just leave it at that, OK?”

	The girls emerged, Moira tall and athletic, Ruth tiny and bouncy. A white cardigan with blue braid hung from her shoulders. Her hair was in a ponytail and she was wearing a short Fred Perry dress with her socks rolled down to reveal shapely legs. From my early teens I’ve been an absolute sucker for girls in tennis gear, especially if they have nice legs to show off. Ruth did not disappoint.

	What’s more, she was in a bubbly mood, something I hadn’t encountered before.

	“Hello, you,” she said. “Move over.”

	I moved over. She sat close, her bare knee touching my bare knee.

	She smiled. “Don’t expect too much from me,” she said. “I was up until 2am dealing with knife wounds, broken ribs, a burst spleen, two broken legs … oh, and the usual cracked vertebrae or two.”

	“In that order?”

	“No. Don’t be silly.”

	“Well, you look pretty good on it.”

	“Why, thank you, kind sir. I feel surprisingly good. I’m a tiger on the court, you know.”

	As it turned out, she was sort of telling the truth. The two of us took on the nearly-marrieds and Ruth played in overdrive, determination written all over her face. She chased after every ball, retrieving some and occasionally hitting back aggressively. Sadly, though, her game did not match her enthusiasm and a lot of her shots ended up hitting the wire or landing at the bottom of the net. Not that she was alone in this. It was at least a year since I’d played and Moira also complained that she was rusty.

	Conrad kept the game going as best he could, but it didn’t really matter. It was a fine, cloudless day and we were all enjoying ourselves.

	In between sets we sat on wooden benches drinking orange juice. The club was high up on the Berea and we could see the Indian Ocean, calm and inviting, in the distance.

	“Wow, partner,” I said. “You get round the court at a hundred miles an hour. I’m impressed.”

	“Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do?”

	“Yes, but not everyone can do it.”

	“But what’s the use if I get to the ball and then hit it out?”

	“Well, that’s a common problem. For a start, you make a lot of mistakes because you hit the ball on the run, you know, when you’re going forward. You’re supposed to stop and get your balance before you hit it.”

	“So you’re an expert, Danny?” said Moira.

	“If I could translate what I know about the game into my actual playing, Moira, I’d be a star.”

	“So what else can you tell us that we desperately need to know?”

	“OK, let’s see. As a group, we South Africans are obsessed with style, especially in sport. It doesn’t matter if you hit the ball a mile out, so long as you do it elegantly – you know, head still, eye on the ball, weight going forward on to the front foot, full follow-through. You’re forgiven if you miss.”

	“It’s hard to tell when you’re being serious, Danny,” said Ruth.

	Conrad laughed. “Ouch, this girl’s got your number, pal. He’s never bloody serious, Ruth.”

	“Is that true?”

	“I’m not certain. I think it’s probably nonsense. Conrad’s got it into his head that I’m some kind of a maverick. Out of control.”

	“Danny! You’re saying you only think it’s nonsense? You’re impossible.”

	Impossible or not, I had succeeded in making her laugh. Maybe I was finally getting somewhere.

	 

	***

	 

	The nurses’ home was no more than a twenty-minute walk back to my flat so I got out of the car with Ruth and Moira.

	“Are you coming in?” asked Moira.

	“Ruth?”

	“Er, maybe not, Danny, I have to change and get something to eat before I go on duty.”

	Well, what did I expect? One minute I was making her laugh, the next there still seemed to be a gulf between us. Unspoken, but there all right. I worried that it would prove unbridgeable.

	Conrad had sped off and I was left to trudge home. The farther I walked the gloomier my thoughts became. How could I go on working in Durban as a reporter if the police were against me? And how long would it be before the paper turned against me? After all, the editors had to protect themselves.

	I thought of giving in my notice and going back to Jo’burg. Or trying Cape Town perhaps. I had connections through my mother’s side of the family with that most beautiful of cities and knew it reasonably well.

	Whatever course I took, it simply couldn’t be healthy to be on the same paper as Marty or in the same city as Koos.

	But one person altered the equation. Ruth. I hadn’t heard her playing the piano yet, had I? Which meant I wasn’t going anywhere for the time being.

	 

	***

	 

	I walked into The Messenger’s cool wood panelled lobby and took the lift to the second floor. Gordon Clare saw me arrive. He strolled up to my desk, threw a piece of South African Press Association copy down, rather as if he were dealing a card, and asked me to look into it.

	I waved hello to Fazal, whose desk was next to mine. He was usually pretty relaxed but for once he didn’t wave back. He was on the phone and looked both anxious and engrossed.

	After a phone call or two I turned the SAPA copy into a story and handed it in. Fazal was still at work. I went and got a coffee in the canteen. Mooched around. Went back to my desk. Undid my shirt and took my shoes and socks off. Fazal had gone home at last. What the hell had he been doing here so late? This was surely the steamiest night I’d ever experienced in my entire life. At least eighty degrees Fahrenheit, with at least ninety-eight per cent humidity.

	The evening dragged on piteously. Sweat trickled down my back. I fantasised about jumping into a pool or, better still, diving into the sea.

	Conrad was due to return from his rounds at ten. He came in half an hour late, walked up to me and said, “You’re not going to believe this, but he’s bloody done it again.”

	“Who’s bloody done what?” I said irritably.

	“Koos van Blatter. He’s gone and shot another black kid.”

	 


 

	Chapter 14

	 

	CONRAD HAD abandoned his usual easy-going drawl in favour of an excited babble. I told him to slow down and start again.

	So as our night time boss, Neal Smythe, joined us in the reporters’ room, Conrad took a deep breath, lowered his voice and slowly told us how he had left Durban Central police station until last on his rounds. When he got there the duty sergeant told him there was nothing much going on. Conrad was about to go when the sergeant asked what he thought about Detective Van Blatter’s latest shenanigans. What shenanigans, asked Conrad – and it all came out.

	Three nights earlier, said the sergeant, Van Blatter and another detective were investigating an assault when an African boy they wanted to question started running away from them. They called to him to stop but he wouldn’t. He sprinted towards a fence and began to climb over.

	Van Blatter, who was at least forty feet away, took aim and shot him. In the backside. Or, as the sergeant said, up the backside. The boy bled to death within minutes.

	“Jesus,” said Neal. “Was this boy actually involved in the assault?”

	“Possibly not. They’ve arrested someone else.”

	“And what are they saying at Durban Central? What’s their reaction?”

	“This is the bit that’s hard to believe,” said Conrad with a laugh. “Some of the uniform boys heard us talking about it and thought it was nothing but a big joke. One or two claimed Koos was a fucking hero. They think more runners should be shot, although they didn’t specify in which part of the anatomy.”

	No one spoke for a minute or two. Then Neal said, “From what the sergeant said to you, it sounds like he thought we would already know about Van Blatter’s ‘shenanigans,’ as he put it.”

	“Yes, that’s what it sounded like.”

	“Why the hell would he think that?”

	“No idea,” said Conrad.

	I got up, went to Marty’s desk and began rifling through the copy in his in-tray. Half a dozen bits of paper from the top I found what I was looking for.

	“It’s here, on SAPA copy,” I said. “Listen … ‘A black youth has died after being shot at the scene of a crime, a Durban City Police spokesman said last night. No other details have been released as the incident is the subject of a routine investigation, he added.’ That’s it. End of story. It’s dated two days ago.”

	“The bastards,” said Neal. “This announcement is calculated to stifle us, stop us investigating. In two or three months they’ll release another anodyne statement saying a detective involved in the incident has been cleared of any wrongdoing. No one will regard it as news and I doubt we’ll even publish it, seeing as we haven’t published the first bit.”

	“Hang on, Neal,” I said, “So you are saying that if we publish the announcement of an inquiry we’re duty bound to publish the result later?”

	“That’s right.”

	“Well, it’s news until we publish it, so let’s get it in the paper tonight, huh? That way we’ll not only publish the findings but might even be spurred into asking the police a few awkward questions. And another thing … what the hell was this piece of copy doing in Marty’s in-tray in the first place? Growing roots? It’s been in there for two whole fucking days. Has he even told anyone about it? Or has he been hiding it?”

	“It would probably have been given to him by Gordon Clare during a day shift,” said Neal. “Gordon would have asked him to check it out and when Marty didn’t get back to him he’d probably have forgotten about it. Or maybe assumed it wasn’t worth following up.”

	“But we know it is – simply because it is the second such incident inside of a year. That’s got to be extremely unusual here in Durban, surely? That’s regardless of the fact that Van Blatter is involved again. But that little fact doesn’t half make it dynamite. The same detective. Shit!”

	 “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll ask Marty about it tomorrow.”

	“And tonight?”

	“OK. I’ll ask the subs to get it in.”

	“There’s something else, Neal. Gordon would not have realised how close Marty is to Van Blatter. Shouldn’t he be told?”

	Conrad had a black look on his face.

	I turned to him. “What?”

	“It’s Marty, Danny. He’s going to do his nut.”

	“Good. Why the fuck is he protecting this fucking maniac?”

	Conrad had no answer to give.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day I went into work several hours early. I wanted to have the newsroom to myself. In particular, I didn’t want Marty around.

	As it turned out, only Fazal was at his desk, telephone in hand and so intense he again failed to acknowledge my wave.

	I looked up the number I wanted, made myself comfortable, and dialled Ivan Leitener’s office. His secretary put me through.

	“Dr Leitener? You may remember me, Danny Waterman, the reporter from …”

	“Of course, Danny, at the Falls’ house. From The Messenger. What can I do for you?”

	“Do you remember how we discussed the killing of a black boy by a Detective Jacobus van Blatter?”

	“Koos van Blatter. How could I forget?”

	“And you were asked by Mr Fall to give an opinion on Van Blatter’s mental state but declined.”

	“Correct. I said I would only venture an opinion if it happened again.”

	“Well, doctor, it has.”

	“Really? In the same circumstances?”

	“Similar, sir.”

	I repeated what Conrad had said, dwelling on the fact that the dead boy may even have been innocent. When I’d finished Leitener remained silent.

	“Is this for publication?” he said eventually.

	“Not at all, sir. Well, certainly not at the moment. If it ever ended in a court case in which the officer was found guilty then I might think of coming back to you. But that’s a very remote possibility, I’m sorry to say.”

	“OK, OK. Can you come and see me – say in half an hour?”

	His consulting rooms were above a bank no more than a five-minute walk from The Messenger office, so I readily agreed.

	I replaced the receiver and looked around. Fazal was also just off the phone.

	“What the hell are you working on, Fazal? It seems to be dominating your life.”

	He came over and spoke softly, confidentially. “It is, Danny. It could be big.”

	“What’s it about?”

	“Can I trust you? I really want to keep it secret.”

	Poor guy. While wanting to keep it secret, whatever “it” was, he was also clearly desperate to confide in someone. Which made him pretty naïve in my book.

	“You know as well as I do, Fazal, that I’m probably the only person in this room you can trust. Make that on this entire paper. Certainly up to deputy editor level.”

	“Yes, Gordon Clare knows about it. I know I can trust him. It’s about a missing Indian boy, Danny. He’s the second one, you know. He’s been gone six weeks now. Not the sort to run away. But the worrying thing is, the police seem to know more about it than they’re letting on. They began an investigation but I’ve uncovered some contradictory statements made by them.”

	“The police? Shit, Fazal, for fuck sake go carefully. You realise you’re playing with fire here?”

	“I don’t care, Danny. I’m not scared of the buggers.”

	“Well I am, pal. I’m becoming more scared of them by the day.”

	 

	***

	 

	I’d expected Dr Leitener to be dressed in a suit and wearing a tie. Instead he sat at his desk looking cool in an open-necked blue shirt. Clearly a non-conformist. It amused me that his head continued to lean slightly to the left. It probably hadn’t changed since childhood.

	“You actually know Van Blatter, don’t you, Danny?” he said. “Please tell me about him. What’s he like?”

	“Well doc, when you first meet him, he’s absolutely charming. Civil, courteous to a degree. And he’s clever. Impeccable English. He’s one of those people who give the impression that their brain is ticking over all the time.”

	“Anything else?”

	“I know for a fact that he has a cruel streak.”

	“How do you know this?”

	“I’ve played poker with him a couple of times. He’s really good at it, but likes to rub it in. Subtly. Loves to play cat and mouse. He’s also got a terrible temper. I saw him having a go at one of his friends. Frankly, it was a bit frightening.”

	I hoped the good doctor didn’t think this was too shallow. He offered me a cigarette and lit one himself. He noisily drew in a breath and said, “Any other outstanding characteristics?”

	I thought for a while. “Yes. He’s meticulous. I mean in his dress. Pin neat. Hair always brushed. Fingernails manicured. Wear’s a tie to poker. Expensive shoes.”

	“What about his background?”

	“Born on a farm in the Western Transvaal. Went to an English-speaking boarding school. Married with two small kids. I’ve been told he prefers to be a detective in Durban than run the family farm – or even join the security police.”

	Leitener sat looking out of the window. I wondered whether he could see the sea in the distance.

	“Danny, this is very difficult, as you can imagine. I haven’t spoken to this man or even met him. So I can only guess. I’m glad you are not going to print any of this.”

	“OK, doc, let me ask you this, do you think he’s dangerous – I mean to the rest of us, not just runaway black kids?”

	“I have to say yes, Danny. The fact that he has killed a second time could indicate one of several things, all of them bad. You have to look at the way he carried out these killings. The first one was particularly cruel. The boy, I believe, was trapped. At Van Blatter’s mercy. But he didn’t display a jot of that particular virtue. He took aim up the ladder, right? That is so calculating. And the second one? It turns out it’s not even certain the victim was the suspect the police wanted. So why shoot him? I’d have to say Van Blatter behaved like a psychopath would. He could even be developing a taste of killing.”

	“Christ!”

	“According to what we know of these killings, I think it is reasonable to assume that Van Blatter has an anti-social personality. I suppose you know the definition of a psychopath, Danny? Quite simply, psychopaths do not suffer from remorse. They can also demonstrate what psychiatrists call a callous disregard for others. In Van Blatter’s case, he has shown a callous disregard for the lives of young people. He did not have to shoot those boys. I’ll be so bold as to say his actions were anti-social to the nth degree.”

	“What do you think makes him like that, doc?”

	“Now we are on really dangerous ground. There could be many factors involved.”

	“Come on, doc. This guy is incredibly sinister. I’ve never met anyone like him before.”

	“Oh, dear. I’d hoped you wouldn’t push me to draw that kind of conclusion. But …”

	Leitener spent the next twenty minutes explaining various types of deviant behaviour, giving me a few case histories of the most ghoulish and bloodthirsty killers. Some of what he said was complex, some of it boring. I had trouble with most of it.

	Only one example stuck in my mind.

	“Some of the worst killers are narcissists,” he said.

	“Really? Van Blatter’s obsessed with his own image,” I said brightly.

	“No, Danny, that’s not what I mean at all. Psychiatry is only just getting to grips with this particular kind of personality and a lot of what I have to say is theoretical. It’s about a type of person who has no regard for the feelings of others, who lacks empathy – and yet has a need to be admired. When narcissists are challenged they become consumed with enormous rage. Their answer is to obliterate the challenge, if necessary by killing the challenger.”

	“So by running away those boys could have been challenging Van Blatter’s authority?”

	“Hang on, Danny. Please. You’re getting confused. You are talking about Van Blatter and I’m not. Try not to forget, I’m drawing a purely theoretical picture here.”

	He gave me a censorious look before continuing. “There’s a fascinating question to be considered here – what makes narcissists the way they are? In most cases they appear to have been sexually abused as children, more often than not by their father. So on the one hand, the child would desperately want to please his father. A child wants to be wanted. He seeks praise. But he will also have been disgusted with himself for what he has done to please his father, to earn the praise. The result is an adult who is incorrectly wired, as we say. He loves himself but is simultaneously filled with self-disgust. When he kills, it’s as if he is killing himself. It’s a difficult concept and one we have trouble explaining to people. But it does explain the actions of such killers.”

	“Wow! That’s dark, doc.”

	“Yes, it is. But I haven’t finished. The act of killing fills the individual with renewed self-loathing. This would be difficult to handle. So after the first killing, the chances of him ever killing again would be no more than reasonable. But then, if he does kill again? Now we have a very different story. The chances of him killing yet again will have soared. Our narcissist may well be deriving some sort of perverse gratification out of killing. And you can see a new danger emerging here, a truly dreadful one. If the self-disgust is being overridden by the thrill involved ...” Leitener’s voice tailed off.

	Reporters are trained to distrust their intuition, or anyone else’s, for that matter. Stick to the facts, cry news editors universally. But I couldn’t help myself. Leitener’s lecture had touched on a kaleidoscope of criminal activity, but only the bit about narcissists had captivated me. Regardless of whether it was right or wrong, I knew this was how I would see Koos from now on.

	Leitener went on speaking for another few minutes. When he’d finished, I said, “Can I get back to Van Blatter for a minute, doc? Something that puzzles me. Both his victims were shot up the bum. Does that mean he has homosexual tendencies?”

	“Can’t say. He could be a repressed homosexual, but it’s by no means certain. To come to a definite conclusion I’d need to know where he goes from this point on.”

	A pause. “Well, there it is, Danny. I admit I’ve laid it on thick. I’ve spared you nothing and there’s a reason. I want you to be scared of this man. Scared witless.”

	He straightened up, as if his back was getting stiff, pushed his glasses on to the bridge of his nose, and said, “To get back to reality, regardless of what Van Blatter’s mental state actually is, what makes his case so bad is his position in society. Some country we live in! Van Blatter is actually protected by the law. It’s ludicrous that such a man should have such power. But you have to accept it. It isn’t going to change soon.”

	“Well, doc, I think it’s worked. You’ve managed to frighten the shit out of me.”

	“Good,” he said, standing up. The interview was over.

	To myself I said, I just hope I can keep out of Koos’s way. I hope it’s not too late.

	 

	***

	 

	I’d made notes throughout the conversation. When I got back to the office I tore the pages into tiny scraps and threw them away in various baskets. I had no intention of leaving them around for Marty to find.

	Fazal was still at his desk. A thought troubled me and I went across to him. “Fazal, before I went out you told me you trusted me, right? So tell me honestly, have you mentioned your story to anyone else in the office?”

	I could see him wavering. Was he about to lie?

	“I … er … I did mention it, yes. But he is our crime reporter, Danny. I couldn’t encroach on his territory without telling him, could I? It seemed such an obvious thing to do.”

	I’d have been happier if he’d lied. “Oh, shit,” I said. “Marty.”

	“Yes, Marty Blaine. Why, Danny? What of it?”

	“Fazal, please do yourself a favour. Drop this story. I really mean it. Drop it now. Please.”

	“I can’t Danny. I have to find out what happened to the boy. I’ve promised his parents.”

	 


 

	Chapter 15

	 

	IT WAS FRIDAY and the first edition deadline had past, which meant most of the night staff were out having a drink. Ahead of me lay a seriously busy weekend. Conrad had given me a ticket to see the Natal cricket team playing at Kingsmead. That would take care of Saturday morning and afternoon, to be followed in the evening by the date with Ruth that was arranged such a long time ago. We were going to the Eden Roc Hotel with Conrad and Moira to see the American comedian who called himself by the ridiculous name of Ray Nard-Fox. And who knows, if that date went well I might even meet up with Ruth on Sunday as well.

	I was beginning to realise how hard it was just getting to see her. It was over two weeks since the tennis game and after that she’d been unrelentingly busy. Medical students worked monstrous hours.

	I mulled this disconcerting thought over as I gazed at my schooner of ale in the company of half a dozen reporters and subs in a bar near The Messenger’s offices.

	Conrad was in a good mood as he told me that he and Moira had finally decided on a wedding date. He didn’t seem to care that he’d hardly see her, married or not, until she’d graduated and served her internship. On the other hand, I’d probably feel ecstatic if I could have Ruth on even those meagre terms.

	A shadow fell across our table. I looked up, straight into the frowning face of Marty Blaine.

	“What a prick you are, Danny.”

	His mouth was working overtime. I’d been expecting a confrontation, but thought it would happen in the office rather than in such a public place.

	“Hang on, Marty. No call for that,” said Conrad. “We’re trying to enjoy a drink here.”

	“It’s this prick,” said Marty, gesturing in my direction. “He’s been taking stuff from my in-tray. He deserves a smack.”

	I stood up. I didn’t want a fight, but I definitely wasn’t scared of Marty. He was about my height and enjoyed no particular physical advantage.

	“What was it doing in your tray in the first place, Marty? Come on, tell us all,” I said.

	“You don’t know what you’re up against, you fucking idiot. You put us all in danger – you put the fucking paper in danger.”

	“Just because you’re shit scared of Koos it doesn’t mean the rest of us are.”

	“That’s just where you are wrong, pal. And if he comes after you, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

	Which made me angry. “Are you delivering some kind of a personal threat on his behalf, Marty? What’s he said to you?”

	“Take it any way you like,” he said slowly, with a sneer. Then he moved off around the bar.

	“What the hell have you done to him, Danny?” said the sub Jason McCurren. “Fucked his wife?”

	Conrad and I pieced together for the assembled staffers exactly what had happened in the office some nights before. Predictably, the sub-editors present were on our side. But it was easy for them, for the most part stuck in their air-conditioned office, always at arm’s length from the real world.

	“Perhaps I should become a sub,” I said. “Is there room for me on the table?”

	“Can you write?” said Geordie West. And that made everyone laugh.

	Except that Marty’s thinly veiled threat had got to me and I didn’t really feel like laughing. What I did feel like was a character in a cartoon – a roadrunner, for instance, in the process of being hunted down by Ray Nard-Fox’s wily cousin, the coyote.

	 

	***

	 

	Which Ruth would turn up? A good question, especially if you happened to be on a Saturday night date with her. She and Moira made a captivating sight as they walked to Conrad’s car. Both were in cocktail dresses, Ruth’s cream, Moira’s blue. Ruth’s dress was strapless. Moira’s had short off-the-shoulder sleeves. They’d have looked at home in a Doris Day movie.

	I had trouble containing my excitement and kissed Ruth exuberantly. She gave me a perfunctory peck in return. Oh, shit. She may have looked stunning but this was not a good start.

	The Eden Roc, way up The Golden Mile, was one of Durban’s swankiest hotels. Its nightclub drew the smart crowd. Conrad had booked us a table right up against the dance floor, which was perfect for the cabaret.

	I was famished and could hardly wait to eat. Everyone had prawn cocktail for starters. It was a South African obsession in the early Sixties. Ruth trifled with hers. Boeuf Wellington was next. Man’s food. Ruth nibbled at the beef and seemed disdainful of the pastry.

	The Eden Roc had a Chinese pastry chef who was an artist. For dessert he made us “bowtie”, loops of slender pastry cooked to a crisp in boiling syrup. It melted in the mouth. Ruth toyed with a glass of water and said she didn’t feel like anything so sweet. She was ruining my night.

	Nor did the comedian help. The audience seemed desperate to be amused and laughed at almost everything he said. The truth was, Ray was more of an entertainer than a comedian.

	“See these grey hairs?” he said. “Genetic. I get them from my children.”

	The gags got worse. “My pal Harry’s a phrenic-schizo. Boy, is that guy crazy!” Pause for effect. “And he’s a little backward.”

	Eventually he gave up the corny jokes and sang like Dean Martin. Then like Vic Damone, then like Perry Como. The songs got more sentimental as he went along and I could see Ruth cringing.

	He began to sing More Than You Know. I looked at her and shrugged helplessly, as if to empathise with her in the face of such gross philistinism. To my astonishment she held a tissue to her eyes and seemed to be crying.

	As Ray managed a big gushy ending, Ruth said, “I’m sorry,” and hurried away to the ladies. Moira followed her.

	This did not go unnoticed by the old stager. “You can see the impact I have on the womenfolk,” cracked Ray, which got a medium-sized laugh.

	“What the fuck is going on with Ruthie?” I whispered to Conrad. “Do you know?”

	“Today’s a bad day for her, that’s all,” said Conrad, failing, as usual, to begin at the beginning.

	“Sorry, Conrad, you’re going to have to explain.”

	He looked uncomfortable.

	“I’m a big boy, you can tell me,” I said.

	“It’s an anniversary,” he said at last. “It’s exactly a year since she was forced to break up with the Indian boy.”

	“Then why did she agree to come out?”

	“It was Moira. She talked her into it.”

	The girls returned and we decided to leave. “The floorshow was lousy, anyway,” said Conrad as we walked to his car.

	“But the food was good,” I said. “The bowtie was out of this world.”

	Ruth took my arm. “Sorry, Danny. I’m such a bore.”

	She seemed to spend her life apologising to me.

	“Where to?” said Conrad.

	“Jazz club,” we chorused.

	That cheered Ruth up instantly.

	 

	***

	 

	Steven Fall was already in the club. He came over and gave Ruth a kiss. “I’ve just spoken to Frankie …”

	“Steven, what are you up to?”

	“He says, as soon as the band takes a break you’re on, doll.”

	“You haven’t asked me or anything.”

	“We all want to hear you, Ruthie, so relax. Frankie says you can have fifteen minutes. Unpaid, of course.”

	“Yeah, thanks, Steven. You’d make a great manager.”

	Half an hour later Ruth sat at the piano – a beaten-up old upright, which was all Frankie could afford, I supposed. She began rather grandly in concert style with Stan Kenton’s Interlude, perfectly catching the nostalgia of the closing bars before running straight into April In Paris. The block chords were redolent of Oscar Peterson – how did she do that with such small hands? Then Gone With The Wind and finally a wispy Moonlight In Vermont, which changed suddenly into thirty-two rousing, witty bars of stride before ending in it’s original languorous tempo.

	I loved bebop. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy other forms of the genre. Yes, it was mainstream, and one hundred per cent eclectic, but it was beautifully done with a strong feel for the music and a sure, light touch.

	I should have been happy, amazed, but her little performance actually left me feeling uncomfortably small in the face of such talent. I think that by then I’d fallen in love with her, the only trouble being that Ruth, brainy, talented and beautiful, was far too good for the likes of me.

	She sat down flushed and happy. “I suppose you’d have wanted Ornithology or In Walked Bud,” she said.

	“No, no, it was superb. And I really love Gone With The Wind. I read somewhere it’s got the most difficult key changes imaginable.”

	“Not on the piano, silly. It’s mechanical. It’s only difficult for the wailers.”

	The wailers. I liked that. Mechanical. Ha, ha. What a cool chick.

	Later, as we stood outside the door of her room she kissed me properly for the first time. Relatively deep and quite lingering. Then she was gone, with a promise, though, that she’d meet me at the beach around noon.

	 

	***

	 

	In all the time I spent in Durban I never got used to the way the sand scorched my bare feet. And so, with Ruth beside me on Sunday morning, I ran on tiptoe before hitting the surf and diving into a breaking wave. Indian Ocean surf has a clean, distinctive smell - something between freshly cut cucumber and ice cream. It’s exhilarating. We frolicked about and it was wonderful. Ruth was the happiest I’d seen her. Was I wrong in thinking her attitude towards me had softened? Was it possible that her little weep at the Eden Roc had been, well, cathartic?

	The girls had to go to work later so we had to make the most of our limited time. We’d hired a couple of umbrellas and sat under them eating a picnic lunch Moira had prepared. Then I rubbed suntan oil on Ruth’s back and covered myself with the stuff. I lay on my towel just outside the circles of shade. Ruth sat beside me, but out of the sun.

	After a while she lay back with her head on my stomach. She slid her hand into mine. I sat staring through sunglasses into an untrammelled African sky. It took my breath away. She took my breath away. So I sighed.

	Of such moments is heaven made. In my opinion.

	 


 

	Chapter 16

	 

	CURRY IN the canteen didn’t compare with Jake’s on the beach. Still, it was better than greasy egg and chips. I sat down in a corner and began to read the paper while I ate. I hardly noticed Fazal as he settled in a chair across the table.

	“Danny, I need to speak to you.” He sounded in earnest. 

	I put the paper down reluctantly. “Fazal, what’s the point? You don’t listen to me.”

	“No, no, Danny. It’s not as easy as that. There’s a boy’s life at stake here. I can’t just dismiss it.”

	I gave him an if-you-must shrug, against my better judgment.

	“The police are being really weird, Danny. Obstructive. You know, if someone goes missing you’d expect them to be helpful. That’s their business. But every time I go to them with a set of questions they sit on them, or prevaricate. It’s driving me mad. Who do I appeal to? How can I make them do their job?”

	“Don’t ask me. I’m a new boy in town.”

	Fazal sipped a cup of tea. He looked crestfallen. I felt sorry for him. “OK, look, tell me the whole story. From the start.”

	The boy’s name, said Fazal, was Arji. He came from a middle class Sikh family and was studious and well behaved. He was fifteen and had never been in any kind of trouble.

	Four months ago he’d gone with three friends to an afternoon concert. On the way home they had a disagreement about the cost of the tickets. They admitted this. Arji got fed up and went off alone. He hadn’t been seen since. The only other thing Fazal knew for certain was that the boys were near Durban railway station when Arji left them.

	“So what the family most want to know is, did he get on a train? If so, where to?”

	“Shit, that’s not much to go on, Fazal. Why the hell would he catch a train? Had he run away from home before?”

	“Never. If anything, he was a home loving boy.”

	“OK. Let’s assume he was the victim of a crime, are any of the other boys suspects?”

	“Definitely not. The boys chatted on a street corner for a while, then went home. There are witnesses.”

	“What time was it when Arji walked off?”

	“Around five thirty.”

	“Broad bloody daylight. So is it possible that the police really don’t know anything? They could be play-acting with you, just to hide their own failings.”

	“That’s possible, Danny. But when I first went to them the duty sergeant seemed more open. Said he might have something for me and suggested I call back in a few days. When I did, his attitude had changed. Said they’d investigated but had got nowhere.”

	“I don’t know what to say, Fazal. If you push them, the police will just deny they are being uncooperative – although it may make them admit they don’t know anything.”

	“Yes, but Danny, people don’t just vanish.”

	“I’m not sure about that either, Fazal.”

	We both fell silent. That’s when I said something that could only be described as a chance remark. Who knows why I said it? I had a hunch. A ridiculous, crazy thought. A long shot, but it rose in my brain in unstoppable fashion. A compulsion to help, I suppose. And before I realised it, I’d let it out.

	“Fazal,” I said, “Did this boy Arji carry a knife?”

	I immediately regretted saying it.

	“A knife? What sort of knife?”

	I tried to fudge it. “You know, Sikhs carry knives, don’t they?”

	“Not here in SA. Well, some, I suppose, but they’re discouraged from doing so. But why do you ask?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Nothing? Why did you ask, Danny? Do you know something?”

	“No, of course not. Just forget it, Fazal.”

	But I knew he wouldn’t. By all accounts he was a good reporter and good reporters develop antennae. No scrap of information, however insignificant, escapes their attention.

	A pang of anxiety shot through my gut. I wondered if I was getting an ulcer.

	 

	***

	 

	I sat on the carpet listening to Cannonball Adderley and fretting. Was I leading Fazal into danger? But what if my hunch was right? With the help of The Messenger Fazal might well smoke Koos out. I doubted harm would come to him should the hunch turn out to be a load of baloney. It was a pretty wild shot, after all.

	Then again, why hadn’t Koos turned the knife in immediately? It was surely against regulations to keep it. And wasn’t there a degree of arrogance in the way he’d shown it to us? As I remembered it, he was deliberately toying with it, inviting us to look at it. Almost as if it were a – what was the word – a trophy?

	Come to think of it, I probably owed it to Fazal to tell him the whole story. If he was going to get himself killed by a lunatic cop at least he should know why.

	I rang him at the office and asked him to meet me in a coffee shop in West Street.

	 

	***

	 

	I asked Fazal how his enquiries were going. “I’ve spoken to the boy’s parents about the knife you mentioned, Danny” – I allowed myself a smile; I’d been right about him taking it on board. “They don’t know anything about it. They doubt he would have carried such a thing. Where did you get the idea from?”

	I told him how Koos had produced the ornamental Indian knife during a poker game.

	“That’s all? That’s very tenuous. Why do you suspect this Van Blatter? I know he’s shot two black boys, but how could this be connected?”

	“He’s dangerous, Fazal. Very dangerous. What’s more, nothing much happens in this burg that he doesn’t know about, I promise you. He’s out on the streets all the time.”

	“Well, it’s not much of a lead, but I’ll ask Arji’s friends. If anybody knows, they will.”

	 

	***

	 

	A couple of nights later the gang – minus Fazal, whom I hadn’t seen since our discussion about the knife – came round to my flat. This time I remembered to introduce them to James, the night watchman.

	He was a lovable old Zulu who sat in an alcove guarding the entrance of the flats. He was a large man and carried a knobkerrie for protection. On cool nights he wore an old military greatcoat. Since he’d been hired fifteen years ago no one had ever had the guts to take him on. He told me this with a huge grin on his face. He wasn’t allowed to go into individual flats unless there was trouble, of course, so on some nights I took him out a mug of sweet tea and a sandwich.

	Harland spoke to James in fluent Zulu and soon had him laughing loudly.

	“What’s so funny?” I asked.

	“He’s just told me he has three wives back in Zululand. He has twelve kids dispersed round the country. Four of the boys work in the mines. I congratulated him on his prowess.”

	Harland gave James a couple of rand and I left it at that. I didn’t want to go into the sadness that James truly represented, of South Africa’s transient workers who saw their families no more than once a year for a week or less.

	Once in the flat, with bottles of beer in hand, the subs quizzed me about my apparent feud with Marty. I didn’t feel like talking about that either.

	I’d heard an amusing story about Geordie West. Apparently, the day after the Cato Manor beerhall riot he’d been called into the editor’s office. He’d expected to be greeted as a hero following his exertions of the night before, when his copy went round the world.

	Instead, he was told to drive the editor’s Buick to the airport and collect a Daily Express reporter who was arriving from London to cover the disturbances. The editor told him to treat the man, whose name was Kevin McDougal, as an honoured guest, drive him anywhere he wanted to go and fill him in on anything he wanted to know.

	“Yes, it’s true,” said Geordie. “The editor turned me into a chauffeur. He wouldn’t have done this for the New York Times or The Times of London, or any other newspaper on earth. Shows you how powerful the Beaverbrook empire is.”

	“Yeah, but tell him about McDougal,” said Conrad.

	Geordie laughed. “What a tit! He was dressed in midwinter English clothes so I took him to an outfitters and he bought a sports shirt. As I drove him round I started telling him what was going on but he wasn’t even remotely interested. I offered to drive him to Cato Manor – he still wasn’t interested. Eventually, he came into the reporters’ room and Gordon Clare gave him the use of a desk and a typewriter. He started reading all the takes of copy that we’d produced. Then he started tapping out an intro. Didn’t like it, crumpled it up and threw it into the wastepaper basket. He did that fourteen times. He must have liked the fifteenth intro because he pulled it out of the typewriter, pinned it to all our copy and had an African copy boy run the whole damn lot to the post office to be Telexed to London. Then, he rounded up a few reporters and they all went on a pub crawl around the city, ending in the private bar at the Mayfair Hotel. This guy had flown six thousand five hundred miles to write one paragraph and get pissed with the boys.”

	“Yes, but in his defence by then the riot was well and truly over,” said Harland.

	“Hang on, Geordie,” said Chris Cleburn-Smith. “Tell Danny what that single paragraph said.”

	“Well, I can’t remember it verbatim,” said Geordie, “But it was on the lines of … ‘Searchlights criss-crossed the night sky over Durban last night while shacks on the outskirts of the city burned brightly in the darkness.’ That’s it. Could have been out of Scoop.”

	I was confused. “Searchlights? Why?” I asked.

	“Well, nearly two years after the event I have yet to establish what searchlights he was talking about. No one seems to remember any searchlights. But it was a hell of an intro.”

	 

	***

	 

	No sign of Fazal. It was five days since I had last spoken to him. I didn’t really want to ask Gordon Clare about him. He was a busy man and might take it amiss. In the end I felt I had no choice.

	“Fazal?” said Gordon, looking up at me from behind his desk. “Funny you should ask. I’ve just been speaking to his mother. He’s been ill in bed for days and she says he is still not better.”

	“What’s wrong with him?”

	“No idea. She’s had their doctor in but he’s also mystified. It sounds like some kind of a breakdown. What’s your interest, Danny?”

	“Oh, we often pass the time of day, sir, and I just noticed he’s been missing for a while.”

	“Well, it’s very strange. If I hear anything I’ll let you know.”

	A breakdown. This wasn’t what I’d expected. I felt my pulse racing.

	I went and got a coffee and thought about what to do next. I decided there was only one course of action open to me. I’d have to go and see the bedridden Fazal.

	 


 

	Chapter 17

	 

	THE MALIKS lived a mile north of the city centre in a ghetto designated as Indian under the Group Areas Act. As I drove there I found myself amid a multitude of ramshackle properties, a few solidly built Victorian and Edwardian houses and rows of shops in seedy French Colonial style buildings. There was an air of decay about the place, in sharp contrast to Durban’s affluent white suburbs. The Maliks’ small terraced house was in a busy street filled with the smell of ground spices. Office talk was that the Maliks were well off and could certainly afford a better place. A late model Cadillac stood outside the front gate.

	Fazal’s mother came to the door. I’d phoned in advance so she was expecting me. She wore a sari and her fingers and wrists were adorned with an array of rings and bangles.

	“I’ve got him out of bed,” she said. “He’s waiting for you in the sitting room. But I’ve got to tell you, Mr Waterman, he didn’t want to see you. I had to fight with him. He doesn’t want to see anybody. It’s very troubling.”

	“What’s actually wrong with him, Mrs Malik?”

	“The doctor says it’s as if he is in shock. But Fazal doesn’t even want to talk to him. See if you can get him to say something … to open up. What can have put him in this state?”

	Fazal sat slumped in an easy chair. He was in his dressing gown. His face was drained and he stared into space, not acknowledging my presence.

	Mrs Malik closed the door behind me.

	“She’s a lovely lady, Fazal,” I said.

	No reply.

	“Look, Fazal, you can’t imagine how sorry I am. It’s all my fault. If I’d kept my bloody big mouth shut, then …”

	“No, Danny!” Fazal’s shout startled me. “It wasn’t just what you said. It would have happened anyway.”

	“But what was it … what did happen?”

	His gaze dropped and he slumped a little further into his chair.

	“Fazal?”

	No response. Silence enveloped us.

	Eventually I said, “What about the investigation?”

	“It’s over.”

	That was all he would say.

	“So Koos wins?”

	No reply.

	“People at the office miss you, Fazal. Gordon is worried. Please come back to work soon.”

	Mrs Malik brought us a pot of tea and a plate of gulab jamun. Fazal ignored the confection so I ate his share.

	As I left the house I pondered the significance of Fazal’s silence when I’d mentioned Koos. I was sure he’d have spoken out if Koos had not been involved. But he hadn’t said a word. There was no doubt in my mind – Koos had got to Fazal. I dreaded what he might have done to the poor guy.

	And was I right to feel relieved that Fazal laid no blame on me? Or was he simply being kind?

	 

	***

	 

	The sea was cutting up rough, which made for a wonderful sight as I sat on a bench near Marine Parade. But I couldn’t enjoy the view for long. My thoughts kept returning to the worst of all possibilities - that my hunch about the knife had been right; that Fazal had been too successful in his investigation; and that this had led him straight into the hands of Koos. What then? Why was he still alive? He was certainly a challenge to Koos. So, according to Dr Leitener’s theory, which appealed to me on various levels, Fazal should have been rubbed out by now in a fit of narcissistic rage.

	I put myself in Koos’s position and concluded that Fazal was alive partly because he worked for The Messenger. Koos might be a maniac, but he was not stupid. He would have put himself in great danger if Fazal, a well-known Durban journalist, were to disappear.

	But that wasn’t enough, I decided. Koos would not be deterred quite so easily. He’d be ready to organise alibis and lie his way out. I guessed that what had happened was that he had assaulted Fazal, perhaps even raped him. And then, having thoroughly brutalised the young man, he’d have delivered a highly specific threat. Something like, “Do you want to see your mother alive again?”

	The Maliks were pretty vulnerable, as I’d seen for myself. Koos would have had no trouble getting to them. And this would have made it easy to buy Fazal’s silence.

	Fazal had been investigating the story with Gordon Clare’s approval – so in my book the editor’s deputy had to share responsibility for what had happened. I drove to the office and went to see him.

	“You’re in early, Daniel. Bound to be something serious, eh?”

	I ignored his little jest and spent the next few minutes bringing him up to date with the facts as I saw them. I told him about the knife Koos had gloated over, how I’d asked Fazal if the missing boy had owned such a thing, and finally I described Fazal’s present state.

	“He refuses to tell me what happened, Gordon. But I deeply suspect Koos van Blatter is involved. Fazal won’t confirm it but doesn’t actually deny it either.”

	The acting deputy editor gasped.

	“What you’re saying here is, you suspect that a senior law enforcement officer of this city has murdered a young Indian and then assaulted a Messenger journalist. All in one bloody go!”

	Exactly, Gordon, I thought, but said nothing.

	He put his hand to his forehead. “Whew … Daniel … you’ve taken my breath away. Let me think about this.”

	That was fine by me. I wanted him to dwell on the full impact of what I’d told him.

	“These are serious allegations, Daniel. I’m duty bound to bring them to the notice of the editor.”

	He looked at me sternly. “But what evidence do you have? Nothing you’ve said would stand a ghost of a chance in court.”

	“Yes, it’s all circumstantial, Gordon. But there’s little doubt in my mind that Van Blatter is behind the disappearance of the Indian boy and also some kind of an assault on Fazal.”

	“But that’s not evidence, dear boy. What’s more, you’re never going to get any, unless Fazal has dug something up. And he’s not saying, is he? For God’s sake, Daniel, you’re dealing with a detective. No one in this world will know more about covering up his tracks. Sorry, my friend, I’m not saying you’re wrong, but this is not one for The Messenger. We have enough problems as it is.”

	“So you’d drop it just like that? What about the effort Fazal’s put in? And don’t we owe it to the boy who’s disappeared?”

	“To be frank, I never knew what we were dealing with before. You know, Fazal’s actually written two pieces on the boy that we’ve printed, how brilliant he was at school, and so on. And he never mentioned the likelihood that he was murdered. The family’s worry then was that he’d run away.”

	Gordon puffed away on an old pipe, which smelled awful but gave him a sagacious, authoritative air.

	“I might not have sanctioned Fazal’s new investigation if I’d thought the police were somehow involved,” he said. “Look, the reality is that the editor will never wear what you’re saying and I wouldn’t blame him. But I will bring it to his attention, all right?”

	I left his office feeling crushed. A big deal journalist? Me? On the contrary, I felt like a junior who was beginning to realise how powerless he was. I also wondered whether Gordon would have shelved the story if it was political, rather than straight crime. Perhaps not.

	 

	***

	 

	We sat in a café near the beach sipping milkshakes like a pair of teenagers. Ruth had just come off duty but looked bright and happy as she sat close to me.

	“Pooh. My hands stink of antiseptic,” she said, giving them a good sniff.

	“That’s what’s in this milkshake,” I said.

	“Rubbish. It’s really good. I told you to have the chocolate.”

	I was beginning to love the easy patter between us. Familiarity, I decided, breeds love. But despite myself I must have fallen silent for minute or two, lost in thought.

	“Danny? What’s the matter?”

	“Sorry?”

	“You look miserable. What’s happened?”

	“It’s nothing to worry about, Ruthie.”

	“Come on, Danny, I hate to see you like this.”

	“No. Why should I burden you with my problems?”

	She put her hand on mine and said, “Because I care. I really do.”

	My heart beat a little faster.

	“It’s very sweet of you,” I said. “I will tell you, but not now. I have to collect my thoughts first.”

	“Very dramatic,” she teased.

	We made a date to see Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless later in the week and I promised that by then I’d be able to tell all.

	Later, we stood at the door of her room and I brushed her hair away from her face and kissed her.

	“You look so sad,” she said, touching my cheek.

	“Can I come in with you?”

	“No. Please don’t. I’ve had a tiring day. But soon, perhaps.”

	I’d had a chance to tell her about Fazal and Koos, but hadn’t been able to. Difficult to say why not. Perhaps I felt that she might not like the world I was sometimes forced to inhabit. But that couldn’t be right. The world she inhabited, down in the depths of casualty, was one of unrelenting human misery.

	She, on the other hand, had had the opportunity to invite me into her bedroom. But hadn’t.

	 

	***

	 

	Marty looked at me disdainfully. “Apparently you’ve been saying some strange things about Koos,” he said. “I think he wants to meet with you. Straighten things out, if you know what I mean.”

	Only one person would have told Koos what I’d been saying and that was Marty himself. But how the hell had Marty found out in the first place? Gordon would never have been so indiscreet. I couldn’t vouch for the editor, though.

	As for straightening things out – huh! Marty’s remark came with an I-told-you-so look in his eyes. I’d ignored all the warnings and now I’d been given what sounded suspiciously like a death warrant. I felt the ulcer pain coming back in the pit of my stomach. Someone speaking out of turn had dropped me deep in the shit.

	A confrontation with Koos looked a certainty. And I had no idea of how to deal with it.

	Then Marty really kicked me in the gut. “Koos spotted your car, by the way. Little old Anglia? He was driving past and saw it was parked outside Fazal’s house. What the fuck were you doing there, Danny? Jesus! Koos is really fed up with you.”

	 


 

	Chapter 18

	 

	GORDON Clare gave me an exasperated look. “Danny,” he said, “I think you need a holiday, I really do. I haven’t spoken to a single person about you and Koos van Blatter, or you and Fazal, or you and anybody else.”

	“What about the editor, sir?”

	“He not here. He’s at a conference in Pretoria and won’t be back until tomorrow. Are you satisfied now?”

	The truth dawned slowly. Marty knew nothing and had simply been teasing me. Which gave me something new to worry about – had my response given anything away? If so, would he have seized on it? A more realistic question would have been how would Marty the social sniper – a description of him invented by Harland – not have seized on it, and gone straight to tell Koos?

	I glumly thanked Gordon and left him in peace.

	 

	***

	 

	Fazal was back at his desk. But it was hardly like old times. He sat in silence and wouldn’t meet my gaze when I tried to greet him.

	“You have to talk about it, Fazal,” I implored. “It’s the only way to end this.”

	But end what? I was still fishing. Needless to say, he shrugged and turned away without saying anything.

	Gordon came in and tried to speak to him. Fazal looked pained and gave the occasional monosyllabic answer.

	I followed Gordon back to his office.

	“That guy is in a bad way,” I said. “You can see something bad has happened to him.”

	“Please Danny, what do you want me to do? Unless he talks we’re at a loss.”

	Around five o’clock Fazal edged his way out the office, passing Conrad on his way in.

	“What’s up with him?” said Conrad.

	I’d had an opportunity to speak to Ruth and fluffed it. Now I had a chance to unburden myself to Conrad. I couldn’t do it, partly because I feared what he would be bound to say – where’s the evidence, Danny?

	It was Friday evening, but for once I didn’t go for a drink with the boys. Two nights earlier Neal Smythe had handed me the annual report on Durban docks. There was quite a bit or research to do and I could see at least five stories to extract from it. It all had to be done by Sunday evening for Monday’s paper. I didn’t want to come in on Sunday, so I decided to work until it was finished. I cut myself off from the rest of the world and began bashing it out, ruing that I couldn’t type any faster. 

	Conrad brought me a Coke from the canteen. The temperature must have been up in the eighties so the icy drink was welcome.

	“Christ, it’s clammy,” he said and then, “Jesus, it’s hot.”

	“Thought I saw rain on the windows.”

	“Yeah. It’s a fine drizzle. Scotch mist. The humidity in here’s close to saturation point.”

	I wiped sweat from my forehead and went on typing, but it was slow going.

	 

	***

	 

	At half past midnight Neal and Conrad went home, leaving me alone in the reporters’ room. An hour later I finished writing the last of the stories. I put the carbon copies in my drawer, pinned all the top copies together and placed them in a file, which I then left on Gordon Clare’s desk.

	With my jacket slung over my arm I caught the lift to the ground floor. A machine room worker greeted me as I passed through the lobby. He’d be here until at least four, I thought, so what did I have to complain about?

	The hot, damp air really hit me as I went out through the swing doors and into the street. The pavement and cars were wet and glistening, but it was no longer raining. I’d parked around the corner and started walking in that direction.

	Behind me, a friendly voice said, “Working late tonight, hey Danny?”

	The sweat turned cold on my skin.

	I turned round and said, “Hello, Koos.”

	“Howzit going, Danny baby?”

	“OK, Koos. What are you doing in our neck of the woods?”

	“Thought I’d come and see you, pal. Something I thought needed sorting out.”

	Koos had been standing behind a car. Now he walked slowly towards me. He was immaculately dressed, as usual. His hand knitted maroon tie, done up in a Windsor knot, went well with his summer-weight sports jacket. He kept his left hand in his jacket pocket, which was a relief – he obviously wasn’t gripping a revolver. I knew he was carrying one, though, because of the bulge of the holster under his heart.

	“You see, Danny, I’ve been speaking to Marty and he says you’ve been speaking about me. Behind my back. You know, man, that’s not nice, is it?”

	His expression changed from friendly concern to a not so friendly leer. His gold tooth caught the half-light from a nearby street lamp.

	“Hang on a minute, Koos. Everyone’s been talking about you. Not just me. How many cops in this city have shot two runaway robbers?”

	“You’re right, Danny. You know, perhaps I’m being a bit sensitive. Look, I’ll tell you what, kerel, why don’t we go for a drink and talk about it, hey? My car’s just around the corner – it’s parked two cars away from yours. I know places in this burg where you can drink all night, every night. Good places, ja? Let’s say we go to one for a drink.”

	Nothing on this earth would have induced me to get in a car alone with Koos. Is that what he’d done with Fazal? Well, I’m not suicidal, I decided.

	“I don’t think so, Koos.”

	“You don’t trust me, Danny?”

	“Come on, that’s jumping to a conclusion.”

	“No it’s not, you fucking little punk.” He said this without raising his voice. Nor had the half-smile left his face. “Man, I know you don’t trust me and in my book that makes you a dangerous individual. If you are not my friend, Danny, you must be my enemy.”

	In a single movement he took his hand out of his pocket and lashed out at me. He was holding a knife – the knife, in all probability. That he missed me by a long way was surely deliberate, but he still made me leap back in fright.

	And frightening me was his obvious aim.

	In the same level tones he continued, “Now I think you should come with me to my car if you don’t want me to hurt you.”

	I took another step back; he took one forwards. My thoughts reeled. What should I do? Shout for help? From whom? The police? He was the fucking police!

	“Look, Koos, put the knife away? Let’s talk about this like civilised people.”

	“You’re just trying to fuck me about, Danny, and I’m growing tired of it.”

	I was close to being trapped. I couldn’t run back into The Messenger building. The automatic lift doors were too old and slow. And climbing flights of stairs could prove futile. Too easy to take a false step. In any case all the offices were empty, so there’d be no one there to help me. As for the machine room, it must have been the noisiest place in the city at this time of night. I could yell my head off down there and fail to get a response. So submit and get in the car? Not an option. Fight back? Don’t be crazy. He’s armed with a revolver, which he’s already used to take at least two lives. The least he’ll do if I stand my ground is cut me with the knife.

	There was only one thing for it. I honestly couldn’t think of any other way out. I turned and ran.

	After ten or twelve yards I slowed and looked back. Koos was grinning broadly. Then he took off after me.

	I got to a corner, sprinting hard, ran down a side street and turned into Pine Street. I was surprised at how deserted it was. The drizzle was back, cooling my skin. It seemed to be getting heavier. I dragged my jacket on, which made it a little easier to run.

	The occasional glance back showed me that Koos was neither gaining nor losing ground. I could have gone a bit faster but felt I had to keep something in reserve. After all, how long was this ludicrous chase going to go on for?

	I took the first right and headed for the docks. A left and another right, and there, on the other side of the road, was the old building that housed Frankie’s.

	I’d be safe there, lost among the members. Quite a few would recognise me. Frankie would greet me with open arms. He’d done it before.

	I bounded up the steps leading to the entrance and tried to push my way in. The doors wouldn’t budge. Then I saw it – a notice headed Durban Municipal Corporation. And below that I caught the words, “Closed by Order of …” and “In breach of Liquor Licensing Regulations …”

	Oh, Frankie, what a hopeless flake you are!

	Koos arrived at the foot of the steps. He stood looking up at me. The knife, which had disappeared as he ran, was back in his hand. He was cackling. Sort of through his nose. An ugly, hateful sound.

	“The game’s up, Danny, as the Engelse mense say.” Cackle, cackle. “Why don’t you save us both a lot of trouble, hey? My car’s not far away. Just back there.”

	I ran my hands over my pockets. There was nothing on me in the way of protection, unless …

	I felt a notebook in my inside breast pocket that I kept for addresses and phone numbers. Too small. But in my left hand jacket pocket my fingers wrapped themselves around a new shorthand book. It was long and thick.

	“Is that what you did with Fazal, Koos? Take him for a ride?”

	He started to giggle. Then his demeanour changed.

	“I saw your car parked outside his house. What were you doing in there, Danny? Is he your bum boy?”

	I didn’t answer.

	“Or are you two cunts cooking something up? Maybe a plan to get me, hey?”

	As he spoke his temper began to rise.

	“Let me tell you something, you little prick,” he began to shout. “You can’t touch me. I’m too fucking smart for the likes of you.”

	He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Jesus, you make me so fucking mad, Danny. I ought to take you apart right now. With my bare hands.”

	Suddenly I could see the rage in his eyes. Oh, shit. It was time to move.

	I leapt the first four steps, landing on my left foot before taking the bottom four steps to land on my right. As I hit the ground I jammed the shorthand book on to the knife with my left hand and shoved Koos in the chest with my right. The book and the knife skittered into the road as we both went sprawling. But I was prepared for what had happened and was quickly up and running.

	Koos recovered the knife, ran a hand through his hair as he collected himself, then set off in pursuit.

	“Got man,” he cried, “if you thought you were in trouble before that was nothing. I’m going to make you pay in blood, Danny. You are dead meat!”

	I didn’t think Koos would shoot me in the street. People lived in some of these buildings and it was difficult to believe there would be no witnesses. Also, if he did kill me right now he’d have to prove I was running away from a crime scene. But it was only minutes since I’d left The Messenger offices. No time for a “crime scene.”

	In any case, shooting African suspects was one thing in apartheid South Africa, shooting Europeans quite another. I felt that if and when he did kill me it would be a private event, one that would allow him to dispose of my corpse in utter secrecy.

	For much the same reasons I didn’t think he’d stab me in the street. The knife was a frightener to force me into his car. On the other hand, my actions had definitely enraged him. I could hear him muttering and swearing incoherently. Would Ivan Leitener have described this as part of a narcissistic rage?

	I wheeled back into Pine Street, running in the road rather than on the pavement, so that I would be more visible to any witnesses.

	West Street, where there would be traffic and people, was only a block away, but was out of the question. It could be crawling with Koos’s cop pals. There was even an outside chance that he’d have tipped some of them off to look out for me. But this meant I couldn’t go home either because I’d have to cross West Street to get there. A shame, as old James the night watchman would certainly have protected me.

	What about the hospital? Good idea. I could run straight into the safety of the casualty department. Except … what if Ruthie was there? What if she were to react in a more than friendly way towards me? I dared not take that chance. Hopefully, Koos knew nothing of her and that’s the way I wanted to keep it.

	My brain swam. What was left for me? I was sure I could run faster than him – and naked terror could make me go faster still. There was also the question of stamina. Koos was smaller than me and he was one of those guys who were naturally fit. But he smoked. Well, we both did, but while I got through ten or fifteen a day he chain-smoked. I’d seen him use one fag to light his next at the poker table. 

	So I decided to outrun him. But in which direction? For once, that was an easy decision.

	It began to rain hard as I found myself in a maze of small roads around Marine Parade Street. I turned right, ran between two seafront hotels, crossed the street, found an opening in the railings and felt my feet sinking into soft, energy sapping sand. South Beach!

	Koos seemed to be making ground on me but then the sand slowed him as well.

	I’d forgotten about the pair of groynes between South Beach and North Beach. They forced me back to the road near the Beach Hotel. Shit, what a waste of effort, I thought. I was sweating profusely as I ran along the concrete apron that separated the hotel from the sand. I thought of going inside, but what if reception was deserted, or didn’t appreciate strangers running in while being chased by the cops?

	I ran past the groynes and leapt off the road once again at a point where the beach broadened considerably. I struggled for fifty yards through sand towards the water until at last I hit the damp, compacted area between the high and low tide marks. Now I could speed up, heading north. Over two miles of sand lay ahead of me until North Beach ended at the mouth of the Umgeni River.

	On my left were the hotels and apartment blocks of The Golden Mile, brightly lit and inviting – but, like the Beach Hotel, not to be relied upon as safe havens from a mad detective. I would have to outrun Koos.

	A stiff breeze blew in my face, cooling the sweat on my brow and getting into the far reaches of my wet shirt. My lungs were beginning to hurt, so I tried to get into an easy, steady rhythm. I had no idea how far I would have to go.

	The forced run had to be hard on Koos as well, I thought. I glanced back. He was a good twenty yards away – and he was laughing.

	I nearly came to a stop out of dismay. He was laughing! Then I realised – this was his favourite game. Cat and mouse. His rage had dissipated and he was having the time of his life, even if it looked like he was losing for once.

	And maybe that’s why he was laughing. It was a final act of bravado aimed at unnerving me. Because I was sure that his lungs were hurting as much as mine.

	On we ran, up North Beach. I could see an end in the distance to the long line of hotels. After that there was just a wall of darkness.

	Every now and then I had to look round, which was proving a tiring manoeuvre. But a necessary one.

	Puff, puff, grind, grind. Oh, my aching lungs! My teeth and gums began to ache. My feet felt raw. My shoes were filled with sand but I couldn’t afford to stop and remove them. I was running out of steam. Koos was going to catch me, rape me and strangle me, collect his car, drive down to the beach before dawn, drag my body to the road, load it into the boot and drive to a dark place to bury it. No one would ever know what had happened to me. I would simply disappear. People would attest to the fact that I’d been overwrought lately – yes, a suicide risk.

	No! Fuck it! Fuck the pain! Run faster!

	I looked back. Koos was kneeling on the sand clutching his revolver in both hands. I zigzagged feebly and heard a bullet whine past my ear. The visibility was poor. He was looking into near blackness. A second shot missed by a mile. I was now at least thirty yards ahead of him.

	I stopped with my hands on my knees. I wanted to shout at him, to rage and swear. But nothing came out. I was too puffed.

	Koos began to scrabble around in the sand, presumably trying to pick up his spent cartridges. Was his gun the sort that spewed out cartridges? I had no idea. Perhaps he was throwing up, or having a coughing fit.

	And then I heard the voices. Male voices. Singing! Slightly distorted by the thick sea air.

	“So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You …” they sang. Young, robust voices – and oh, so welcome.

	I screwed my eyes and saw, a few hundred yards ahead, a line of tents.

	I was safe.

	And Koos must have realised it. He’d given up the chase.

	I walked the last few yards to the tiny encampment, slower and slower, desperately trying to recover some composure.

	“Hey, guys, I’m from The Messenger,” I said. “We heard you were on the beach and thought you might make a story.”

	“You’re rather late,” said a man in uniform, obviously a Scoutmaster. “Or is it early? We’re packing up and leaving at dawn.”

	It was no longer raining and around a measly fire sat a circle of twelve and thirteen year olds, some looking puzzled by my sudden appearance.

	“Germiston, isn’t it?” I said taking out a propelling pencil and the little book I used for addresses.

	“No, we’re from Benoni,” said the adult. “You look as if you could do with a drink.”

	It must have been ten minutes before Koos drooped by. His clothes were soggy and he looked a mess. He coughed a few times.

	As I sat sipping a mug of tea he came up, ruffled my hair, and said, “Well played, Danny, But you know, I never lose twice in a row.” Then he turned and started walking in the direction of the nearest streetlights, at least half a mile back.

	The Boy Scouts looked mystified. I offered no explanation.

	 

	***

	 

	It was well after dawn by the time I limped back to my flat. James looked at me questioningly.

	“James, I want you to be on your guard from now on,” I said, as if he wasn’t always. “There’s a really bad man who has been chasing me.”

	He looked at me dubiously. Perhaps he thought I was drunk.

	“He is this tall …” I held my hand up “… and he’s got yellow hair and he says he is a detective, a policeman, But don’t let him near my flat, OK?”

	“Never, my baas,” said James.

	“I know it’s your job, James, but this man is very, very dangerous and he wants to kill me.”

	James giggled, which, oddly, restored a little of my sanity.

	“Yes, it does sound funny,” I said. “Being hunted to death.”

	Once inside my flat I threw my wet clothes on the floor and myself on to my bed. In seconds I fell gratefully into the sort of oblivion only a man back from the dead could truly appreciate.

	 


 

	Chapter 19

	 

	I woke up after midday in the grip of a non-narcissistic rage. I went round the flat punching cushions. Then I put shoes on and kicked the furniture. I’d never felt so frustrated. Koos operated on a level that was beyond me. He’d chased me, threatened me with a knife, used me for target practice and left me in shock. I felt in a state of unreality, with nothing tangible from the night’s events to hold on to. Not a single witness, not a single discernible trace of Koos’s terror tactics. I wouldn’t have blamed an outsider for thinking I’d made it all up.

	But someone had to listen to me. I tried phoning Gordon Clare. There was no answer and I presumed he’d taken his kids to Umhlanga, where he owned a beach shack. I tried Conrad. No reply.

	Ruth and I were going to see Breathless later and I was due to meet her at the hospital at four. So I spent the next hour or two rehearsing what I was going to say to her. I just hoped she wouldn’t think I was a fool, which I most certainly was, or a madman.

	I felt like a fugitive as I set out on foot through crowded streets to collect my car. I’d spent a long time during the night looking over my shoulder to see what Koos was up to. Now I was doing it again. I knew Koos wouldn’t be around in the daytime and would carefully plan any new attack, but I couldn’t help myself. It must have looked to random shoppers as though I was suffering from a nervous affliction.

	 

	***

	 

	Ruth listened wide-eyed. As I went on she put her hand to her mouth. I’d seriously wondered whether she’d be in the least bit interested in my travails. But it was obvious from the start that she was. So I spared her nothing, from Ivan Leitener trying to scare me off, to the probable violation suffered by Fazal, to the chase on the beach. A part of me was gratified with her response. She cared!

	I had not overtly gone looking for sympathy. But as I spelt out my story I began to feel sorry for myself and probably began to look a bit sad.

	“It’s hopeless,” I said. “I have no idea what to do next.”

	We were sitting in her room in the nurses’ home. I’d arrived an hour earlier than planned and found her dressing. I sat on the edge of her bed as she did her face. Then she sat down next to me.

	“Danny, this is all so weird,” she said. “It just can’t happen. This is Durban, not some godforsaken little dorp in the middle of nowhere.”

	“You know, that’s exactly how Koos operates. He sees Durban as a dorp that he can control at will.”

	“Have you spoken to Steven?”

	“I’m not sure what he could do about it, Ruthie.”

	“He is a lawyer, Danny. Everyone says he’s clever and he might be able to point out a course of action. You can’t just do nothing.”

	Before I could demur she leaned across to her dressing table, picked up her phone and dialled.

	 

	***

	 

	Ruth had borrowed her mother’s Hillman Minx for the weekend. It was a lot more comfortable than my Anglia, so she drove us to Steven’s house. He led us on to a terrace that overlooked a large pool. My previous visit had been at night and I hadn’t even noticed the garden. The Falls, I decided, lived like plutocrats in a Hollywood movie.

	For the second time in a very short while I found myself telling a story that was becoming increasingly embarrassing and distasteful. The only plus was that I was getting practice honing it down to essentials, which would make it easier to convey to my superiors at The Messenger.

	Steven listened without interrupting. When I’d finished he exclaimed, “Jesus, this country!”

	He shook his head and said, “I’ll come to you in a moment, Danny, but first let me tell you about something that happened a few weeks ago. I came out of court in Pietermaritzburg and saw one of the Halpern brothers standing against a wall. They are well-respected attorneys. And he was crying. A grown man, a professional, crying in the courtroom foyer. So I ask him, what’s wrong? I’m thinking he must have suffered some kind of personal tragedy. But he tells me the police have stitched up one of his African clients in a murder case and this boy has been sentenced to death even though the judge bloody well knows he’s innocent. The case rested on identification and his client had a perfectly good alibi. Five people vouched for him. Five! But he just happened to be a bit of an activist, an ANC member, so the police grabbed the opportunity to eliminate him. And that’s justice in our police state for you. Everybody acts as if they believe every word the police say.”

	“So I’ve got no chance,” I said. “Is that what you’re trying to tell me, Steven?”

	“Well, there is something you can do to protect yourself. You have to lodge an official complaint. The actual complaint may come to nothing, but it might just put this Van Blatter guy off. And if you are attacked again the fact that you’ve made a previous complaint could make a big difference in bringing him to justice.”

	“What difference, Steven? Not to me. If I’m attacked again by this madman I won’t be needing any further protection. Ever.”

	“No, seriously Danny, it’s something you have to do.”

	“You’re assuming that after such an attack you will know what has happened to me. There’s no chance of that. Next time he has a go he will not only kill me but he will then dispose of my body in such a way that it will never be found again. It’s just possible that he has already done precisely this with one or two other victims. So without a body and no witnesses, he’ll never face justice.”

	We argued about it for a while but in the end I had to concede there was some merit in what he was saying. In any case, he’d given me an idea that could soon prove useful.

	“The strange thing is, Danny, you look and sound pretty normal. In your position I’d be quaking in my boots.”

	“It is a bit weird, I agree. I get scared when I lie in bed worrying about it. But I’m really more angry than scared. I’d like to see Van Blatter put out of action. I just haven’t worked out how yet. Deep down I can’t believe he’s going to win.”

	I asked about the jazz club. Steven said that Frankie had been refused a liquor licence on two separate occasions but had simply carried on selling drinks.

	“Nothing terrible will happen to him. He’ll be given a fine, perhaps a few hundred rand, and will probably reopen the club under a new name. That’s Durban for you.”

	“Yeah, but he nearly got me killed,” I said.

	Steven’s mother gave us an early supper. I was going to suggest to Ruth that we skip the movie. Perhaps we could go on to her parents’ house, where she could play the piano for me. Or, if she was willing, adjourn to my flat to, er, talk. But I was too slow on the draw.

	“What are you kids doing tonight?” asked Steven.

	“If Danny’s up to it, we’re off to see Breathless,” said Ruthie.

	“Breathless? I’ve heard it’s good,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”

	 

	***

	 

	That night I began to shake uncontrollably as I lay in bed. I got up several times and sat in a chair trying to reason with myself. And each time I went back to bed the heebie-jeebies returned in force – until exhaustion finally overtook me.

	 

	***

	 

	The editor was back from his conference but always took Sundays off. This meant Gordon Clare was in charge of the paper. I figured he wouldn’t get into the office until two so I gave him an hour to settle in before phoning him.

	He didn’t sound overwhelmingly pleased to hear my voice. Nevertheless, I came straight out with it. “Gordon, I want you to know that I will be filing an official complaint against Detective Van Blatter.”

	“What? What for?” he shouted down the phone.

	“He tried to kill me on Friday night – that’s what for! He threatened me with a knife and shot at me twice.”

	I could hear Gordon breathing heavily, nervously.

	“Do you have any witnesses, Danny?”

	“No, of course I don’t. The bastard’s too clever for that, Gordon. That’s what you don’t understand – and that’s precisely why I am going to file the complaint. As protection. If I had witnesses I’d go straight to the police. What’s more I honestly think the paper should back me up. The complaint will be that much more powerful if it is made through The Messenger.”

	“Wait a minute … wait a minute … let me think this over …”

	There was a hint of panic in his voice. After a minute or two he said, “Look Danny, let’s not do anything hasty here. Come in tomorrow morning. We’ll go through to the editor and thrash things out. I’m sure you realise there’s a lot at stake for the paper. I’ll speak to Soames in the meantime so he’ll know what it’s all about by the time you come in. Is that all right? Yes? Say about eleven or eleven thirty?”

	At last I had the undivided attention of my employers and I readily agreed to the meeting.

	I spent the rest of the day on the beach, only occasionally looking over my shoulder.

	Late in the afternoon I went back to my flat, showered and put on Brilliant Corners, a wonderfully inventive Monk LP. The phone rang. It was Ruth, on a tea break in the middle of her shift.

	I told her about the Monday morning meeting.

	“That’s great, Danny, perhaps some good will come of it.”

	Then she said, “Danny, I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	 


 

	Chapter 20

	 

	RELAX. Breathe evenly. Focus. I lectured myself while taking the stairs two at a time. I knocked on Gordon Clare’s door and stepped into his office. He didn’t bother to greet me. “Come on,” he said, getting out of his chair and leading me across the corridor to the editor’s office. His haste threw me a little. The man who had hired me was now seeing me as a problem to be shelved at the shortest possible notice.

	The editor’s office, with its panelling, thick carpets and rows of books always felt cool and inviting. The editor drummed fleshy fingers on the edge of his desk as Gordon and I sat down opposite him.

	Pritchard Soames wasted no time. “I don’t have to tell you, these are serious allegations you are making, Daniel,” he said. “They threaten the cordial relations The Messenger has always enjoyed with the Durban City Police and the CID. You know, there are far worse forces in this country. We should count our blessings in that regard.”

	Large grey eyes glared at me, making sure I was getting the message.

	“Gordon has told me what happened to you but I’d like to hear it again, in detail, in your own words.”

	I was able to race through my well-prepared story in little more than ten minutes. The editor did not interrupt. But when I’d finished he said, “There are certain things I don’t understand. Surely, someone must have seen you run on to the beach? It’s usually crowded down there.”

	“It was raining, sir, and virtually deserted.”

	His fingers were drumming again.

	“And you honestly think that if you’d have got into his car he would have what, murdered you?”

	“That’s precisely what I think, sir.”

	“The whole thing is just so … ah yes, there is something else I was going to ask. How come you know this Detective Van Blatter in the first place, Daniel? Where did the two of you meet?”

	“I was introduced to him by Marty Blaine.”

	“One of our reporters, Martinus Blaine, introduced you to Detective Van Blatter? Why?”

	“It was some months ago, sir. Marty asked if I played poker and when I said yes he invited me to a game. Van Blatter was one of the regulars.”

	“So there’s a personal element in all this?”

	“Not really, sir. It has been directly triggered by Fazal’s investigation and what has happened to him since. Van Blatter seems to have got wind of the fact that I think he is to blame for Fazal’s state of shock.”

	“And how would he have ‘got wind’ of that?”

	I hesitated. I’d already mentioned Marty once, but that was a relatively harmless reference. I wasn’t the sort to grass on colleagues. “I don’t know, sir. I was angry about Fazal. I even went to his house to see him. Perhaps after that I spoke out of turn – but I really can’t remember.”

	“Hmm. Well, let’s say you did speak out of turn, where would that have been, do you think? Here in the office?”

	He was forcing me to reveal more than I wanted to. But I couldn’t go on lying.

	“Yes. It’s possible.”

	The drumming stopped and the editor put his hands together as if in prayer.

	“Daniel, I’m sure you’ll understand that I am bound to pursue this matter in the best interests of the paper. The Chief of Police is an acquaintance of mine and as soon as we have finished here I intend to phone him.”

	I took all this to mean that I was about to be thrown to the wolves.

	“Now think carefully, Daniel. Have you mentioned anything about being chased to anyone else?”

	“I have told a girl I am close to” – I didn’t know how else to describe Ruth – “and I’ve spoken to a lawyer. He was the one who advised that I make a complaint.”

	“You’ve not spoken to anyone in the office, apart from Gordon, that is?”

	“No. I tried to phone Conrad but couldn’t get him.”

	“Good. Well, don’t try again. In fact, I am putting you on your honour that you will not mention any of this to anyone from now on. I would also ask you to ask the girl to keep it confidential. I presume the lawyer will do so without having to be asked. As for your complaint, I beg you to put it on ice while I try to sort out this mess, Daniel. Can you do that?”

	“For how long, sir?”

	His large frame shifted uneasily, as if I’d said the wrong thing.

	“I’ll tell you that when I’ve spoken to the police,” he said.

	 

	***

	 

	I sat at my desk fretting. I’d let the editor talk me out of my one and only plan of action. He had it in his means to protect me. He only had to ask his police chief chum to guarantee my safety. But would he bother? I went out to get a sandwich and coffee and when I returned the room was half full of reporters just beginning their shifts.

	Marty came into the room, looked at me, turned and walked out again. I was busy wishing he wouldn’t come back when I saw a familiar, bulky figure through the glass partition. Theo! He was in the corridor with another tall man who was in uniform. Then Gordon appeared and ushered them into his office.

	Half an hour later the editor joined them.

	Why weren’t they calling me in? My future was being decided in abstentia. It wasn’t fucking fair.

	Eventually the meeting broke up. I watched them shake hands in the corridor. Theo was obviously of lower rank than the uniformed policeman. The editor and Gordon shook his hand last.

	Ten minutes later I was called in to learn my fate. Not for the first time lately my hands were shaking.

	The editor spread his fingers wide on the desk and put on his gravest face. What a portentous twat he was turning out to be. In suitable raiment he could have passed for a medieval pope.

	“Look, Daniel,” he said, “Gordon and I both think you are a first class reporter. There is no doubt you’ve been an asset to the paper since you joined. And believe me, we don’t blame you in any way for your present predicament.”

	I could feel a big “but” coming on.

	“Hard though it may be, you have to see things from our point of view. There’s too much at stake here. The Messenger has to tread a very fine line. The Verwoerd government detests the English language press. You know this as well as I do. And the truth is, you do not have a shred of evidence to back your allegations. We’ve had two senior officers in, Captain McCreedey of Durban City Police and Captain Oudenstad of the CID …”

	So Theo’s got his promotion early, I thought.

	“… And we’ve discussed the issues at length. They are not unsympathetic, believe me. But we cannot leave things as they are.”

	Get to the point you big fat hypocrite.

	“The two detectives were adamant that Jacobus van Blatter is a first class detective. They say he has a very high clear-up rate and he’s the sort of man the force needs. They accept that there may be friction between the two of you but they cannot accept your allegations. And so, Daniel, painful though this is for all of us, we’ve decided to let you go.”

	He held up a hand to stop me saying anything.

	“But we have to be fair. So we’ve decided to give you six weeks’ severance pay plus a one-month bonus with the simple condition that you leave Durban. Now that’s more than we normally give. We really don’t want to part with you on bad terms and nor do we want you pursuing this matter any further. Is that understood? You have to realise that there will be no turning back. The offer is conditional on you leaving the city for good. Have I made myself plain?”

	I was getting angry. “You are asking me to walk out of the office at this moment without a shred of protection from …”

	“No! It’s not like that,” said the editor, cutting me short. “We’ll give you ten days until the end of the month to clear up your affairs. The detectives have assured me – have promised me – that you will be afforded complete protection until then. After that you’ll be on your own.”

	Can Theo protect me from Koos? I wondered. Perhaps. In any case, what choice did I have? I had to agree that staying in Durban was out of the question.

	“One last thing, Daniel. Gordon and I don’t want to tempt fate. We worry about you carrying out reporting duties outside of the office. One of the subs is off next week and we think it would be a good idea for you to sit at their table. Have you ever subbed before?”

	 

	***

	 

	Theo was waiting for me as I came out of the building. I wasn’t too happy about it. I looked round for Koos but there was no sign of him.

	“Whose side are you really on, Theo?” I asked.

	He ignored my cheek.

	“I’ve come here to see you really understand what’s expected of you, Daniel.”

	“OK, so I have to leave town. What else?”

	“It’s not as easy as that. It’s my responsibility to protect you so I think I’m entitled to set some rules. You are not to leave the city precincts without my permission, OK? I can’t go chasing all over Natal for you. Secondly, you have to leave Durban before midnight on November 30th. Thirdly, I’d prefer it if you catch a train back to Jo’burg.”

	“Why?”

	“Easier for me to keep an eye on you, that’s all. It’s obviously safer.”

	I wasn’t sure about that, but I said, “I’ll do my best to stay in line, OK?”

	“And the last rule is, keep in touch. You can phone me any time of the day or night.”

	I already knew Theo’s home and work phone numbers, so the last instruction would not be a problem. And the first two also made sense. It was the one about the train that worried me. To follow this rule I would have to sell my car. But its resale value was practically nil. And if you lived and worked in the sprawling metropolis of Jo’burg, which was probably what the future held for me, a car was essential. I decided to ignore that particular piece of advice.

	Theo walked off and I set off for my car. It seemed miles away. I kept an eye on corners, recesses and random shadows. When I got to the car I was breathing heavily. I leaned on the door and said aloud, “This is stupid!” I had to get a hold of myself. I couldn’t live like this.

	I reasoned that I was never going to succumb to Koos’s bullying. So if he appeared, he would have to kill me there and then. And I wasn’t really that afraid of death, or so I’d told myself on numerous occasions.

	So stop looking over your shoulder and stop being frightened, I ordered. Where’s your fucking pride?

	I immediately felt better. 

	 

	***

	 

	Back in my flat I phoned Ruth. She blew her top. “Jesus, Danny, this is unreal,” she cried down the phone. “Why should you have to go? Why not that bastard with blood on his hands?”

	“Good point, but that’s never going to happen. Apparently the police think he’s a great detective. Anyway, Ruthie, please say nothing to anyone. I’ve given my word on this.”

	“What about your official complaint?”

	“It’s sort of worthless, Ruthie. It won’t put him off. Theo Oudenstad has promised to protect me until I leave town and I’ll just have to trust him. And let’s face it I no longer have a job. It’s only you that makes me want to stay in Durban.”

	She was quiet for a while and then she said, “That’s sweet of you, Danny.”

	As I put the phone down I suddenly realised how desperate I was to see her. I ached to hold her.

	 


 

	Chapter 21

	 

	MOST journalists with a country newspaper background – I’d worked on three before joining The Messenger – know something about typefaces and fonts and understand the rudiments of subbing. Not just correcting grammar and spelling, but how to write a headline, a caption and a pertinent intro. To perform these tasks with humour and imagination constitutes a minor art form. But outside of the cutthroat competitiveness of Fleet Street, most newspapers are happy with mere competence.

	Once the night editor gathered that I possessed a degree of such competence, he was happy to throw me in at the deep end on my first subbing shift. I had friends around the table and could always have asked for help, but decided to rest or fall on my own merits. It would have been fun except for the fact that all our work was subject to scrutiny by the chief sub, which turned a shift into something resembling a nightly exam. Deadlines for every page added to the stress levels.

	There was pride in making the paper look good. Not for nothing was the subs’ table referred to as the “engine room,” a sobriquet enhanced by the steady hum of the American air conditioning plant.

	My first few nights of subbing were complicated by repeatedly having to deflect cross-examination by those around me. Is it true you’re leaving, Danny? Why? Haven’t you enjoyed your stay? And so on. It would have been easier if I could have told the truth. Instead I invented a load of bullshit, even saying different things to different people.

	I spent a miserable Saturday on my own. Ruth was working twenty-five hours a day and barely had time to speak on the telephone. I complained bitterly, pointing out that I did not have much time left in Durban and she promised she’d try to do something about it.

	 

	***

	 

	Conrad dropped by on Sunday night and pulled up a chair beside me. “Shit, I’m sorry the way things have worked out, Danny. I could kick myself,” he said.

	“Thanks mate, but come on – there’s no need for you to blame yourself for anything. You’d see that if you knew the full story. I’m just sorry I can’t tell you.”

	“Well, I’m pretty sure Marty’s involved. I introduced you and should have warned you about him from the start.”

	“Conrad, I’d have met Marty anyway. And just watch out for yourself, hey? You’ve got a beautiful fiancée and you’ll be married soon. If you keep your distance from the bastard and his cop pal you’ll be all right.”

	“You’ll miss the wedding now.”

	“I know, I’m really sad about that. Ruth will have to go for both of us.”

	During my break I phoned Ruth.

	“Danny, I’ve got terrific news,” she said.

	“Really?” Good news was in short supply. “What?”

	“I’ve managed to organise two nights off, starting tomorrow.”

	My heart leapt. She had plans for us. Together.

	“I’m sure I can get both nights off, Ruthie. If they don’t give them to me I’ll just take them. Blimey, we could go …”

	“No wait, Danny. I’ve got somewhere in mind. My family own a beach house twenty miles from town and I was hoping we could go there.”

	“This is beginning to sound better and better. But don’t tell me where it is, Ruthie. Let’s just go there.”

	“I have to get some sleep after my shift,” she said. “So let’s leave after lunch. I’ll pick you up in the Minx.”

	I waited ten minutes to calm down a little and then phoned Theo.

	“I suppose it’s OK,” he said. “Where exactly are you going?”

	“I honestly don’t know, Theo. Seriously. I don’t even know which direction and I aim to keep it that way.”

	He thought for a while. I was prepared for him to start arguing, but instead he said, “So you’re not going to be driving, hey? Who are you going with?”

	I refused to say.

	“OK. At least tell me what time you are leaving and returning.”

	“Leaving around two tomorrow and returning Wednesday before three o’clock.”

	“That only gives you forty-eight hours before you have to leave Durban, Danny, but that’s your business. OK, I’ll keep the coast clear. But phone me when you get back.”

	I waited until the first edition was put to bed before approaching the night editor. He was a rather diffident character, a Yorkshire man who claimed to have worked on the Daily Telegraph – although Harland had told me it was actually the Sheffield Telegraph.

	“Well, er, that leaves us in a bit of a jam,” he said dourly.

	Nonsense, I thought. You’ll manage without any trouble.

	“As you know I’m leaving the paper in a few days, sir, and I’m afraid it’s imperative I have those nights off.” For good measure, I added loudly, “It’s not my idea to quit, you know. I’m being got rid of.”

	He couldn’t face a scene and buried his head in a wet page pull.

	That night it took hours for me to fall asleep. Having to wait to drive off to a tryst with Ruth was downright mental cruelty.

	 

	***

	 

	The minx pulled up on the stroke of two. For no good reason, other than unadulterated delight, I laughed as I got in.

	Ruth smiled and leaned over for a kiss.

	We headed north and I wondered whether we were driving, rather predictably, to Umhlanga Rocks.

	“So where to? You can tell me now,” I said.

	“No, not yet. You told me not to tell you.”

	“Swine.”

	“I want to see your reaction when we get there.”

	There was a radio in the car – a luxury lacking in my little Anglia – and I fiddled about until I found some swing on the Lourenco Marques station.

	Ruth drove at a steady fifty miles an hour, first through sun-scorched suburbs and then amid the dark green seas of banana plantations.

	We sailed past the signs to Umhlanga. Ruth shook her head and smiled. Eventually, we came to a turning leading on to a newish strip of tarmac. As we took it I saw the sign – Ballito Bay.

	“Never heard of it,” I said.

	“Not many people have. It was just a banana plantation until they started building on it a few years ago.”

	We caught sight of the Indian Ocean as the road wound downhill. Around one last bend and a corner of paradise lay before us - a gorgeous little beach set like a band of gold around a tiny bay, bisected by a low reef running out to sea.

	Behind the beach was an estate of new houses. One or two had cars parked in front but most looked deserted.

	Ruth drove close to the beach, took a dirt road to the left, turned first right for twenty-five yards and stopped.

	We were at the back of a single-storey house. I noticed immediately that it enjoyed unobstructed views of the bay.

	“We’re here,” she said triumphantly.

	“Wow!” And I meant it.

	Ruth’s mother had prepared a hamper and we carried cases and provisions into the house.

	The tasks finished, Ruth wasted no time. “Lastoneinsasissy,” she cried, tearing off her top and skirt and revealing that she already had a bikini on underneath.

	“Jesus, you are such a cheat!” I shouted as she ran for the front door while I hunted through clothes looking for my cossie.

	I lost the race by fully five minutes. When I eventually poked a toe in the water I got splashed for my trouble.

	“I’m going to get you for that,” I said.

	But as I waded in, cleaving through small waves, Ruth swam out further.

	“What about sharks?” I shouted.

	“What about sharks?” she responded disingenuously.

	“What if they’re about?”

	She stopped swimming and waded back towards me.

	“I’m being a bit unfair. I’m sorry,” she said. “Everybody’s put off by the stories of sharks along this coast. But there’s never been an attack at Ballito, I promise.”

	“There could be a first.”

	“It’s doubtful, Danny. Do you see the reef? It cuts off any escape to the open sea and ragged tooth sharks hate that. And look at the water – it’s clearer than at Durban. Ragged tooths like murkier water than this.”

	What the hell, I thought, Even if she’s wrong I’d take a shark any day to being hunted down by Koos. I dived under an incoming breaker and came up feeling exhilarated.

	For the first time I realised that the beach was deserted. It was an odd moment and it is fixed like a film clip in my memory.

	Ruth is swimming towards me in slow motion. As she reaches me I half pick her up and fold my arms around her. My heart races wildly. She wraps her legs around me and we kiss …

	At last she broke away and I struggled to catch my breath.

	“Do you want to wait any longer?” I managed to ask.

	I expected her to get cute and say, “Wait for what?” but she didn’t. Her cheeks flushed and she was having as much trouble with her breathing as I was.

	“Come,” she said, taking my hand and trudging back to shore. We grabbed our towels from where we’d thrown them on the sand and broke into a dogtrot, which was hard work, given that there was suddenly no bloody oxygen on this beach.

	We barged through the front door. Ruth led the way, drying herself as she went through the lounge and into a bedroom.

	“God, I’m glad we’re back indoors,” I said. Ruth giggled, raising her face to be kissed and rubbing her body against me.

	“Don’t be rough with me, Danny,” she said.

	I lifted her bikini top over her head and kissed a nipple, feeling it go rock-hard.

	Then we were naked.

	And now, never to be forgotten, in my mind’s eye, she is lying on her back on the bed and … and she is crying out and the whole world is spinning and lights are exploding in my brain.

	We lay in each other’s arms for quite a long time without saying anything.

	“You’re supposed to be fast asleep now, you know,” she said at last.

	“Why?”

	“Orgasm in men releases endorphins in the brain. That’s why men often fall straight to sleep afterwards. There’s quite a lot of research going on.”

	I cupped a perfectly rounded breast with my hand and said, “I may well be asleep, Ruthie. I certainly can’t believe I’m awake. But part of me is definitely not asleep.”

	She smiled and her hand searched for me. Then she moaned softly and threw her arms around me. And soon more of those tardy old endorphins were flooding into my brain.

	That night we wandered down to the beach, where we found a bench. We watched the moon rise over the Indian Ocean and heard, from the bush all around us, the stridulating love song of a trillion crickets. Urgent, incessant.

	“That movie Breathless had a rather apt title, didn’t it?”

	“You have to be flip, don’t you?” Ruth chided. “You’re spoiling the moment.”

	“Yeah, sorry.”

	“Danny, we have serious things to discuss … don’t we?”

	She was right. I’d been sedulously avoiding a return to reality.

	“How serious are you, Ruthie?”

	“Very.”

	“Serious enough to want to marry me?”

	“Ye-es. Why not?”

	“I don’t think you liked me at all when we met. Thought I was an arrogant upstart.”

	“That’s true.”

	“Then what changed your mind?”

	“You can’t rationalise these things. They just happen.”

	“It wasn’t because you saw I was getting into deeper and deeper trouble, was it? You know, pity for a pigeon with a broken wing sort of thing?”

	“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re quite sexy, you know. And you like jazz.”

	“Wonderful basis for marriage. I on the other hand love you because you are so bloody beautiful and have loved you since the first moment I saw you.”

	“So do you want to get married, Danny darling?”

	“As a general principle, never. But to you, Ruthie, desperately. No waiting, no buggering about. Soon as possible.”

	“That just can’t happen. I have to qualify. It could be nearly two years before I’m free. And I’m not sure how I’m going to face it. You’ll be gone and I’ll be left here all alone. So don’t make it worse for me.”

	“I know, I know,” I said, my voice cracking slightly.

	We clung to each other in silence for a while.

	“So there’s not really anything to discuss, is there?” I said. “Our immediate futures have been set for us. It’s fucking unfair.”

	But we had the present, and in the present, in that beautifully soft night in Ballito Bay, we had each other. And so we tried to make every second count.

	 


 

	Chapter 22

	 

	SOMETIME near morning Ruth ran her finger round my ear, over my cheek and nose, touched my lips and said, “You know, Danny, this is really our honeymoon.” I muttered in agreement and held her tight.

	Then, more asleep than awake, I went on mumbling, “Not in my wildest dreams did I …”

	“What? What are you saying, Danny?”

	I roused myself, paused, and said, “I never thought it would come to this, Ruthie. It’s happened so fast.”

	“Not all that fast.”

	I was fully awake now. “It’s only a short while since we went to the Eden Roc.”

	I felt her tense in my arms but continued, “I was convinced you were still in love with your Indian student.”

	“You’ve been speaking to Steven, haven’t you?”

	“And Conrad and Moira.”

	“Danny, it’s not like they say at all.”

	I said nothing, waiting for her to go on.

	“I was in love with him for a while, or thought I was,” she said at last. “But what happened … when I saw that he loved his mother more than he loved me … Danny, I stopped loving him at that instant. It was over right then.”

	“But at the Eden Roc …”

	“No one …” she said vehemently, “… no one understands what I went through. His mother wanted to tear my eyes out. She went crazy. She tore at my hair. Look, she left a scar on my ear with her bloody nails.”

	I’d wondered about the angry nick on the rim of her ear.

	Ruth reached for a tissue and blew her nose. I stroked her hair.

	“That night at the Eden Roc … I was waiting for you to pick me up … something just reminded me of how she went for me. It put me in a terrible mood. I began to worry that you wouldn’t care or understand. Perhaps you weren’t even serious about me.”

	“Not serious?”

	“Oh, I know you are now, silly. But I was feeling so fragile and …”

	She’d been sniffling, now she began sob.

	“Poor Ruthie,” I said.

	When she’d stopped crying, I said, “You know, Steven misled me. Totally.”

	“Oh, Steven. He invents things about me. He’s always been the same. Anyway, only my mom and dad really know what went on.”

	“Ah, I was going to ask you about your mom. Does she know we’re here together?”

	“Of course, Danny. She made us the hamper. She thinks you’re good for me. Personally, I can’t see why.”

	Ruth was back to her old self. Which, along with all the things she’d just told me, left me feeling happy enough at last to drift back to sleep.

	 

	***

	 

	Hours later we were greeted by the sort of African morning that could stir the most jaded soul. A sparkling sea, an indefinable freshness in the air and, low in the east, a rising sun in a clear sky.

	What a shame we could not make time stand still, although we tried our best, dallying in bed.

	Ruth packed a picnic basket and we took a detour to the settlement’s general store to buy a watermelon.

	“It’s a must,” said Ruth. “Watermelon and picnics on the beach go together.”

	As a Jo’burg boy, ignorant of such things, I trusted her judgment.

	Family parties dotted the sand. Children threw balls to each other.

	Ruth went back to the house, returned with an old tennis ball, and taught me to play leggy – in her opinion the perfect beach game. Two players stand about ten yards apart and spread their legs. The person with the ball bowls underhand or sidearm, with the aim of getting the ball between the other player’s legs. That counts one point. The defender tries his – or her – damnedest to keep the ball out without moving one’s feet. All infringements count one point against. Catching the ball on the full wins you a point. So the best ball to bowl is a Yorker, which bounces fractionally short of an opponent’s outstretched fingers.

	Ruth played with the same recklessness she showed at tennis, occasionally flinging the ball yards wide, or over my head, and giggling while I had to run back to fetch it.

	We’d brought an umbrella, so we sat in the shade and smooched. As usual, the sand soon grew too hot to walk on. We didn’t bother to move, except for the occasional sprint into the sea.

	I took photographs of Ruth running out of the surf and waving – looking like a starlet in a Malibu photo-shoot. Then I inveigled a passing teenager to take a picture of Ruth and me hugging against a backdrop of sea and rocks.

	Back under the umbrella the talk turned towards what we wanted to do with our lives.

	“I might be able to apply to Baragwanath for an internship,” said Ruth. “But I’m not sure they’d accept me, so don’t hold out too much hope.”

	She was referring to the enormous hospital south-west of Jo’burg that catered for the Rand’s black population.

	“That would be terrific,” I said. “We could be together.”

	It fitted in with her desire to help Africans. She’d once told me that in Durban there was one doctor for every three hundred white people. In Zululand, just up the road, the figure was one doctor for every twenty or thirty thousand people. There was another factor, of course. In common with many of our generation she was in open rebellion against her father’s conservatism.

	“And what about you, Danny?”

	“I’m going to have to try Fleet Street at some time, Ruthie. Perhaps in three or four years’ time. Every journalist wants to succeed there. It’s like having an honours degree.”

	“Both my parents were born in the UK, you know. I could happily live there for a while.”

	“My dad was born in Belfast, of all places,” I said. “It’s left him terminally sentimental. He sings Danny Boy when he calls me, for God’s sake. Thinks he’s an Irish tenor.”

	“What does he do?”

	“He trained as an electrician but when he came back to Jo’burg after serving in the war he started up an electrical goods shop in Orange Grove. It’s one of several in the area, so he doesn’t do that well. We’ve never been poor but it’s unlikely we’ll ever be rich.”

	“Where’s Orange Grove?”

	“It’s a suburb about five miles north of the city on Louis Botha Avenue, the main road to Pretoria. We live nearby in Norwood.”

	“You never talk about your family, Danny.”

	“No, well, it’s because we are such a boring lot.”

	“I don’t believe you. There’s you for a start.”

	I’d been keeping my eye for some time on a lone fisherman standing on rocks about half a mile away. Every now and then his rod bowed and he seemed to be having some luck. I watched as he carefully packed his kit, shouldered his rod and started home. In his free hand were several good-sized fish on a rope.

	He had to pass our way to get to the car park. I waited until he was close and accosted him.

	“Those look fantastic,” I said.

	He looked down and said, “Ja, two bass and three steenbras. Not bad.”

	“I’d like to buy one from you.”

	“Sorry, not for sale. I’ve got kids.”

	But five fish? How many kids did the guy have?

	“Five rand, for just one.”

	“No, sorry.”

	“Ten … OK, fifteen.”

	That made him think. “Man, you strike a mean deal,” he laughed. “Go on, you can have this small steenbras. Great to eat. I suppose you want me to gut it?”

	He found a knife in his haversack, scaled the fish in seconds, gutted it expertly and handed it to me.

	Ruth decided we’d eat on the patio, which overlooked the beach. She fried the fish in a little butter and added a sprinkle of lemon juice. And so we sat outside, drinking in the view as we ate.

	“This has to be the tastiest fish I’ve ever eaten,” I said. “Full marks to the chef.”

	“It would have been almost impossible to ruin it,” said Ruth.

	That night we danced to a radio in the lounge. Then Ruth found Voice of America and we listened to Willis Conover telling the world about the greatness of Coleman Hawkins. Every now and then, as Conover played The Hawk’s classic tenor solos, the station would fade away, only to return a minute or two later. This was down to Soviet interference, we decided knowledgeably. But the buffeting gave the music an even more romantic, ethereal quality – as if it was coming to us from another planet.

	We moved into the bedroom and Ruth lay down and curled up. I joined her and saw that she was crying. I felt I should keep my distance but she rolled over and clutched me.

	“Love me, Danny,” she said.

	She cried as we undressed. She cried as we embraced. She was still crying when we moved apart. Then she started to laugh a little, drying her tears with the palm of her hand.

	She sighed, and I couldn’t make out if she was still laughing, or still crying.

	 

	***

	 

	I was dreading our last morning. We had breakfast in gloomy silence and sat around not doing much. But my mood was about to be rescued. I went on to the patio, looked out to sea – and couldn’t believe my eyes.

	“Ruthie, come here quick,” I shouted. “There’s a school of porpoises out there.”

	She came running out.

	“Dolphins,” she said. “This coast is famous for them. Much bigger than porpoises and a much lighter colour.”

	We could see half a dozen of the magnificent creatures tumbling and spilling through the swell.

	“Hang on,” said Ruth. She went inside and returned with binoculars. “My dad got these just for watching them.”

	“God, they’re so playful,” I said. “They’re obviously so happy with life.”

	“Yes, they don’t have our problems.”

	“Why do they come here?”

	“It’s the clear water that I told you about.”

	“Do you think the dolphins keep the sharks away?”

	“Maybe. But the water might have something to do with it.”

	I spent the next twenty minutes watching the school sporting themselves, almost as if they were putting on a show for those of us around the bay. Then suddenly they were gone.

	“I don’t think I’ll ever forget that,” I said, going indoors.

	“And the rest of our honeymoon?” said Ruth. “That you can forget?”

	“Come here, you silly thing. What did you say your name was?”

	We had cold fish and tomato salad for an early lunch, loaded the car and, heads bowed, drove off with no looking back.

	But I couldn’t bear it for long.

	“Stop on the ridge. Please,” I said.

	I got out of the car and drank in my last view of Ballito Bay, mesmerised by the drama of waves breaking into white foam and racing to shore. I could almost feel them crashing into me and over me, fresh and exciting.

	But there was no escaping my fate and soon I turned back to the car, feeling both helpless and hopeless.

	 

	***

	 

	Ruth droppped me outside my flat. She got out and we kissed in silence. She was crying and I struggled to choke back my own tears. We’d already made all sorts of arrangements to keep in touch. She had long, heavy shifts ahead of her and it was quite possible that I would not be able see her before I left.

	As she drove off I thought about the rest of the day. I was due at work at six but before that I had to take my car in for servicing in readiness for the four hundred and fifty mile journey back to Jo’burg.

	I collected my mail from a pigeonhole in the foyer. Among the bills and circulars was a letter from my mother. I didn’t recognise the handwriting on a second letter, so I opened it first out of curiosity.

	It was from Fazal. It read:

	Dear Danny,

	By the time you get this I will be safe and my family and my friends will be safe, so it will be an end to fear. I have done enough damage and now I have acted to repair it.

	I am writing to thank you, Danny. You were the only workmate who showed any interest in what I was trying to do. And then I think I was unfair to you. You remember what you told me about the knife? Before I could seriously investigate it, another avenue presented itself. I am not going to tell you what it was, except to say it was this second thing – and not the knife – that was the cause of my undoing.

	So Danny, you were in no way to blame for anything.

	You will see that I have quite deliberately made this letter as vague as possible. Just in case, though, promise me one thing, Danny – that you will destroy it without letting anyone else read it. Otherwise, what I am doing will have no meaning at all. If you think about it, you will realise why.

	You were a good friend, Danny, for which I truly thank you.

	Goodbye,

	Fazal

	What the hell ... were a good friend? Goodbye?

	Jesus Christ! I thought, this isn’t a letter, it’s a suicide note.

	The phone rang. Conrad.

	“Where on earth have you been, Danny? I’ve been trying to get you for days.”

	“Tell me about Fazal.”

	“Yeah. The silly fucker’s gone and topped himself.”

	 


 

	Chapter 23

	 

	FAZAL’S father had found him hanging from a beam in a backyard shed. According to Conrad, there was a note lying on a nearby table. This was last Friday. A post mortem was held over the weekend and no one at The Messenger knew of the tragedy until Monday afternoon, by which time Ruth and I were already heading for Ballito Bay.

	As there were no suspicious circumstances the body was released to the family after three days. The funeral was held on Tuesday, the soonest possible time, which was in accordance with Islamic tradition. So I had been cheated out of saying goodbye to a friend.

	An inquest had been opened and adjourned until mid-December, by which time I’d either be gone from Durban or dead. 

	What would happen in the coroner’s court was totally predictable. Fazal’s parents would testify that he had been severely depressed and the verdict would be suicide while the balance of mind was disturbed. Every suicide got the same verdict and in my opinion it was lazy and wrong. People kill themselves for various reasons, often because they are so damn sane. Is it unbalanced to try to escape from unbearable pain or intolerable heartache?

	I knew very well why Fazal had taken his life but dared not say. It was all there in the letter, thinly veiled, yes, but obvious in the context of recent events. It was what he didn’t deny that was important. He might as well have written, “KOOS VAN BLATTER BRUTALISED ME AND THREATENED TO KILL MY PARENTS,” in capital letters and red ink. Or blood. But of course he couldn’t take a chance on any of that being read out to a coroner. Koos was too bloody vindictive. He’d definitely want to exact revenge on the family, or so Fazal would have thought.

	In short, Fazal killed himself to protect his parents. While he was alive there was always a possibility that he might say or do the wrong thing and upset Van Blatter. In which case, he firmly believed – with some justification – that the fucking maniac would carry out a promised attack.

	If Fazal had been raped, as I suspected, the shame he must have felt would certainly have made it easier to kill himself.

	The only denial in the letter concerned my involvement. Fazal could not allay my feelings of guilt, but he’d tried. I wasn’t even convinced that he was telling the truth when he referred to a second line of inquiry that he’d dug up. But it didn’t matter. I’d never know if it was true or not, would I?

	I did not tell Conrad about the letter. I remained convinced that the fewer people who knew about Koos the better. He was unassailable, protected by the law on every side. He might as well have been a god – vengeful and possessing the power of life and death over us mere mortals. I would put nothing past him. In quiet moments I had even begun to worry about the safety of the people I loved. But then I’d shrug and tell myself to stop being paranoid.

	After Conrad rang off I sat on the floor and sobbed. I wondered if Fazal would ever get justice. There was no reason to believe that the oppression of South Africa’s non-whites would end for a long time to come. And if it ever did, who’d remember Fazal then? And what about the Indian boy whose death Fazal was investigating? Then there was the mysterious case of the reporter sacked over a year ago during a similar investigation. Given that I was growing paranoid, it wasn’t difficult for me to see the presence of Koos’s cruel hand behind all of these events.

	As for myself, it seemed logical that he wished me dead. He was an expert reader of people and probably felt I couldn’t be frightened off in the same way as Fazal was. For one thing, my family lived in Jo’burg, which was another world to Koos. Getting to them was possible, but would cause him a great deal of trouble.

	Anyway, he’d better hurry up if he wanted to kill me. There was only tomorrow and part of Friday – and then, hopefully, I’d be safe from his grasp for good.

	 

	***

	 

	In between subbing stories on Wednesday night I found time to go around inviting various staff members to a farewell drink-up at The Mayfair on Thursday evening. I phoned Ruth, who said she wouldn’t be able to make it, which was hardly surprising.

	I also phoned my mother. I’d already called her to say I was coming home. Now I told her I would be leaving Durban on Friday morning, hoping to be home that night. But if I was running late, she shouldn’t worry. Rather than drive through the night, I might check into a hotel in Harrismith, more or less the halfway point, and coast into Jo’burg on Saturday.

	With my departure so imminent, my resolve began to waver. I spent Thursday looking over my shoulder again, especially as I walked to The Mayfair.

	The drink-up turned out to be a bit of a shambles. At least a dozen people called in but didn’t stay long. They’d all heard that I had somehow offended Durban City Police and the CID. They also knew that I was refusing to explain it. I suppose that created a barrier to normal conversation. It was easier for them to go than to stay.

	Conrad had brought Moira and soon only a sad little group was left. I was disappointed that neither the editor nor Gordon Clare had showed. But Neal Smythe was there and seemed genuinely sorry that I was going.

	“As far as I’m concerned, you can always have your job back, Danny,” he said between tots. He handed me a letter. “It’s a reference from the editor.”

	I opened it and saw it was brief. There was no mention of the police. Instead, it said I was a good, hard-working reporter and would grace the staff of any newspaper.

	I thought it was the bloody least he could say. But I kept my thoughts to myself and instead I said, “It’s quite complimentary.” That cheered everyone up a little.

	Conrad gave me a lift home. I shook his hand, gave Moira a kiss, and they drove off.

	In the foyer I stopped to talk to James. I told him it was my last night in the block. I thanked him for protecting me and gave him a small present. He seemed genuinely upset that I was going.

	As I was travelling by car I didn’t bother to pack properly, just chucked a few things in a case with the intention of throwing the rest in the boot.

	I didn’t sleep very well, which was becoming the norm. My thoughts kept returning to Fazal. Everyone had let him down, most of all me.

	 

	***

	 

	It was Friday morning, November 30th, 1961. Time to leave Durban. I got dressed, had some tea and toast and walked to the garage, getting there, as arranged, at ten o’clock.

	The car wasn’t ready.

	I got angry. “For fuck sake, you promised me,” I shouted at the service manager. “I have to leave Durban today. I don’t have a choice!”

	He said they’d run out of brake pads for my model and there was nothing he could do. Another branch was supposed to have sent some the previous afternoon but they hadn’t arrived yet. He’d fit them himself as soon as they did arrive. Please come back at one or phone, sir.

	“Fucking garages,” I muttered as I walked away. It was too soon to panic. If I got the car back at one I could leave by two and put plan B – sleeping over at Harrismith – into operation. The problem was, I could barely average thirty miles an hour in the Anglia, especially as travelling from the coast back to the Transvaal meant climbing a total of six thousand feet. The car was designed for British conditions and only had three gears. It hated hills.

	I walked back to the flat, put on a cossie, grabbed a towel and went to the beach, all the time looking about me for signs of danger.

	At exactly one o’clock I used a public phone box to call the garage. The service manager made a grovelling apology. The brake pads had still not arrived but he assured me they were on their way in a van. The car, he said, would definitely be ready by four.

	I felt like screaming as I replaced the receiver. When I’d calmed down I went to have my last ever curry at Jake’s kiosk. I ate as slowly as possible. It was going to be a trial, getting from lunch to four o’clock.

	After a tedious couple of hours I went back to the flat, dressed and, ever the optimist, got to the garage five minute early.

	“It will be ready in ten minutes, sir,” said the oleaginous service manager.

	I phoned Ruth.

	“I’m not on until five, Danny. Please come and say goodbye,” she said.

	And so, twenty minutes later, I drove back to the flat, threw everything into the car, drove round to the nurses’ home, kissed Ruth goodbye, brushed a tear from her cheek, clung to her, reluctantly disengaged myself, didn’t dare speak, tried not to shed any tears, got back in the car and set off for Jo’burg. It was after five o’clock.

	As I rolled along West Street I turned my mind to the trip ahead. There’s very little twilight on South Africa’s eastern seaboard, so I knew it would be dark by seven. Only two hours of light before facing a long, dark and lonely drive into the hinterland. I wasn’t sure how to play it. Just keep going through the night, stopping only for petrol and personal needs? I’d have to be careful not to fall asleep at the wheel.

	The alternative, remembering that I would have to find a hotel with a functioning late-night reception desk, was to stop off, not at Harrismith, but at Estcourt, which was only a hundred miles from Durban. I’d then be left with a long journey tomorrow and I wasn’t sure I wanted that. I decided to wait and see how I felt after that first hundred miles. And I cursed the garage for the umpteenth time for putting me in such an uncertain predicament.

	Thinking about the journey took my mind off the fact that I was leaving a place I had come to love. No time to get sentimental. I didn’t dare let my thoughts turn to Ruth.

	As the car climbed towards Pinetown my major discomfort was that the setting sun was in my eyes, even though I had the visor down. I knew it wouldn’t last long though before a crepuscular gloom would set in, to be quickly followed by a curtain of blackness.

	Without realising why, I suddenly thought of a line in an Edgar Allan Poe poem – the one that tells of “A ghost called Night ...”

	The sky was beginning to darken and it sent a shiver up my spine.

	 


 

	Chapter 24

	 

	THE TIN-ROOFED houses of Pinetown receded in my rear view mirror. I could see tribal huts dotting the hillsides where dense bush had been cleared.

	Towns were few and far between on the Durban-Jo’burg road. The next one was Howick. It would be dark long before I reached it. The sun was already lost behind the Drakensberg mountains in the west, which made driving a little easier. The glare had been a trial.

	But I still had to contend with extreme heat. It had been a scorching day and I’d hoped that as I moved inland the humidity would fall and it might feel cooler. No such luck. The front windows were open, which generated a mild breeze through the car, but this didn’t stop my back sticking to my shirt, and my shirt sticking to the seat.

	I wiped the sweat from my brow before it fell into my eyes, gasped, “Whew,” and drove on.

	Dusk turned to night and the traffic thinned. Driving in the dark was not that difficult. I could see the headlights of oncoming cars for miles before they got near. Only one or two selfish idiots came towards me on full beam. My tortoise of a car was being regularly overtaken, so I kept well to the side of the road.

	I remembered the radio in Ruth’s car. What I would have done for one now! So I sang to keep my spirits up and stop any negative, Edgar Allan Poe-type thoughts creeping to the fore.

	I must have been thirty miles past Pinetown when I noticed lights in my mirror. Nothing new, except that this time the car made no attempt to overtake.

	I slowed; it slowed. I could see it was a sizeable saloon, a Zephyr, maybe.

	A Zephyr …

	Koos drove a Zephyr.

	A terrible weight squeezed the air out of my lungs. I fought to catch my breath – which was made all the more difficult because I was suddenly paralysed with fear. I felt so weak I could hardly grip the steering wheel.

	And I noticed something different about the countryside around me. Most of the way up to this point I’d seen lights – a cooking fire here, a lamp there. Now there was nothing but blackness.

	Presuming it was Koos behind me, had he chosen this unpopulated area deliberately?

	The Zephyr flashed its lights. I tried to ignore it. But the lights flashed again.

	I was slowly getting my breath back, and as I did so the fear inside me began to give way to anger.

	The Zephyr drove up alongside.

	Yes, I could see Koos at the wheel. He was glowering at me.

	I leaned out of the window and screamed, “Go fuck yourself, you fucking maniac!”

	I expected him to laugh in his best cat-and-mouse manner, but he merely pointed his finger and shouted something I couldn’t make out, although I guessed it was an order to pull over. 

	I kept driving.

	He closed in on me, as if getting ready to push me off the road.

	It wouldn’t be difficult for him to do this in his bigger car. What then? The Anglia was light and far too upright and would probably roll. If the crash didn’t kill me he could then do so at his leisure, stick my body back in the damaged car and make it look like an accident. That would be a perfect scenario for him.

	I couldn’t let that happen.

	And if I stopped? At least I could put up a fight. If he was going to kill me, then let him do it on or near the road, where there would be a nice lot of my blood left lying about. And he’d have to dispense with my undamaged car. Someone would see, surely – either witness the act of him killing me, or driving the car away later.

	I pulled up on the shoulder of the road, virtually resigned to the fact that I was about to die, one way or the other. The Zephyr pulled up in front of me.

	Make him fight to get you out of the car, I told myself. Make him shoot you. If you get the chance, hit him. Punch his lights out. He may be a cop but he’s small and probably not that strong. Fight him!

	Another, ironic, thought struck me: Make sure you don’t kill him. There wasn’t a court in the land that would allow me to kill a cop and escape the hangman. Which would really upset my mom, I thought crazily.

	Koos got out of his car and walked cautiously in the road towards me, keeping wide, presumably in case I tried to run him down. He carried his revolver in his left hand. Grim determination showed on his face.

	I cannot forgive myself for what happened next. Oh shit, I should have seen it coming.

	He was in line with my door. Then he closed in rapidly – and hit me through the open window.

	Full in the face. A sucker punch.

	The blow was like a firework going off inside my skull. No memory of the next minute or two remains. He must have knocked me out and dragged me out of the car.

	I came to trying to clutch on to the bonnet, screaming and fighting against being pulled forwards.

	Dazed, I lashed out, but hit nothing. Then I felt myself being pushed from behind.

	I was on the edge of an embankment.

	Another shove and I tumbled down, landing face forward against a boulder.

	Koos was on me in an instant.

	I knew I had to face him. It was my only chance. I rolled over and saw his hand raised.

	I threw my arms over my head as his hand came crashing down. But I was protecting the wrong body parts.

	The butt of his gun smashed into my left knee.

	A grenade of pain exploded in my leg. I let out a yell that must have woken every sleeping soul in Zululand.

	“So there you are, Danny,” said Koos in an unbelievably mild tone. “Now you won’t be running away from me again, hey pal?”

	I grabbed my knee with both hands, unable now to protect myself.

	He bent over, grabbed my belt and tore at it, breaking the strap away from the buckle.

	Don’t give in, I told myself. Forget the pain. You have to fight!

	“Roll over, you cunt,” said Koos, raising his voice a little as he grappled with me, trying to force me over.

	“Pervert! You fucking pervert, Koos!” I shouted as loudly as I could.

	I fought violently to turn back and face him again.

	His face, directly above me, was contorted in effort. The light caught his protruding eyeballs. It also caught a line of spittle that glistened as it hung from his bottom lip to his chin.

	Light?

	What light?

	A voice, deep and authoritative, came eerily out of the darkness.

	“Put the gun down, swaer, and step back,” it said.

	I turned towards it. I could just about make out the silhouette of a giant, standing high up on the edge of the road and shining a torch down at Koos and me.

	Koos looked stunned, his eyeballs popping, his chest heaving. Stunned, perplexed, thwarted and angry. He held a hand up to shield his eyes from the beam.

	“Jesus Christ, Theo! What the fuck are you doing? Just fuck off, hey! I’ve got unfinished business with this piece of shit.”

	“No, Koos. If you raise that gun one inch towards him, or one inch towards me, I am going shoot to kill. Right through your heart, man. So drop it! Drop the fucking gun!”

	Koos was panting heavily, almost whooping. His head turned this way and that, like a trapped animal looking for an escape route.

	Through a curtain of pain I wondered if he was weighing his options, getting ready to call Theo’s bluff. Perhaps Theo felt this too. He took a step forward, threateningly.

	This time Koos hesitated for only a second, then dropped his gun.

	Theo went up to him, grabbed his shoulder and pushed him towards the road.

	Then Theo put his own gun back in its holster and bent down to pick up Koos’s.

	“Now fuck off home, Koos. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”

	Koos swore softly. He was no longer in the torch’s beam, but I saw him turn round to look at Theo – and then, or so it seemed at the time, to fix me with a menacing stare.

	Still swearing, he shuffled back to his car, got in, started up, did a U-turn and headed back towards Durban.

	I clutched by injured knee, rocking and moaning.

	“Shit, you’re late,” I said. “He was going to kill me. Where the fuck have you been?”

	Theo walked over to me.

	“Get up and shut up,” he said.

	“I can’t. Your pal just smashed my knee in.”

	A huge hand gripped me under the arm and hauled me up as if I were a bunch of bananas.

	“And stop the moaning,” said Theo. “You’re like a fucking girl. It’s just a fucking sore knee.”

	He half carried, half dragged me to his car, opened the back door and more or less threw me in. Thankfully, I landed on my side, avoiding further jarring to my stricken joint. My face hit the Buick’s leather seat. It felt cool and comforting.

	“I don’t want to hear one more word out of you, do you hear?” said Theo.

	And with that we drove back through Pinetown to Durban, through the suburbs, down into the city centre and on to Addington Hospital.

	I was going to see Ruth again. It would be an inglorious occasion but I didn’t care. The thought of holding her helped to ease the pain in my brain, let alone the one in my knee.

	Theo parked and went into casualty to get orderlies and a stretcher.

	When he came back he said, “Where are your car keys?”

	“Still in the car, I hope.”

	“I’ll get someone to fetch it tomorrow.”

	He put his face close to mine and said softly, “I’ve told them inside that you’ve had an accident. Got out of your car to relieve yourself, fell by the side of the road and hit your knee on a rock. By happy coincidence I was passing, saw your car and came to your aid. If you change this story I’ll throw you to Koos. Do you understand? I don’t want you to tell anyone on this planet about what happened tonight, Danny. Your miserable little life is at stake here, so you’d better answer me – you’ve had an accident, right or wrong?”

	I said nothing.

	“Right or wrong?” he repeated, raising his voice.

	“Yes, yes, anything you say,” I said.

	 

	***

	 

	Moira held her hand up to her mouth in shock. “What on earth’s happened to you, Danny?” she said, before delivering an anti-tetanus jab to my backside.

	I started to give her the Theo Oudenstad version of the truth. Fortunately, she wasn’t interested in the non-details of the non-accident, being too busy focusing on my injury.

	“We’ll have to get you into X-ray. I’d better get on to the radiographers,” she said walking away.

	When she came back I asked her about Ruth.

	“She went off duty about an hour ago. Do you want me to get her back?”

	“No. Let her sleep. She can catch up with me in the morning.”

	“I’ll leave a note for her. Don’t want to shock her too much, do we?”

	And so I was wheeled into the X-ray department, after which I was wheeled into a ward and given a knockout jab.

	Within seconds the world was blotted out. And Koos van Blatter was blotted out with it.

	 


 

	Chapter 25

	 

	WITH MY head on fire, I swam through the murky depths of drug-induced sleep up towards the glow of consciousness. My damaged knee had caused me to forget about the punch I’d received through the open car window. No longer. Pain now bore into the side of my head as if the bones that made up my skull were being prised apart.

	Ever so slowly I became aware of a figure standing beside me, blotting out the light.

	“Good morning,” said Theo.

	I defied the pain and managed a grunt.

	“Why the hell did you disobey me, hey Danny? I told you to catch a train. But no, you had to go by car. Why?”

	“Never had time to sell the car,” I lied.

	“Look where it’s got you. Let’s face it man, you’re damned lucky to be alive.”

	Theo was speaking softly, even though my bed was curtained off from the rest of the ward.

	“Are you in condition to remember anything I’m about to say to you?”

	I mumbled that I was.

	“Well, I’ve got bad news for you. The rules have changed.”

	Now my knee was hurting as well. I could see that it was heavily bandaged.

	“But first I have to make one thing very clear. There is no way I will back up any statement you happen to make against Koos. I’ve spoken to my chief about this. He agrees that Koos is worth a great deal to us while you, I’m afraid, are of not much account. Is that simple enough for you to understand? So note carefully, Danny. I will deny any allegations you make against him.”

	“I thought you made that pretty obvious last night. Accident, my eye.”

	“Yes, well, so now you know my position. I’m duty bound to lay it on the line.”

	He paused for a moment before continuing, “The new rules are also simple. Do you have a passport?”

	What the hell was he on about?

	“Yes. Why?”

	“I’ll tell you – it’s no longer good enough for you to go back to Jo’burg and stay there. We want you out of the country. Do you understand?”

	I was shocked. I needed to think about this before giving an answer.

	But Theo didn’t wait for a reply. “To be frank, Danny, it doesn’t matter whether you understand or not. We are telling you nicely to get out. While you are, what’s the word … reachable … your life is in danger and there is also your family to consider.”

	“What do you mean, my family? You’re forgetting you are a policeman, Theo. How can you let that monster become a threat to my family?”

	“Yes, well, preventing crime from happening is the most important thing a policeman can do. I’m not saying there is a direct threat to your family. I don’t know anything about your family. Shit, Danny, I don’t even know if you’ve got one. But if you do, we can’t protect you or them at a distance. Do you follow? Anyway, we want you out of the country within the next three weeks. The doctor says no bones have been broken so you could be walking good enough to travel in seven or eight days. Catch a plane or the train out of Durban on the tenth and leave the country between the 17th and the 20th.”

	A stab of pain shot through my gut. I felt sick.

	“You’ll be safe up to then.” Theo’s huge features broke into a grin and his tone softened. He was trying his best to sound reassuring. “Me and my family and Koos and his family are going to the Cape tomorrow for two weeks. When we come back I’ll make sure he stays in Durban until after you leave Jan Smuts. Plenty of people are leaving the country at the moment and you’ll just be one of them.”

	“You want me to pack up and go – just like that? What am I supposed to do for money?”

	“I’ve thought about that. I can’t help you a lot, but I’m in charge of petty cash in my department. I can get you a hundred and fifty rand. That will pay for a single air ticket to the UK. But there are conditions - you don’t talk about Koos and you don’t tell anyone that we’ve given you money. We’re not in the habit of doing this. You’re an exception.”

	Shit! Did this little donation from petty cash mean that Theo was actually feeling guilty? Not that it felt like much of a consolation.

	I lay brooding and hurting after he’d gone. I knew he was right. I had to get away – far away. Koos was like a ragged tooth shark. He had his teeth into me and would never let go.

	It must have been an hour before Ruth entered my little enclosure. The trouble was, a nurse and an elderly doctor were with her. She was all business-like in her white coat, with her stethoscope around her neck. She touched my hand surreptitiously.

	Whoever designed the white coat probably intended for the wearer to look severe, antiseptic, unapproachable. On the contrary, it made Ruth look highly attractive. Virginal, even. I wanted to unbutton the garment and make love to her there and then. Sadly, my little fantasy was spoilt as my aches and pains began to return.

	“You’ve been very lucky,” said the elderly man. “We can’t see any cracks in the patella and some of the surrounding bones are bruised but not broken. This ligament” – he lifted his leg and pointed towards the inside of his own knee – “this one here, is bruised. We’ll keep you in hospital for two or three days, by which time you should be hobbling about. Don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”

	“My face aches.”

	“Ah, was that hurt as well in the accident?”

	The nurse went off to get me an ice pack. Ruth and the doctor also left.

	Minutes later Ruth returned.

	She bent down and kissed me. “Danny, what happened? Please tell me.”

	“It’s nothing, Ruthie. Just a silly accident.”

	“Danny, Dr Fisher doesn’t think so. He says, if you fell on a rock the front of your knee would be injured. But it’s the side that’s been struck. And how could you have got that face injury at the same time? Did you fall twice?”

	“Something like that, I suppose.”

	“He thinks you’ve been struck with a blunt instrument – on the knee, that is. He can’t work out what caused the facial injury.”

	When I didn’t answer she said, “Look, I’ll drop in when I can.”

	I tried to smile.

	“What’s going to happen now, Danny? You’ll have to make a completely new set of plans, won’t you?”

	 

	***

	 

	The next few days were something of an ordeal relieved only by the odd occasion when I saw Ruth. I felt embarrassed at my situation. I wasn’t supposed to be in Durban, was fed up with being asked to explain why I was, and was dreading having to say goodbye all over again.

	But I promised to tell Ruth everything once I was out of hospital and that seemed to satisfy her. She couldn’t know that I was prevaricating.

	Conrad and Moira dropped in. And Steven Fall, who joked that the only time he ever saw me was when I was laid up in bed – a reference to the time he visited me while I had flu.

	On Conrad’s second visit he asked if there was anything I needed doing. I told him I had to sell the car but obviously had no proof of ownership papers with me.

	He told me not to worry. One of his schoolboy friends was a used car dealer who would take the Anglia off my hands.

	“It’s not worth much,” I said.

	The next day Conrad returned with an envelope containing two hundred rand.

	“Thanks, Conrad. Er …” I began.

	“What?” he said. “Another favour?”

	“I need an airline ticket to Jo’burg. For a week’s time.”

	Conrad agreed to buy a ticket for me, adding, “I don’t think they’ll let you stay in hospital until then. Where will you go when they’ve kicked you out?”

	“Apparently, Ruth’s parents spend every December at their house in Ballito Bay. So their big house is empty and that’s where I’m going. Ruth is trying to get a few days off.”

	“What about her sister?”

	“Ruth told me that Lola and her boyfriend are in the States, visiting his relatives.”

	“So you’ll be all alone with Ruth, eh? Very convenient.”

	 

	***

	 

	I hobbled out of hospital on crutches with four days to go before my flight to Jo’burg. Ruth helped me into the Minx.

	“My leg’s a lot better,” I said. “And I don’t like these.”

	I meant the crutches. I certainly didn’t think I’d be using them for more than another day or two.

	We arrived at her house and I fell on to a sofa.

	“So,” said Ruth. “You were going to explain how you came to be injured.”

	“I can’t, Ruthie. You just have to take my word for it.”

	“That’s nonsense, Danny. I know it wasn’t an accident.”

	“You’re right. Of course it wasn’t. But it would be too dangerous to tell you the truth. You’re safer not knowing, believe me. And that’s all there is to it.”

	“It’s about that detective. Van Blatter. Isn’t it?”

	“Ruthie, I’m not going to put you in danger. Forget it.”

	She wanted to go on arguing but then thought better of it. She’d never encountered me being so adamant about anything and she must have realised I wouldn’t – or couldn’t – say more.

	As she grew quiet I said, “And there’s worse.”

	She looked at me questioningly.

	“I have just a few weeks to get out of the country, by order of the CID.”

	“That’s unbelievable!”

	I tried to explain to her that by disobeying the order I would be putting innocent people at risk. She didn’t get it and got angry with me.

	“Just blame it on our society, Ruthie. South Africa’s a sick place these days.”

	“Where will you go?”

	“I’m going to try to make a go of things in England. Aim for Fleet Street.”

	“I was really looking forward to coming up to Jo’burg to see you,” she said. “And who knows, Baragwanath might even have given me a job.”

	“What about London?”

	“Yes, it is possible. But it will take longer to organise. More time to miss you.”

	 

	***

	 

	Conrad had retrieved my luggage before selling the car. With a bit of care I reduced my worldly goods to fit into one large trunk. I had to ditch some old clothes and give away my gramophone.

	But that left my record collection.

	“I’ll take the Monks and you can look after the rest for me,” I told Ruth.

	We were in her lounge, sorting through a pile of seventy-eights and LPs.

	“This one looks interesting, Danny.”

	“Brubeck Quartet at Oberlin,” I said, examining the red vinyl disc. “Famous recording. If you listen to one of the tracks, Perdido, you can hear Paul Desmond playing a bit of Petrushka as homage to Stravinsky, who just happened to be in the audience.”

	“That’s brilliant. So don’t you want to take it?”

	“I’d like to, but I am going to have to be very selective. I can’t afford to pay for excess.”

	In the end I agreed to take the Brubeck and a Max Roach-Clifford Brown album. And an avant garde Teddy Charles one titled Edging Out. And a Cannonball Adderley and a …

	“This has to stop,” I said.

	“It’s breaking your heart, I can see,” said Ruth, cradling my head in her arms.

	“Let’s forget about the records for now, Ruthie. Why don’t you play for me?”

	Not surprisingly, the Falls had a fine piano, a baby grand. Ruth warmed up with a few scales and then swung into Cottontail, followed by I Got Rhythm. She changed the mood to reflective with Flamingo, got sad with Stormy Weather, and saddest of all with Lover Man.

	As she played it grew dark. We left the lights off. The music was all. And it was magical. 

	When she got tired of playing she came and snuggled up to me on the sofa and we made love slowly, sweetly, sadly.

	 

	***

	 

	I discarded the crutches the day before I left. I still had a limp, but was able to manage my trunk at the check-in desk. Conrad and Moira waved to me. I could see Moira was crying, which set Ruth off. We hugged and kissed and then I felt myself walking mechanically through the flight gate.

	I had a window seat on the plane and waved furiously but I don’t think Ruth could see me.

	And then I was gone from Durban. I’d always associate the place with falling in love. I loved the sea and the free and easy lifestyle. I loved the job and I loved the people. And I loved Ruth.

	Just one mad individual had spoilt it all for me. How unlucky was it to run into someone like Koos? I decided I had been dreadfully, staggeringly unlucky. I began to feel sorry for myself.

	And now I was flying to Jo’burg, where I would have to face my parents. Oh shit. What was I going to say to them? I spent most of the flight dreaming up a lie to tell them.

	 


 

	Chapter 26

	 

	THE LIE was simple enough. I was going to England because a Daily Express reporter I’d met in Durban had promised to get me on to the paper. I couldn’t ignore such a golden opportunity, could I? If my family asked me the Express man’s name I would say Kevin McDougal, the hard drinking guy Geordie West had told me about. At least I could say this bit with a straight face, given that McDougal actually existed. Always helped to have a little bit of the truth on one’s side, I believed.

	My sister Penny, five years older than me, married to an accountant and the mother of two small children, believed me explicitly. But then, she was a very trusting person. My mother didn’t disbelieve me, but she was hard to read. Her nature was always to reserve judgment on anything she was told. My bachelor brother Bernie, eight years my senior, was an out and out sceptic. He was a lawyer and didn’t trust anybody anytime, anyway, so bugger him. Michael, the family’s youngest, aged just eighteen, was indifferent.

	That left my father, a man whose character was forged by a lifetime of disappointments.

	“I don’t like it,” he said. “All you’ve got is a promise, Danny boy. Nothing in writing. This man could be a … a Walter Mitty. What if there’s nothing there for you, son?”

	What my dear old dad was really saying was that I was the Walter Mitty. Nevertheless, I pressed on.

	“If nothing comes of it, dad, I’ll try damn hard to get a job somewhere else in Fleet Street and, you know, if nothing comes of that I can always go back to The Messenger.”

	“They’ll have you?”

	I produced the reference the editor had given to Neal Smythe to give to me.

	“This is very nice,” said my father. “You’d have done really well to stay on there.”

	He started showing the reference to everyone else.

	“I always knew you’d go far, Danny,” said my mother.

	“Well, just remember one thing,” I said, defensively. “Journalism is a really bitchy business and it’s always possible someone will come along and say I was sacked by The Messenger. This is not the sort of reference you’d give to someone who’s been sacked, OK?”

	Theo was the author of the lie I then told to account for my limp – that it was the result of an accident. I didn’t care who believed me and who didn’t. Predictably, my mother made a great fuss, begging me to see a consultant, any consultant.

	“It’s a lot better, mom, believe me,” I said, beginning to get exasperated and seeing why I had once been so glad to leave home. For once I was almost telling the truth. My knee was slightly better and so was my movement.

	When I came to think about the attack, I realised that as I’d thrown up my hands to protect my head I must also have raised my knees. Koos could not have had time to adjust his aim and the blow would have glanced off the patella, hitting the inside of the knee.

	Painful enough, though. And I would neither forget nor forgive.

	 

	***

	 

	Eric’s office was on the tenth floor of a building overlooking Rissik Street. “I have to have an hour of your time,” I told him.

	He put his finger to his lips to silence me.

	Then he grinned and said, “This is about that fucking donkey, isn’t it? I knew we should have run the bugger over.”

	He grabbed my arm and whispered, “Come on.” He led me back through reception to the lifts.

	Next door to his block was a café, largely empty.

	“What’s going on?” I asked. “Security boys after you?”

	“We can’t be too careful, Danny. You know, my dad has clients who are persona non grata. There are big cases pending.”

	“But your own office, you’re telling me it’s bugged?”

	“Quite possibly. Dangerous times, as they say in the classics. Now what do you want to tell me? You’re obviously in shit, right?”

	“It’s that obvious?”

	For the next thirty minutes I laboured him with every last detail of my dealings with Koos van Blatter.

	Eric listened carefully to everything I had to say. At the end of my little tale, to forestall a lawyer’s obvious comment, I said, “Of course, I realise I don’t have a shred of hard evidence against Van Blatter. Shit, don’t I just know it.”

	I tried to put on a rueful face. “Look, Eric, it boils down to two questions. Firstly, can you see any way to keep me in South Africa? I mean with built-in safety for me and my family? And secondly, if I have to go to the UK, what can I do there to bring this bastard to justice?”

	Eric was chewing gum slowly. He was different from the person I’d grown up with. This new Eric did not laugh much. And his eyes had gone cold, as if he was preoccupied.

	“Look Danny, there are guys out there just waiting for us to say the wrong thing, do the wrong thing, join the wrong party, represent the wrong people. And then we’re dead pigeons. In a police state you have to watch yourself every time you go for a piss.”

	And then he shut up. Eric, the most loquacious person I knew, clammed up, just like that.

	“That’s the most tangential answer to any question I’ve ever heard,” I said. But I spoke quietly, without a note of censure, because a few things were beginning to fall into place in my mind.

	After a while I said, “Don’t make waves, eh? I get it, Eric. I mustn’t draw any attention to myself. If the police focus on me they might soon start focusing on my friends and acquaintances. Go quietly. To somewhere out of the line of fire. I should be grateful. That’s what you’re trying to tell me, right?”

	He didn’t bother to answer.

	“Well, I have one more problem, pal. I’ve had to keep the whole thing secret. That includes my family. Especially my family. So I’ve spun them a yarn. They think I’m going to the UK with the promise of a big job there. So I can’t ask them for help. They’d know I was lying, right? And I only have a little money. Not enough to last very long in London.”

	Eric brightened immediately. “Now that is not a problem, Danny. If there’s one thing I can help you with, it’s money. How much do you need?”

	“Well, I can’t borrow too much because I’d never be able to pay you back. I’ve got about two hundred pounds. I need another two hundred to be on the safe side.”

	“Four hundred rand. That’s fine.”

	“How will I pay you back?”

	“Right. This bit is ultra-secret. Technically, we’re breaking the law, but from time to time my family needs money abroad. And you know how ridiculously strict our exchange control measures are – what is it you are allowed to take out of the country, two to three thousand rand? So last time my dad was in the UK he set up a dollar account at a bank in Finsbury Square in the City of London. Any unused cash on our trips goes into it. I’ll give you the address and the account number. And I’ll bring the money round to your house tonight, so you’ll have time to turn it into travellers’ cheques. No great hurry to pay us back.”

	“That is very, very kind Eric. With a bit of luck you’ll get the lot back inside of eighteen months.”

	The conversation switched to family and friends.

	“I don’t know if I’ve told you,” he said, “Lizette and I are getting engaged.”

	“Mazel Tov! Congrats! So Durban works its charms once again.”

	“Yep. A donkey story and a wife. And that was just one holiday.”

	We stood up to go.

	I remembered something Eric had once told me – that his father was on good terms with Oliver Tambo and Nelson Mandela, both also Jo’burg attorneys. Tambo, deputy president of the African National Congress, was living in exile in London. Mandela, branded a terrorist by the Verwoerd regime, was on the run.

	“Eric, I get the feeling that you are mixed up in some kind of a dangerous game,” I said. “So please, please be careful.”

	“OK, Danny, I’ll watch my step. But you’ve got to promise something in return – keep a low profile. Yeah?”

	 

	***

	 

	I phoned Ruth every day. On the day before I left for England, in between saying how much she missed me, she said she had a bit of news.

	“It’s from Conrad. Moira’s passed it on. He says to tell you the editor has sacked someone called Marty Blaine. Is that the right name, Danny? Conrad said you’d know all about it.”

	It took a few seconds for this to sink in, then I asked, “Is that all he said? No reason for why he was sacked?”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Blimey, the editor’s got more sense than I thought. Marty’s a nasty piece of work. He got me into a lot of trouble, Ruthie.”

	 

	***

	 

	Penny and her husband, Abie, invited me for supper at their home in the suburb of Blairgowrie. As I walked through the hall I noticed that a gate had been fitted to the entrance to their staircase.

	Seeing me staring, Penny said, “You can’t be too careful these days.”

	“You can see the point,” said Abie. “What we’re saying to any intruder is take anything you like downstairs, just leave us alone upstairs.”

	“It’s as bad as that?”

	“Don’t be naive, Danny,” Abie continued. “Jo’burg is awash with crime. People are killed in their beds.”

	“This isn’t all,” said Penny gesturing towards the gate. “Just in case they break it down I sleep with a gun under my pillow.”

	I was shocked. Although I harboured some pretty nasty thoughts towards Koos I couldn’t envisage shooting him or anyone else. I was totally opposed to the private ownership of guns – and this was my sister who owned one!

	“Do you know how to fire it, Penny?”

	“Definitely, my brother. I’ve taken a course. A group of us girls went together. You don’t know what goes on in this town.”

	She was right – I didn’t.

	While being driven around the city’s northern suburbs I’d also noticed more and more walls and fences being built. I mentioned this to Abie.

	“I’ve been told,” he said, “that Jo’burg has the tallest fences in the world, after Sao Paulo, which, by all accounts, is a very lawless place.”

	What a recommendation, I thought.

	 

	***

	 

	On December 16th, the day before I left South Africa, a series of blasts rocked government installations around the country. The Justice Minister, JB Vorster, blamed the explosions on Mandela. As I read the Rand Daily Mail the next morning I thought of Eric and was very afraid for him.

	After a bad night’s sleep it was time for me to go. 

	Penny drove me to Jan Smuts Airport. My parents came with. I’d done my best to convince them that I was flying off to a bright future, so the mood was far from downbeat.

	What they didn’t realise was that I was struggling to contain my emotions and it was a relief to board the plane, one of BOAC’s new Boeing 707s.

	I was also relieved to find that, once again, I had a window seat. As the plane taxied on its take-off I tried to feel the precise moment when the wheels left the runway, left the ground, left South Africa. I turned my head towards the window, not wanting anyone to see my tears.

	 


 

	Chapter 27

	 

	1962

	 

	MY FIRST six weeks in London were miserable. I felt cold, lonely and disorientated. Dozens of streets looked the same to me. And none ran straight. I’d set off in one direction and find after fifteen or twenty minutes that I’d done a circle. Or worse, that I was lost. I was for ever asking strangers for directions.

	True, the West End was exciting, but entertainment was costly, especially as I didn’t have a job. I sent off a batch of applications to national newspapers and didn’t receive a single reply. I knew the trick was to get to know someone already employed on a paper, but where would I meet such a person?

	I spent a lot of my time writing airmail letters to Ruth but as I had no good news to impart this stretched my powers of invention past breaking point. She must have got tired of reading that it was foggy in London Town.

	Desperate for work, I signed up with an employment bureau. The girl in charge of the branch promised to find me some kind of journalistic work. It turned out there was nothing but clerical work on offer and I was forced to take it.

	While working as a filing clerk I met Ryan Hennessey, also a South African, also a reporter and like me more or less unemployed. The only real difference between us was that he had come overseas of his own volition.

	I was also desperate for company. One freezing night towards the end of January I travelled from my bedsit in Clapham to a pub in Earl’s Court to meet Ryan for a drink.

	I was wearing a big black overcoat I’d bought on my first day in London. My mother had given me the money for this specific purpose. The coat made me look like an East End gangster when I turned the collar up, which I did at all times. I was wearing it in the pub but still felt cold.

	At the far end of the saloon bar a roaring fire spat sparks at a screen. It looked inviting but the fumes tended to make my chest feel tight, so I kept as far away as possible. I’d been told that the only coal that could legally be burnt was a new smokeless type called anthracite. I shuddered to think what the old dirty kind was like.

	Most of the customers were colonials and my first thoughts were that they might as well have been locals, given that the main topic of conversation was the weather. On second thoughts, I realised their take on the subject was anything but British.

	“Last year my mate Barry ran around in shorts the whole fucking winter,” said a tall Australian. “There he was in the middle of January in his tennis shoes and shorts – no socks. He definitely wouldn’t be doing it this winter.”

	“Pommy climate is notoriously fickle,” said another Aussie. “That’s the trouble. You can never guarantee it like you can back home. You can never say these three months will be dry, or these three months will be sunny. Just doesn’t happen.”

	“I disagree. You can definitely say, these three months will be bloody wet, and those three months will also be bloody wet,” said one of the others and everyone laughed.

	Ryan bought me a pint.

	“One day last week I addressed envelopes,” he said. “Envelopes. Can you believe that?”

	“Got to eat,” I said.

	“Yeah, well this place is washed up. I’m thinking of trying the States. Land of opportunity, eh?”

	“Well, I’m staying here for the foreseeable future,” I said.

	“In that case, I saw something that might interest you – a job advert in today’s Guardian. Not in newspapers but still might suit you, Danny. There’s subbing involved and I’m just not a desk-bound person, you know, so I disregarded it.”

	“What was it, a mag?”

	“Yeah. It’s called Market Europa. Obviously trying to cash in on the Common Market.”

	“A trade magazine?”

	“I guess that’s what you’d call it. It’s a weekly. Subscription only. The advert says most of its content concerns British companies that export to the Continent. Claims the circulation is growing fast.”

	After buying Ryan a reciprocal pint I went to a newsagent, bought the Guardian and travelled back to my bedsit. 

	My application was in the post by midnight. I had a hunch that the trip to meet up with Ryan would prove worthwhile.

	 

	***

	 

	I sat accross a desk from two men. One was in his forties and well groomed. He was the editor, Blake Goodall. Beside him sat his deputy, a kindly, rumpled old bloke called Charlie Minty.

	“Very good reference,” said Blake, holding the bit of paper I’d brought with me. “Why exactly have you left South Africa, Mr Waterman?”

	“It can be an uncomfortable place for journalists,” I said. And I definitely wasn’t lying.

	“You mean you are anti-apartheid?”

	“Absolutely. But there are other reasons. I am really keen to get some experience in the UK.”

	“Does that mean that as soon as you have settled in on Europa you will be looking for a job on the nationals?”

	“I wouldn’t say that, sir. Everything would depend on how much I was enjoying the job.”

	We talked for another ten minutes and then Blake said, “We need someone who is outward looking, who understands there’s a world beyond Dover. I think you’ve shown that. What do you think, Charlie?”

	The old guy nodded.

	“If you want the job it’s yours, Mr Waterman.”

	“Call me Danny, please.”

	“When can you start?”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“Brilliant, Danny. Make it Monday.”

	I silently thanked Soames for his reference. It had won me a job.

	 

	***

	 

	Back in my room I read a copy of Market Europa that Blake had given me. I liked it a lot. Everything about it was straight – the reporting, the headlines and the presentation. It was the sort of journal that looked for good things to say. Constructive.

	Magazine staff were said to be poorly paid compared to their counterparts on national newspapers. But I was perfectly happy with what Europa had offered. It was on a par with my salary at The Messenger.

	At last I had something upbeat to report. That night I wrote to Ruth and then to my parents.

	 

	***

	 

	Working on Europa presented me with a problem. The offices were in Tudor Street, around the corner from Fleet Street. But the printers were in Romford, a long journey from Clapham. And as the office junior I was expected to see the paper off the stone every Friday in the company of the editor.

	After three weeks I set out to find new digs east of the City, finally settling for Ilford, a few miles from the printers.

	The work itself suited me fine. I was one of only two reporter-cum-subs. The other was a guy my own age named Norman Penhurst. Blake and Charlie pitched in at every stage of the process. Our enormous staff of four collected copy on Mondays and Tuesdays and subbed it on Wednesdays and Thursdays. The bulk of our copy was sent to the printers late on Thursdays to be set overnight.

	Fridays were a really hard slog. Norman and Charlie kept watch in the office while Blake and I were at the printers, where he made life difficult for everybody by rewriting and changing layouts until the head printer complained, which he invariably did.

	I never argued with Blake. It was his magazine and if he wanted to change things, well, it wasn’t my business. I think he appreciated it. I suspected he’d had juniors before who tired of his working practices.

	The head printer routinely kicked us out at five o’clock and Blake would take me to a nearby pub for a few drinks. I was still pretty green by the time we retreated to the pub on my third stone shift.

	“With a bit of luck we’ll get the final pulls of all the pages by seven,” said Blake. “We can look them over then go home.”

	He looked at me carefully. “It’s a long day, I know. But I think you’ll get used to it.”

	“I’m sure I will. But it will be a lot easier next week, after I’ve moved.”

	“Talking about moving, and I don’t mean to be nosy, but why do you limp, Danny? Doesn’t bother you on the stone, does it?”

	“No, no, not at all,” I said. “I had an accident before I left SA. Hurt my knee. It’s slowly getting better.”

	 

	***

	 

	Ruth’s air letters were amusing and I could hardly wait for the next one to arrive. She had a gift for lampooning her superiors at the hospital, pinpointing their idiosyncrasies with the deftness of a professional satirist. Her fondest target was an immigrant medic she called Herr Doctor von Spiegel.

	“I swear to you, Danny,” she wrote, “I was standing in the corridor yesterday when I heard Herr Doctor von Spiegel say to one of the admin people, ‘I am von Spiegel. I am here from Chermany six munz aus.’ I had to stuff my handkerchief in my mouth to stop giggling.”

	One of the ward sisters would have given Mrs Malaprop a run for her money, according to Ruth. She gave an example …

	“The other day Sister Moffat was talking to one of the patients who was getting fed up waiting for treatment and she said, ‘You must remember, Mrs Jones, patience is a virgin’.”

	I read and read all her letters.

	One cold and dismal weekend I filled up an air letter to Ruth with news of my job. What a gentleman Blake was, what a worthy little paper Europa was and what a tidy little unit we were. How I could see myself staying on in such a cosy situation, laying the groundwork for when she would be joining me.

	Late on Sunday afternoon I risked the frosty pavements to walk to a post box on the corner.

	But it was a letter she never received.

	Oh, Ruthie, my love...

	 


 

	Chapter 28

	 

	ILFORD WAS a good move, or so I told myself as I arrived at work. Apart from being near the printers it was a lot easier to get to the office – a single tube train to Blackfriars and a short walk to Tudor Street.

	“You look cheerful,” said Norman. “Been promised a rise?”

	He could be amusing, with a range of sayings, mostly relating to an obsession with money. A few days before, when I’d thanked Charlie for praising one of my headlines, Norman had whispered, “Just remember, matey, fine words butter no parsnips.”

	Now he stretched and yawned and said, “You’ll never guess it, Danny, but Blake just came in and told me he liked the way I subbed the lead story last week.”

	“Aha! So you said something about fine words and parsnips, no doubt.”

	“No, as a matter of fact I didn’t. I looked him in the eye and said, ‘Just write your thanks on a ten bob note, Blake’.”

	Charlie Minty looked up and laughed. “You’re going to have to be more serious, Norman. That’s if you want to get on in this game.”

	Monday mornings were probably our least busy time and the light-heartedness continued over the next hour or two.

	Norman and I shared a phone, which had a long extension cord. It was on his desk when it rang. He picked it up and I heard him say, “What? No, no, not me. What? Hold on, please.”

	He handed me the phone. “It’s from Durban,” he said. There was something in his manner … an uncharacteristic frown, perhaps … that sent a pang of apprehension through me.

	“Hello, Danny?”

	I knew the voice. It sounded distraught. Perhaps it was a bad line. But deep down I knew it was something else.

	“Danny? It’s Steven ...”

	Shit! Steven Fall!

	“It’s terrible, Danny … it’s Ruth. She’s been killed.”

	I dropped the phone and struggled to retrieve it.

	“Steven! What did you say?”

	“Ruth’s dead, Danny. She’s been killed by a hit-and-run driver. An accident.”

	Steven paused.

	“It happened on Friday. The funeral’s this afternoon. I couldn’t get you, Danny. I tried a number I found but they said you’d moved. Danny? Danny?”

	 

	***

	 

	How many of us ever have to deal with the death of a lover? It is egregious beyond imagining. The worst kind of tragedy. It assaults your reason. Reduces you. You might as well be dead, too.

	And that’s how I felt for a while as I lay on my bed, shut off from the outside world. I didn’t want to be part of such a shitty place.

	On reflection, though, suicide was not an option. Ruth would have been furious at such a suggestion. And then there was the matter of Koos. I had to give myself the chance to get even one day. So I just lay there, not moving. Through a day, through a night, another day, another night.

	A hit-and-run accident? What bullshit!

	Before leaving the office I’d phoned Conrad. He, too, had been trying to contact me.

	“It was near the hospital,” he said. “It was early in the morning and she’d just finished a shift. She told Moira she had her mom’s car and was going home because she was off the next day. She crossed the road and opened the driver’s door and the other car just smashed into her. He was either blind drunk or the world’s worst driver, Danny.”

	“Or a murderer?”

	“I don’t know about that.”

	“You said ‘he.’ How do you know it was a man?”

	“Just an assumption. Sorry, Danny.”

	“Another thing, Conrad – the hospital is in a quiet little road just a few blocks long. Nobody speeds down there.”

	All these words hammered away in my brain as I lay on my bed. Round and round whirled the few facts I had. I was thousands of miles away. What could I possibly know? Two things. This tragedy had the mark of Koos van Blatter on it. Sly. Malevolent. Cowardly. And the second thing was worst of all. If Koos killed Ruth it was because of me. It was possible that I led Fazal to his death and now I had done the same damned thing to the woman I loved.

	I would make Koos pay. It didn’t matter how long it took, I would go back to South Africa and kill him. I swore it on Ruth’s memory.

	 

	***

	 

	On a table next to my bed stood a framed photograph of Ruth running out of the sea at Ballito Bay. Waving at me. Laughing. I stared at it hour after hour. For exactly how long I wasn’t sure.

	There was a knock on my door and before I could say or do anything it opened – and Blake stepped in.

	“Ah, there you are,” he said. “The landlady says you’d haven’t moved for three days. Three days! Aren’t you hungry?”

	I was too surprised to speak.

	“Don’t bother to answer,” said Blake, perching himself on a chair. “Look, Danny, we all know how you must be feeling, but we all want you to come back. You can’t just lie here fretting.”

	Blake shifted in his chair.

	“No, that’s nonsense, isn’t it? We don’t know how you are feeling, Danny. We can’t possibly know, can we? Sorry. But it’s hard on us, too, you know. You can see that, can’t you?”

	I didn’t know what to say so I nodded. And Blake seized on it.

	“Yes, well, that’s better. When are you coming back to work then? You’ve no idea how pleased we’ll be to see you.”

	 

	***

	 

	There were several letters waiting for me on my first day back. One was from Ruth’s mother. It was heartbreaking. She expressed her sorrow for me. She was sorry for me! Ruth had told her that we were unofficially engaged. Her daughter loved me, she said.

	I put the letter down. What a shit I’d been. How bloody selfish! You’d have thought I was the only one who’d suffered a loss.

	I immediately wrote to thank her. And, in the traditional Jewish way, I wished her and her husband a long life.

	I sent separate letters to Lola and to Steven and his parents.

	Then, with no one else to turn to, I wrote to Theo. I asked him how the police investigation was going and if there were any witnesses. I didn’t mention Koos. I reckoned he simply wouldn’t reply if I did.

	In the event, Theo wrote back promptly, if rather officiously.

	He said there was a witness of sorts. A milkman had been on his early morning rounds when he heard the collision. He turned round and saw a car accelerating as it drove past him. But it was dark and he couldn’t describe the car or its colour. He got the impression, though, that the driver was a man.

	“That is not much to go on, but I am sure we will track this hit-and-run wrongdoer down. It is only a matter of time,” wrote Theo.

	I didn’t share his optimism. There was, of course, a hidden agenda to all this and Theo made that obvious at the end of the letter, which read...

	I am sorry for your tragic loss, my friend, and I can see that it may tempt you to seek some kind of personal retribution. But I want you to heed the following warning – you will not be allowed to get back in the country, so do not try. Even before this incident I had sent your personal details to every point of entry in the Republic. If you try to get in, you will simply be put on the first flight back. If you try to gain illegal entry, you will most assuredly be caught and in that event I will make sure you rot in prison for a very long time. So don’t try it, Daniel.

	I thought, don’t call me friend, Theo. You’re no friend of mine. As for the warning, who else could it really be about but Koos? Was Theo saying that he suspected him of killing Ruth? I couldn’t be certain.

	 

	***

	 

	With little to think about that was good I buried myself in my work. I couldn’t bear to go out at night, not even to jazz concerts, and missed, among others, Errol Garner, the Basie Band and The Jazz Messengers. I thought about drinking myself into oblivion but it had never suited. Three drinks and I was tipsy, a feeling I really didn’t like. So I worked late, or stayed in my room and read.

	 

	***

	 

	On a quiet Monday in August Blake took me to El Vino’s. He ordered a large plate of beef sandwiches and a bottle of Burgundy. I settled for a small glass of claret.

	“This is by way of being a celebration, Danny,” he said. “A group that specialises in business journals has bought us out.”

	He downed a third glass of Burgundy. It gave me a headache just watching him.

	“But the new owners want me to stay on as editor while I find a successor.”

	“So why is this good news, Blake?”

	“If I suit them and they suit me, and if my successor proves suitable, I will be appointed group editorial director.”

	“Great.”

	“There’s more. I’ve told them about you, Danny, and it is possible you will become Europa’s new editor. Don’t look so surprised. You’re doing a damn good job for us.”

	“But what about Charlie?”

	“He’s old, Danny. He wants to retire in the next two years.”

	“And Norman?”

	“Definitely not happy with responsibility.”

	“Well, I’m flattered.”

	“Er, you’ll have to prove yourself. There’ll be a six-month probationary period as acting editor. When the time comes, I hope you’ll accept that.”

	He grinned and said, “Don’t forget, I’ll be depending on you for my own promotion.”

	 

	***

	 

	The nightmares started in November, about the same time as I became acting editor. I can’t remember the first one, not that I would want to. But they became more and more vivid and disturbing. Frightening, in fact. Like a particularly nasty horror comic.

	In these half-dreams I would be running and running, only to be stopped in my tracks by a huge face. It had enormous red-veined eyeballs and was leering down at me. Blood and spit flew from its lips. Then gigantic hands would grab me by the throat. From far away a voice would call, “Danny, Danny, help me, help me, help me …” and I’d wake up.

	The obvious imagery, dredged up from my own memory, I could cope with. But the distant, disembodied voice, the plea for help, was unbearably distressing. I wondered whether I’d perhaps heard something like it in a movie. But trying to pin it down didn’t help.

	The nightmares became more persistent, so I made an appointment to see a GP. I mentioned this to Charlie. He sat at his desk in an old and torn pullover and must have been among the last journalists on earth to wear a green eye-shield.

	“Don’t go near the bastard, Danny,” he said.

	“Sorry? Why not?”

	“All he’ll do is give you sleeping pills. It’s happened to me. GPs don’t want to listen to your troubles, believe me.”

	“Maybe pills will help.”

	“No, they won’t. All the new sleeping pills are bloody dangerous. Nobody knows their long-term effects. And in the short term they will leave you confused, with your feelings deadened. You can’t work properly and your sex life is hampered.”

	“Well, to be truthful Charlie, at this stage that wouldn’t bother me in the slightest.”

	“Don’t joke, Danny. It would, believe me. I’ve been through that whole charade and it’s no fun. Just don’t do it, son. As for the nightmares, they’ll fade. Like the old cliché says, time heals all.”

	He didn’t bother to say it, but we both knew that the one thing I had was time. It stretched out uncomfortably in front of me.

	As for the nightmares, I knew the sort of thing that would cure them instantly – a shot between Koos’s eyes, for example. I teased myself with a moral conundrum. What was worse – to do nothing, which would surely amount to cowardice and betrayal, or to kill Koos, which went against everything I’d always said I believed in? Well, we’re all hypocrites, I concluded.

	At the same time I wondered which path I would choose if I ever got that single chance during all the years to come.

	 


 

	Chapter 29

	 

	1996

	 

	MY KNEE hurts from sitting in a cramped position. I’ve been driving into the sun for hours, so my head also hurts. Far away to the south, the clear skies are giving way to storm clouds. The lowest tier is black as night and already the horizon has vanished.

	As I turn off the N14 butterflies begin to unsettle my gut. I’ve only waited half a lifetime for this and now that I am so damned close …

	My map, a rough drawing, is misleading. It shows Van Zeeder’s Kopje to be just off the main road. But as I leave the tarmac behind and find myself on a rutted dirt road, the hill that gives the dorp its name still looks miles away. The state of the road forces me to slow down.

	I don’t want to think about what might lie ahead at Van Zeeder’s Plaas. I’m nervous enough already. Better to think about the past. Such as how, to my astonishment, a confluence of events great and small, a mixture of personal affairs and history on a grand scale, brought me back to South Africa this cold August.

	 

	***

	 

	I’d been editor of Market Europa for about a year when the group’s personnel manager found me a new secretary. Karen Longhill was eighteen years old, blonde, smart and full of fun. A typical Home Counties girl. She was clever enough to have gone to university, but in those days fathers believed their daughters should go out to work, preferably as secretaries.

	Karen had another great attribute. She was sympathetic by nature.

	I fought for a long time to keep our relationship on a professional basis. I had too much going on in my head, most of it to do with Ruth, and Koos, and revenge. I only let my guard down once – but that was enough.

	The occasion was Karen’s birthday in June, 1964. She invited the office to The Rose and Crown public house, known to the Fleet Street types who frequented it as Auntie’s, for an after-work drink. The place was packed with journos from the Daily Sketch, the Observer and even one or two from the Daily Mail. A glass of wine in hand, I looked around the place and, bearing in mind that there were at least ten pubs within a hundred-yard radius, said, “Good choice Karen. Great atmosphere.”

	She looked at me carefully and with familiar openness said, “It’s nice to see you enjoying yourself, Danny. You always look so miserable in the office.”

	“Well, there are a lot of responsibilities …”

	“I don’t believe it’s got anything to do with work. It’s something else, isn’t it?”

	I think I must have shrugged.

	“Before Charlie … Mr Minty … retired he told me about your tragedy. It was just too awful.”

	“Yes, it was.”

	“Can’t you tell me about it?”

	It was hardly the right time or the right place, but I promised that at a later date I would take her for a drink and perhaps a bite to eat and tell her my story.

	Five nights later, in a quiet corner of The Red Lion, a few blocks away from the noisy tipplers of the national press, I gave her an abridged version of what had happened to me in Durban and after. Disconcertingly, she hung on to every word.

	“Don’t go back,” she said when I’d finished. “Please, never go back.”

	We went for drinks several times in the next few weeks. Everything happened slowly. I’d never noticed before how attractive she was. I took her to the cinema, we went dancing and, eventually, she came to my flat. Making love seemed a natural progression.

	Early in 1965 we were married at Guildford Registry Office. Karen wore a funny little rose pillbox hat on top of a Vidal Sassoon bob cut. Matching rose gloves and shoes. Silver tights with a diamond pattern set off her grey and white Mary Quant collarless jacket and dress rather nicely. I’d given her a pink gemstone brooch, which looked like Faberge but wasn’t. She looked as if she belonged on a page of Vogue.

	We drove a mile or two to her family home for the reception. Her father and mother welcomed me, although I must have seemed like an exotic beast to them. Norman was best man and Blake was there, along with one or two people I’d met. Everyone else was a relative or a friend of the Longhills.

	During the reception I phoned my mother. She asked to speak to my bride and apparently said the right things, because I saw Karen wipe a tear away. My parents could not have been happy at me marrying a non-Jewish girl. But they would have guessed how lonely I’d been and, well, one black sheep had to be considered a fair result for any Jewish family in the Sixties.

	The next day Karen and I set off for a week’s honeymoon in Jersey.

	As we lay in bed in our hotel suite, with Karen’s head on my shoulder, I suddenly realised it had been months since I’d last had a nightmare.

	 

	***

	 

	In the next four years we had two boys, Adam and Paul. We bought a house in Richmond and were mostly content with our suburban existence.

	As soon as the boys were old enough Karen came back to work. She wrote well and I coached her on how to construct a news story. Then I used my contacts to get her a job in PR with a firm in the City. Within a few years she was made a partner. We had more than enough income to live well.

	As for me, I had to admit I loved being editor and watching Europa flourish. The sales even held up during economic downturns, which delighted Blake and his fellow directors.

	Our sons grew up at a hell of a rate, were troubled and troublesome teenagers, much happier once they’d got to university and were free of parental control. Both have done well since. Adam has qualified as a dentist and Paul shunned his arts degree to join a City brokerage, where he seems to have discovered a talent for making money without breaking sweat. Both love the pop scene and claim to hate jazz.

	I have tried at various times to explain my past to them and what brought me to London, but neither has shown much interest. It seemed for a long while, even without their indifference, that my past was becoming irrelevant. Durban was a lifetime away. I was not the same person. Just look, I would say to myself, how different my life is now, how comfortable.

	How wrong could I get? All that bitterness, all that rancour, all that hate – it doesn’t just go away, does it? You can sublimate it, sure, but it’s molten, like magma. Sooner or later it will force its way to the surface and erupt.

	I don’t know what the trigger was. Perhaps it was what the labellers like to call a mid-life crisis. But well into my fifties I started to get depressed.

	The nightmares returned. “Help, Danny, help,” cried the distant voice. I would wake up weeping.

	At odd moments, while I read or watched television, I would remember my vow to make Koos pay. It made me feel ashamed. My moods worsened.

	And I was in for shock. I discovered a flaw in the nature of womankind. Yes, I am generalising, but I cannot believe that what I found in Karen was peculiar to her alone. Men should be warned.

	It seemed a most obvious thing to believe that when I became depressed Karen would comfort me, guide me out of the darkness. I took it for granted. It wasn’t so. As I became depressed, so she became depressed. The whole process was alienating. She became gruff and censorious. I retaliated. After years of a peaceful marriage we began to shout and fight. The boys were gone from home by then and there was no one to stop us. We were trapped in a destructive cycle neither of us knew how to break on our own.

	“For God’s sake, go and see a shrink,” she shouted.

	But I couldn’t. In a weird sort of a way I needed the nightmares, needed my personality to remain intact, to remind me where my conscience and duty lay. I began to think more and more about returning to South Africa and attending to unfinished business.

	South Africa ... wasn’t that the country where the white minority so ruthlessly oppressed the black majority? Where white police brutalised the black and coloured population as a matter of course?

	Well, no, not any more. Without a revolution, without any gun-crazy white cowboys riding in blood up to their stirrups, Nelson Mandela had risen from the status of a common criminal, hunted in the streets of Jo’burg before being incarcerated in Robben Island, to become the country’s first black president. It beggared belief.

	 


 

	Chapter 30

	 

	AS ANY sports loving South African will tell you, the spectator sees more of the game. I had a teacher who repeated the old saying endlessly. So as I sat at my desk in London, did I see the seismic changes coming that ultimately overwhelmed apartheid and white rule? Sorry, no. Like millions around the world I sat amazed in front of my TV as Mandela walked to freedom at Victor Verster Prison on February 11th, 1990.

	Within the next few years the transfer of power from the Nationalists to the ANC was complete, thanks to the vision of F. W. de Klerk and Mandela’s own boundless magnanimity.

	There were major consequences for me. I could re-enter South Africa at will. I also watched keenly as the new ANC government set up its Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1994 to examine the multitude of crimes committed during the apartheid era.

	Would Koos van Blatter be called to account before the Commission’s judges?

	I wrote to Theo, putting the question to him. He didn’t reply.

	So I wrote again. He still didn’t reply.

	I thought many times of writing directly to the Commission. But there it was, that same old problem – I didn’t have a shred of real evidence against Koos.

	Surely, I thought, they would eventually get round to him.

	As 1995 came and went, my personal situation began to change. For years I’d turned down offers to be appointed group editorial director. I still loved the mechanics of being editor. But now, as I approached retirement, I accepted the senior post with the intention of bolstering my pension. I found myself being paid more for doing less. I had time on my hands.

	Promotion didn’t help my marriage, though. Karen had grown ever more distant. By now we lived in a detached house in Esher. But she began to spend as little time there as possible.

	For some time I’d felt pains across my chest and down my left arm. I failed a stress test, nearly falling off the treadmill. An angiogram revealed a blockage in one of the lesser coronary arteries. I was prescribed beta-blockers and given a nitrate spray.

	“Your are not in great danger,” said the cardiologist. “You’re lucky it’s that artery. If you had a heart attack now it would not be severe. But don’t be fooled – heart disease can quickly get worse if you don’t look after yourself.”

	I hated the beta-blockers and the way they slowed my pulse. Some nights I would lie in bed thinking my heart was about to stop. It was an eerie feeling.

	For some years I’d been drinking and smoking more and more, eating badly and sitting up all night playing poker. Now I started swallowing omega-three capsules and making myself bran muffins.

	I thought constantly about going back to South Africa. But confronting Koos would be a dangerous venture. I was also trying to hang on to the remnants of my faltering marriage. It never crossed my mind to call an end to it.

	Then, barely three months ago, Karen left a letter on the sideboard saying she was moving out for good. It transpired that she and a City businessman by the name of Harvey Rees-Rendell had been conducting an affair behind my back for years. His wife had died after a long illness and they wanted to live together.

	Karen sued for divorce.

	Suddenly I was free of all obligations and hindrances. It wasn’t a freedom I’d sought or wished for or liked, but there it was.

	And still I hesitated to go to South Africa. There was my angina to contend with, as well as a host of old fears to conquer.

	Three weeks ago came the catalyst – a letter from Theo.

	It read,

	In answer to your question, contained in your earlier letters, the gentleman concerned looks sure to escape what should by rights be his fate.

	I have much to tell you, Daniel, but this is hardly the way to do it. Come and see me. There is nothing to stop you now. I promise you won’t regret it.

	The question he referred to, but carefully avoided spelling out, was about Koos and the Commission. But I knew what he was getting at and I didn’t blame him for being cryptic and security conscious. He belonged to the old order and so was almost certainly under scrutiny from the new African authorities.

	I read the letter at least five times. My imagination ran wild. Was Theo about to come clean and reveal secrets that had lain dormant for so long? Would I learn the truth about Ruth’s death? That’s how it appeared. But why now?

	I thought of writing back for clarification but that would have been a waste of time. It was obvious that if I wanted to know more I would have to go to Durban.

	I went to see my sons. Adam and his wife Faye live in Hendon these days and have two children. Paul is newly married to an investment banker named Georgia. They live in an expensive apartment overlooking the Thames.

	Both sons were cordial. They asked a few perfunctory questions about their mother and me – was I getting over the break-up? Would we ever get together again? No mention of their mother’s infidelity. Or the depression that dogged my life.

	I came to the conclusion that as a father and grandfather I was simply not considered much use to anyone. Way below the value of Karen as a mother and grandmother. Adam’s children were great fun and entirely lovable. Their grandmother was their regular babysitter. I could imagine them bringing her great joy.

	I told each son in turn that I was going on a trip that could prove risky. They raised their eyebrows a fraction and wished me luck. You’d have thought they’d rehearsed.

	 

	***

	 

	Last week, as my flight date approached, I began to feel increasingly nervous. Sleep, or lack of it, was a major problem. A new image invaded my dreams. A huge figure with gigantic shoulders and a bull neck, standing against the light at the end of a passage. Was it malevolent? I couldn’t be sure.

	The day came and I caught a taxi to Heathrow. There would be no one to see me off and that, I thought, was rather sad.

	As I approached the British Airways check-in I saw Adam waiting for me.

	“What a welcome surprise,” I said.

	“Hi dad. Just thought you deserved a decent send-off.”

	A farewell handshake turned into a hug. He couldn’t have guessed how much he’d lifted my spirits.

	 

	***

	 

	The jumbo jet bore me southwards at over five hundred miles an hour. But to what? I was up to my neck in uncertainties. The South Africa I knew was decades out of date. Even the name of my destination had been changed, from Jan Smuts Airport to Johannesburg International.

	I got talking to the man in the seat next to me. He lived in the Cape and was a keen fisherman. I asked him if he had ever tried to catch a Blue Pointer – and was astonished to learn that this shark was none other than our favourite Hollywood monster, the Great White.

	“Nobody calls them Blue Pointers any more, pal,” he said patronisingly.

	We discussed other changes in the language. Those of the Islamic faith were referred to as Muslims rather than Mohammedans. Old fashioned British racialists were now sinister American racists. French letters had transmogrified into condoms. Homosexuals were gays. Mass murderers were serial killers.

	“It’s worrying,” I said. “I think I’m in danger of becoming an old fogy.”

	“Now that’s a phrase that hasn’t changed,” he said.

	 


 

	Chapter 31

	 

	The black lady at immigration held up my British passport and read out, “Born in Johannesburg …”

	“Yes. It’s a long time since I left.”

	“Something to do with apartheid, perhaps?”

	“A little.”

	“Well, enjoy your stay, sir.”

	Apart from her smiley welcome other changes in South African society were immediately apparent. As I walked into the airport’s main hall I could see Africans working the tills in almost every shop, or dressing windows, or serving shoppers – occupations once the exclusive preserve of white workers.

	Penny and her daughter, Beth, ran to greet me. Beth had been a toddler when I left South Africa. Now she was married with her own children. We piled into Penny’s car and headed for her home.

	“A week’s not long enough, Danny,” she said. “You come home after all these years and then turn around and head straight back.”

	I promised her that if things went well I’d be back soon enough.

	“I’ve arranged a party for tonight. Some of your old friends.”

	I groaned, but managed to ask if Eric Bergow would be there.

	“Yes. Your friend Eric’s quite famous these days, you know. Nelson Mandela has thanked him and his father for their support.”

	“Eric’s father can’t be alive, can he?”

	“No, he died a few years after mom and dad. Which reminds me, if you want to go to their graves I’ll take you tomorrow or the day after.”

	“That’s fine, Penny. But after that I think I might have to make my own arrangements, if that’s OK with you.”

	“Danny, if this was a real holiday you’d be staying longer than a week, wouldn’t you? So there must be something else going on that you haven’t bothered to mention.”

	“Look, it’s wonderful to see you, Penny – and Beth. Let’s just leave it at that.”

	“You’re determined not to tell us,” she said sulking.

	“Well, I can tell you this. In three or four days’ time I’m going to Durban. I’ll be away for a couple of days.”

	“It’s all about what happened to that girl, isn’t it?”

	“Ruth, yes.”

	“Oh dear, Danny. You mean you’ve never let it go?”

	“No, Penny. On the contrary. You can’t believe how angry I still am.”

	 

	***

	 

	Penny and Abie had invited more than a dozen old faces to say hello to me. I barely recognised some of them as they sat in her lounge. We were chatting about nothing in particular when Kenny Margolin, a friend from my schooldays, got up and hitched his trousers over his potbelly. I caught a glimpse under his jacket of a gun in its holster.

	“Jesus, Kenny, what have you got there?”

	“Nothing special, Danny. Sort of thing you need in Jo’burg these days. I bet I’m not the only one here.”

	He looked at Barry Spiro, who nodded.

	“Shit a brick! Would you guys use those things?”

	“Barry has,” said Kenny.

	“Purely in self-defence,” Barry said hurriedly. “The guy was so freaked he nearly shat himself.”

	“So you shot him?”

	“No way. I just scared him off.”

	Suddenly everyone was talking about crime. How Mrs S was robbed of her jewellery at gun point only last week, how Solly G was shot dead six months ago by two carjackers after he’d got out of his Merc and invited them to take the vehicle so long as they didn’t harm him, and so on.

	“Whatever you do, Danny,” said Kenny, “don’t wear a gold watch around this town. It’ll make you a target.”

	“Chance would be a fine thing” I said.

	Kenny looked at me blankly.

	“Meaning I don’t have a gold watch to wear in the first place,” I said, and he laughed.

	My friend Eric stayed silent. All these horror stories reflected badly on the new regime.

	They also reminded me of something I’d forgotten to do. I sneaked upstairs and went into the master bedroom. Just as I’d hoped, I found Penny’s gun nestling under her pillow. I left it where it was, for now.

	As I came downstairs I heard raised voices. Kenny, his wife Joyce and some of the others were in a violent argument with Eric.

	“You mark my words, Eric. This ANC lot will be finished by 2000, by – what are they calling it? – the Millennium. They’ve made promises to their own people they can’t keep, they don’t understand economics, they don’t understand infrastructure, that things have to be maintained, and ...”

	Eric, sitting with an arm around Lizette, was a picture of coolness. I reckoned he dealt with this sort of prejudice on a daily basis.

	At last he spoke. “What you are really saying, Kenny, is that you as a white man were better off under apartheid.”

	“Too true. I was.”

	“At the expense of the welfare of millions of people. We whites built our fortunes on the backs of the Africans.”

	“The blacks hate their own government,” said Joyce. “There’ll still be a revolution one of these days.”

	“That’s just nonsense, Joyce.”

	“They’re the ones who suffer most from the crime. They live their lives in fear, Eric.”

	The debate petered out after a while and Eric took me aside.

	“If you come to my office tomorrow I’ll take you for lunch and give you that address and phone number you wanted,” he said.

	“Very good of you to find her, Eric.”

	“It wasn’t me, Danny. Steven Fall found her. She lives in Durban now.”

	 

	***

	 

	Grey hair has given Eric a distinguished look he no doubt cultivates. We sat eating salad and drinking wine at a pavement restaurant in Sandton. It was ten years since we’d last had a chat and that was for only a few minutes at Heathrow, while he was in transit to New York.

	“I’ve been meaning to ask you something for years,” I said. “When I left Jo’burg you struck me as being wary to a degree. You exhorted me to keep a low profile. It was about Mandela, wasn’t it? You’re lucky to have escaped jail and torture, Eric.”

	“I didn’t escape altogether. I was questioned half a dozen times by the security police. I was once detained for three days. They were a frightening bunch.”

	“Shit, I had no idea.”

	“Well, we can’t dwell on the past. What’s your agenda, Danny? I know you’re up to something.”

	“Seeing as you ask, I desperately want to know the truth about Ruth Fall’s death. And if I get the chance I’m going to kill the fucking shit who killed her.”

	“Jesus, Danny. You could be the one who’s killed.”

	“True. But even then I think I can finish the bastard off. I’m going to leave a letter with you that will explain why I’m doing it. Stuff a court wouldn’t wear from a witness. But a coroner has no choice, has he? I mean, if it helps explain someone’s death. Van Blatter wouldn’t be able to deny any of it at an inquest. In other words, I won’t mind too much if he gets me first.”

	“Fucking hell, are you that desperate?”

	 

	***

	 

	I drew up a list of things I wanted to accomplish in Durban. Then I phoned a few people, Theo among them.

	“I know you don’t want to say anything over the phone, Theo, but I need you to answer one question,” I said. “It affects my itinerary. Where is Koos right now?”

	“He’s on his farm in the Western Transvaal, Danny. When you come to see me I’ll tell you how to get there. I’ll even draw you a map.”

	Another call was to the phone number Eric had given me.

	A woman answered.

	“Is that Etta,” I said.

	“Ye-es. Who is that, please?”

	“Etta, I don’t know if you remember me … it’s Danny … you know, that night in the hotel … after your engagement party …”

	“Danny? The Danny who … ? Oh my God …” she shrieked.

	 


 

	Chapter 32

	 

	I ARRIVED in Durban on a cloudy, blustery Tuesday afternoon. With no appointments until the next morning, I hired a car after checking into my seafront hotel and drove the twenty-odd miles to Ballito Bay.

	As the road curved towards the resort I could see sand swirling off the deserted beach. The ocean, for the most part the colour of dishwater, was flecked with white horses. An uninviting, wind-blown scene.

	The settlement had grown impressively into a small town. But many of the original houses needed a fresh coat of paint to counter the ravages of the sea air. This was true of the holiday bungalow once owned by the Falls. A “to let” sign teetered in the breeze next to the front gate.

	I trudged down to the shoreline and put my hand in the water to taste the salt. I looked back at the house, remembering how Ruth and I had spent our “honeymoon” there, how she’d run from the water towards me waving and laughing, how we’d talked and talked, making plans for a future that was dashed from us. I wiped my eyes surreptitiously, though there wasn’t even a crab or dolphin in sight, and left.

	I fervently hoped that the rest of my trip would prove less disappointing.

	 

	***

	 

	Way back in 1961, on my first night in Durban, Etta and I shared an unforgettable moment. I’d always realised what a lucky collision of two people’s lives that was. Well, from my point of view, anyway. And most young men would have been happy to leave it at that – after all, hadn’t the lady been promised to another guy only hours earlier?

	But I’m a journalist. I can never let things lie. I wanted to know why she did it. It nagged at me. I also wanted to know how life had turned out for her. The morning after the event I’d gone down to reception and found out that she and her family had already left the hotel. I lied about finding her glove in the lift and said I could save the staff the bother by posting it to her. So, while it would be unlikely to happen these days, they willingly gave me her surname, Vandernoord, and her home address in Pretoria.

	They wrote the information down on a piece of hotel notepaper, which I never lost. And a few weeks ago, knowing I was coming to South Africa, I asked Eric to have Etta traced.

	It transpired that she’d kept the surname Vandernoord for quite a few years, indicating she never married the bloke she’d got engaged to. In 1966 she became the wife of a man named Barentz. 

	According to Eric, Etta and her husband moved to Durban in 1990. Steven Fall was able to confirm that they’d bought a house in the northern suburbs. And that’s where I headed in my hire car on what was certain to be a busy day.

	 

	***

	 

	Etta, I can report, is still good looking. Understandably, she has put on weight so there is more prettiness than classical beauty about her in middle age. She laughs a lot and certainly bears no signs of having lived a hard life.

	She kissed me on the cheek and led me inside her house. As she poured me a cup of tea she said, “I sometimes think you saved me, Danny.”

	“Oh, really?”

	“That boy I got engaged to that night – André – he didn’t like to touch me. He kept saying we should wait until we were married. It was driving me a little crazy. You know, Danny, young girls don’t think they are attractive unless a man really wants them. So I was miserable that night. We came back upstairs from the party and Andre gave me a peck on the cheek and went to his room. I thought there must be something wrong with me. I even went to my parents’ room to tell my ma about Andre’s strange behaviour. She told me everything would work out all right but I doubted it and that just made me feel worse. Then I saw you – and Danny, you really, really wanted me. You made me feel good again. It also made me see that André and I could never get along together. I’m a very physical person – I think tactile is the word some people would use – and he was anything but.”

	She laughed loudly, as if laughter would wash away everything that was bad or painful to her.

	“Anyway, my parents could see I wasn’t happy and we called the engagement off.”

	“What about André?”

	“Oh, he was furious. He threatened me. Said he was going to hit me. Can you believe that? He even blamed my mother. One night he raided our garage and scratched our car down the side with a knife or a screwdriver. Isn’t that petty?”

	“That’s sick, Etta. You did well to ditch him.”

	“Ja, and that’s partly down to you.”

	“Anyway, you seem to have had a happy marriage in the end.”

	“Oh, yes. I love being Mrs Barentz. Gerry is one of the good guys. We have four grown up children and six grandchildren. We moved to Durban after he retired. Our family visit us all the time.”

	“Etta, you can’t believe how much all this pleases me. I’ve worried about you for years – that I somehow ruined everything for you. Now you tell me the opposite. Terrific.”

	“And you, Danny? How have things worked out for you?”

	“It’s been like a yo-yo. Down, up, down …”

	“And at the moment?”

	“Down, I’m afraid. But don’t worry. I’m working on it. I hope to arrive at an up pretty soon now.”

	And that made her laugh again.

	 

	***

	 

	Steven picked me up at the hotel and we headed for Stellawood Cemetery. “Is Lola still in Durban?” I asked.

	“No. She and her family moved to the States years ago. San Diego, I think.”

	“And Dr Leitener?”

	“He’s in New York. He’s quite successful. Lectures at Columbia.”

	“So you’re the only one left in Durban?”

	“No. My mom’s still with us. She’s in her eighties but she’s pretty fit. And then there’s my wife and kids, of course.”

	He turned to glance at me as he drove. “I hope this doesn’t shock you,” he said, “But you weren’t the only one who loved Ruthie, you know.”

	He smiled. “I did, too. Literally worshipped the ground she walked on. But she treated me exactly as you would a cousin – or a friend – and nothing more.”

	“Blimey. I never guessed, Steven. Do you think she knew how you felt?”

	“Whenever I touched on the subject she just made a joke of it, so I suppose she didn’t.”

	We were silent for a while. “I’ve also got a confession to make,” I said. “Something that causes me sleepless nights. I blame myself for her death.”

	“What? That’s nonsense, Danny. You weren’t even here.”

	“No, but the bastard who killed her? I strongly suspect that it was the maniac cop who tried to kill me.”

	“You can’t know that. I mean, the police investigated her death for ages and never came up with any evidence. Or so they said.”

	“Or so they said – exactly.”

	“Well, that’s really shocked me. Where is this individual now?”

	“I’m not certain. But I’m seriously thinking of hunting him down.”

	He smiled ironically. “Hmm. You’re going to need some evidence first, don’t you think?”

	 

	***

	 

	Ruth was buried a couple of graves away from her parents. Steven’s father lay nearby. We placed pebbles on all four family graves. I felt numb, staring at Ruth’s grave. It was all too sad. Eventually, I shook my head and moved on.

	On our way out we washed our hands, according to ritual, and got into Steven’s car. I didn’t feel like talking, but he said, “By the way, I’ve got certain things that belong to you.”

	“What?”

	“Dozens of seventy-eights and about a dozen LPs.”

	“Ha! My record collection. I had to leave Durban by plane and I could only take a few LPs.”

	“Well, when Ruthie died her mom gave them to me to look after. I didn’t fancy shipping them to England.”

	“No, of course not. But I think you’ll have to go on keeping them. Or sell them or give them away, if you want.”

	 “Look, what are you doing for lunch? If you come back to our place, Maisie – my wife – has made something for us. You can listen to some of your old tracks. I’ve also got something to give you.”

	His present, handed to me as I was leaving, was a framed photograph of Ruth during her first year at university. She was wearing an academic gown and her brown hair tumbled down to her shoulders. It was a happy picture.

	“I’m sure I’ve seen it before,” I said.

	“Yes. It used to stand on a sideboard in their house.”

	“Thank you, Steven. I’ll give it a good home, I promise.”

	 

	***

	 

	At four o’clock I drove to Umhlanga to meet someone whose name I’d spotted while riffling through Natal phonebooks at Eric’s offices in Jo’burg. The only familiar name I could find among many thousands belonged to Neal Smythe.

	He lives these days in a large house standing in well-tended grounds a few hundred yards from the sea. As my hire car crunched up the gravel driveway he came out and opened the car door to greet me.

	“Danny Waterman, as I live and breathe! Good to see you after all these years. What brings you to town?”

	“I’d love my old job back, Neal.”

	“Wouldn’t we all, pal?”

	Five minutes later I sat, Scotch in hand, as we reminisced.

	“That was a great team – Conrad, you and me,” he said. “Best fucking night team The Messenger ever had. What a shame you left. And I’ll tell you something else, I never ever understood exactly what happened, Danny. Can you tell me now?”

	“OK. In a nutshell, here goes … the Indian reporter Fazal began to investigate Van Blatter, the trigger-happy detective. Remember him? It was a mistake on Fazal’s part. I think Van Blatter raped him – don’t look so shocked, just think back – and then threatened his family. Fazal topped himself, as I’m sure you remember. I was incensed and wanted The Messenger to pursue Van Blatter. He heard about this and tried to kill me. Twice. Then the cops told me to fuck off out of SA. Period. How’s that for some succinct reporting?”

	“Jesus Christ, I never knew what was going on, Danny. No wonder Fazal did himself in.”

	“Yeah, events conspired to keep all the relevant facts from being made public. But no longer, Neal. The world’s changed and I intend to tell the truth about Van Blatter. I’m not sure how many people will still care, though. Even the Truth and Reconciliation Commission are letting him get away with it.”

	I took a sip of Scotch and continued, “Anyway, it sounds as if the whole incident must have quickly blown over at The Messenger, otherwise I’m sure you’d have heard something about it.”

	“Well, I didn’t stay long myself, Danny. I was offered a terrific position in the Cape. Spent the rest of my career there. Retired two years ago and came back to live here.”

	“I can see you’ve done very nicely for yourself.”

	“Thank you, yes. I suppose you know Conrad and Moira live in Canada now. Four kids.”

	“Yes. I saw them in London some years ago. Have you kept in touch with any of the other Messenger guys?”

	“Nearly everyone’s dead or gone. Geordie West is the only survivor from our day.”

	“Gordon?”

	“Died young. He was always sickly.”

	“The old editor?”

	“Died two years ago in his nineties.”

	“Harland and Chris?”

	“Ah, the partners. They both left. No idea where they are.”

	“Well, if you see Geordie please send him my best, Neal. And please apologise for me. I’m leaving town tomorrow and won’t have time to look him up.”

	That was the last of my appointments on a long and tiring day. I headed back to my hotel, hopefully to rest.

	 

	***

	 

	Question: How do you prepare for the most important meeting of your life? Answer: You go out and get plastered.

	I stood in the hotel bar after dinner downing Ballantines and thinking about the key questions I was going to put to Theo.

	At 11pm I went up to my room and threw up. Probably a good thing, or so I told myself. It would rid me of some of the Scotch in my system. And I couldn’t afford to have a serious hangover.

	 


 

	Chapter 33

	 

	WAS THIS going to be the day when I would learn all the secrets? I had little doubt that Theo knew the answer to most, if not all, of the questions that crowded my mind. He was sitting on the veranda of his ranch-style house as I drove up.

	“What are you doing on the stoep, Theo?” I called out as I walked up the path. “It’s bloody windy.”

	“Ag no, Danny. I love it out here. Take a look at the view.”

	I turned to look back across the road. In the distance a cruise liner attended by tugs was being angled into a berth. All kinds of shipping clogged the quays. The harbour water glistened and behind that the Indian Ocean beckoned – this way to the Orient.

	“I see what you mean,” I said, climbing the veranda’s steps. Only then did I notice that Theo was sitting in a wheelchair, a blanket slung over his knees. Age had not treated the old warrior kindly. He sat slumped, which reduced his height to something approaching average. There was little flesh left on his once huge frame and his face was deeply lined.

	But worse was to come. He grinned, watching my reaction as he lifted the blanket. His left foot was missing.

	“Shit, that’s tough,” I said.

	“Diabetes. And you know what? I still can’t leave this stuff alone.” He pointed to what looked like Scotch in a glass placed on the table beside him.

	“What the hell, Danny. The docs say I’m dying anyway. Cirrhosis, prostate cancer, maybe lung cancer, the fucking lot. They’re taking bets on which one gets me first. They give me three to six months. So I’m buggered if I’m going to give up the only thing I can still enjoy. Along with fags, of course.”

	“Sorry to hear you’re so ill, Theo. Is that why you wanted to see me?”

	He didn’t answer the question, but said, “Don’t take it the wrong way, but I’d like you to step over here for a second.”

	I did as he asked and he ran his hand over the front of my shirt.

	“Ja, turn around, please. You know, once a detective, always a paranoid prick.”

	And he ran his hand up and down my back.

	“I’d never wear a tape,” I said dismissively. “Wouldn’t know what a device like that looks like.”

	“I know, Danny. But I can’t be too careful. I’ve got a lot at stake here. I don’t ever want to be quoted. Now sit down, sit down. Do you want something to drink? Scotch? Beer? No? Angie …” he turned his head and called back inside the house ... “bring a jug of orange juice out, doll.”

	A minute or two later a tall, fair-haired woman appeared with a tray, a jug and a single glass.

	“Angie, this is Danny.”

	“I’ve heard all about you, Danny,” she said. “Welcome back to Durban.”

	It was obvious Theo was in no hurry. Perhaps, though, he detected signs of impatience in me.

	“What time do you have to go, Danny?”

	“My flight back to Jo’burg goes at 6pm.”

	“So you can stay until three-thirty or so, ja? Angie’s made lunch and even if we take a break that gives us quite a lot of time. So why don’t we begin by you asking the questions you most want me to answer?”

	“OK. I’m sure you can guess what the first question is – did Koos kill Ruth Fall?”

	“Man, I couldn’t prove it then and I can’t prove it now, but I think so. He had no alibi and to my mind not at first, but eventually, he was the prime suspect.”

	“But no evidence?”

	“Sorry, no.”

	“That’s very disappointing for me.”

	“Ja, I agree.”

	“You know, I’d like to kill the little shit.”

	“Yes, I realise that’s why you’ve come back to the Republic. Who can blame you? He would have killed you that night by the side of the road. And I think he killed the girl. And he’s got away with that. I’ve heard a rumour that if he is called before the Commission his lawyer will claim he is too sick to appear. Have you ever heard such shit? If you want to know the truth, Danny, his criminal activities are far worse than you can possibly imagine. But I’ll come to that later.”

	“Why didn’t you stop him before he started, Theo? To me it always looked like you were protecting him.”

	“Ja, I’ve got a lot to answer for, I know. But he was my brother-in-law and…”

	“What?”

	“I thought you knew. He was married to my sister Rita …”

	Shit! Of course! The moment Theo saved my life. He was standing above us, shining the torch down at us and … what was it he said to Koos? … “Put the gun down, swaer.”

	As I well knew, swaer is the Afrikaans word for brother-in-law. But it never registered with me that night because it is one of those words that are used loosely, like “brother” in English, to mean “mate” or “friend.” It never crossed my mind for a second that Theo and Koos actually were brothers-in-law.

	But it explained a lot.

	“Next question.”

	“Did Koos kill that Indian boy?”

	“There were two of them. The first was before you joined the paper. I found evidence of that …”

	“That must have been the one that led to the sacking of a young reporter.”

	“Ja, that’s so. The second one was the Sikh boy …”

	“The one Fazal tried to investigate?”

	“That’s the one. I found evidence of that too.”

	“Shit. And what about the knife Koos showed us?”

	“Not proven, but almost certainly the boy’s.”

	“And Fazal? Did Koos assault him?”

	“No direct evidence, but years later Koos used to laugh about how he terrorised the guy.”

	“Oh, my God. Poor Fazal. What about the robbery deaths? I know about the first two, when Koos shot those black kids up the backside, did he ever do that again?”

	“Yes, twice more. But by then he was getting smart. There’d been so many rumours about him that he didn’t want to be seen going around openly killing more black kids. I think our chief also spoke to him about it. Bad publicity for us, although in some parts of the country the shopkeepers welcomed that sort of behaviour, you know. Around that time The Messenger published the findings of an investigation into Koos’s second shooting. His pal Marty blamed you for that Messenger report. Said he tried his best to keep the incident quiet early on but you sabotaged him, got it into the paper. And what you did got him sacked. The investigation exonerated Koos, naturally, but it helped to put pressure on him. It was all adding up.”

	Theo coughed uncomfortably a couple of times then took a deep swig of Scotch. Pain showed on his face and it was a while before he could continue. “So you know what the bugger did? In each of the next two cases he got underlings to say they’d done it – you know, to say they’d shot the suspects as they were running away.”

	“Typical Koos. What a fucking dog.”

	“Ja, Danny, that was Koos all over.”

	“Do you know what I think, Theo? The only reason he didn’t kill Fazal was because he knew he could keep him quiet by threatening his family.”

	“I’m sure that’s true. It’s clear that he loved to play cruel games with individuals.”

	“Next question. The night he tried to kill me – how did you know he was chasing after me in his car?”

	“I had a man watching you. He reported that you hadn’t sold your car as I wanted you to and then he saw you loading up the boot. I told him to keep me informed of your every move and he radioed that you were on your way. But I made a bad mistake, Danny. It didn’t cross my mind to order the bloke to keep everything confidential. I thought that would be understood. But he was a rookie and Koos had already got to him. So the bloody idiot let Koos know, too. Luckily, I also had lookouts at Pinetown. I alerted them that you’d left. They saw you going through the town and then saw Koos’s Zephyr. I really had to shift to get to you. Even then it took me so long I thought you’d already be dead.”

	“And what if I was?”

	“Then nothing.”

	“You’d have covered it up?”

	“Yes – but only if I could get away with it.”

	“Koos meant that much to you?”

	“No. Koos meant fuck all to me. Get that through your head. But my sister … and her gorgeous daughters … they mean the world to me and Angie.”

	Theo scratched a point below his knee vigorously.

	“Neuropathy,” he said. “They cut your foot off but it still bloody itches. All to do with the nerve endings, I’m told. It’s a real bugger. Next ...”

	“I’m sure I’ve got other questions but I can’t think of any. You said something about having proof …”

	“I haven’t even begun yet, Danny. But it’s a very distressing story and I don’t want to spoil our lunch. After we’ve eaten I’ll tell you the lot.”

	“Even more distressing than we’ve discussed?”

	“You have no idea, man. We’re talking major league butchery.”

	“Fucking hell. I’ve always wondered just how bad Koos was.”

	“As I said, you have no idea.”

	 


 

	Chapter 34

	 

	WE WERE allies of a sort, although the past was still a barrier between us. Could I trust him now? I honestly didn’t know. But he was dying and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. I wheeled him into the lounge, where Angie brought us coffee. We drank in silence.

	After a while Theo said, “This was a very dark time in my life I have to tell you about. It’s not easy for me.”

	Another pause and then he began, “Look, it’s like this … around the time you left Durban I had just been promoted, as you may remember. I had a lot of new duties and more or less lost track of Koos. But he was the ace detective so I just let him get on with it.”

	Theo spoke with deliberateness, his voice flat, as if he was giving evidence in court – something he’d done hundreds of times, I guessed.

	“After a while I noticed Koos was away most weekends. On his own. I asked Rita about this but she just glossed over it. One day in 1969 or 1970 we noticed she had a black eye. Angie asked her how she got it and she said the usual – you know, that she’d walked into a door, or something like that. I wanted to confront Koos but Angie wouldn’t let me. She said I’d only cause more trouble between them and you can’t help people who don’t want to be helped, and all that crap. But as far as I was concerned, Koos’s card was marked, ja?”

	Theo glowered, remembering his anger all too well. “Then Rita got ill and was taken to hospital. We looked after their girls, Linda and Suzanne, as if they were our own. Our boys, Louis and Piers, who were a few years older, loved their cousins and would do anything for them. Koos came round to see his girls, but not that often. I was really getting worried about him. Anyway, Rita came out of hospital and things seemed to go back to normal for a while and more time passed and we were up to what, 1980-ish? We’d go out together, say to the beach. But Rita wouldn’t swim, wouldn’t take her top off. Then she had a bruise on her cheek. Then another black eye. Danny, I was sick of the lies. I shouted at her and she started weeping. I ordered her to take off her blouse. And of course, she was covered in bruises. I sat and waited that night until Koos got home. I frogmarched him into the back yard and I thrashed him. I’ve never hit anybody so hard. Man, I don’t know how I didn’t kill him. I bundled him into my car and took him to hospital. I told them he’d been assaulted by a gang of robbers.”

	Theo paused to catch his breath. “The whole thing had a terrible effect on him, as you can imagine. Their marriage fell apart. He started drinking heavily and eventually he left the force. They got divorced. At first my sister was angry with me – can you believe that? Then she realised what a relief it was not to be beaten up on a regular fucking basis and she thanked me for saving her. She knew he’d have killed her eventually.”

	Theo dabbed his eyes with a hanky and blew his nose loudly. I was desperate for him to continue but he took his time regaining his composure. Then he said, “Koos bought a hardware business here in Durban and I lost track of him completely. But he still exercised his rights to see his girls occasionally. He used to visit them when he knew I wouldn’t be around. Five years ago his father died. Now he was rich. He owned three farms in the Transvaal. And let me tell you, Danny, one of them goes all the way to the horizon. It’s enormous. He left Durban and went to live on the big farm.

	“He’d left a lot of stuff behind at the house that Rita didn’t touch until he’d gone. She found a lot of paper work in a trunk in the garage and wanted to throw it all out. But then she says to me, ‘What’s this?’ She shows me a letter from the tax people or the Land Registry, or some other official source – I really can’t remember. It was regarding ownership of a farm in southern Natal. The letter was addressed to a Mr Henry Herren-Degrasse. Who the fuck was he? I immediately said to myself, what the fuck is Koos up to, hey? Then I remembered something he said to me years before. Something about having an ancestor who emigrated from Holland or Germany in the 1850s. Koos said this man had a posh sounding double-barrelled name but the name died out because he and his wife had only one child, a girl, who was Koos’s grandmother. Danny, I’m a detective, for fuck sake. I can smell deceit a mile away. I just had to know what all this was about. For one thing, this farm wasn’t mentioned in the divorce settlement, so there could be something in it for Rita, ja? I was owed leave, so I went to Pretoria and there, in the records office, I found evidence of a Henry Herren-Degrasse, who died in 1898. So it’s plain to me – that bugger Koos has stolen a dead man’s identity so he can buy a farm in secret.”

	I felt a tightening in my chest. I had no idea where Theo was going with this but it sounded all too ominous.

	“Why would Koos want a farm in the middle of nowhere, Danny? What did it mean to him? Man, I had to take a look. And talk about remote? Jeez! I’m not going to tell you where it is, except to say it is in a thousand square mile area in the shadow of the Drakensberg. It’s that remote. I didn’t want to go there alone, so I took my son Louis. He is a tough cookie, that boy. He’s a detective like his dad, only smarter and tougher. I hired a Land Rover and off we went. Just as well it was a Land Rover. When we finally tracked the farm down we had to go on a road that was no more than a dried up riverbed. Huge boulders, five-foot deep potholes – it was like going on safari.

	“So we get to the farm and the gate is chained. I just drive straight through it. Wham! We can see from the boundary fences that this is not a large farm, perhaps six or seven hundred acres. But there is something about it. The farmhouse is in a dip and it is surrounded by blue gums. So it is more or less invisible from most directions. This is Koos all over, ja? Always something to hide. The farmhouse is old and derelict. Windows are broken and there’s animal droppings on the floor. The smell is terrible. I know that smell, Danny – it smells of death. We decide to search the place room by room. Nothing special in the front room, nothing in the second room, and then in the third, which looks like it has been used for storage, there are cupboards and a wardrobe. In the one cupboard we find old clothes, wallets, watches and all sorts.

	“Now you have to understand, Danny, we are not here as police. We are not going to itemise things, make a record. But before we came, I got Louis to look up the old case histories of the Indian boys who disappeared, and so on. Well, the wallets belonged to those two boys. One of the watches had an inscription, something like, ‘To Arji on his fourteenth birthday.’ So here’s the evidence. Now I know. My heart is so heavy. Koos is a serial killer, no question. I remember Louis had to grab my arm or I was going to sink to the floor.”

	Theo raised a hand to his face as he relived the shock.

	“There’s evidence of other victims, too,” he continued. “But by now I’ve seen enough. We clear all this stuff out so we can burn it or bury it. We go through the rest of the house quickly, but there’s nothing surprising. Just years of dirt and neglect. Then we go outside … what’s up, Danny, you want a break?”

	Theo’s story was getting to me and I feared what was coming. He pointed the way to the bathroom, where I stood by the washbasin splashing cold water on my face. I was trying not to breathe so hard. It was a good five minutes before I’d calmed down enough to go back to the lounge.

	“Ja, Danny, you were right to take a break,” said Theo. “Is it OK for me to go on?”

	I nodded and he said, “So me and Louis go outside and we find a row of old buildings. A stable, a tool shed, workers’ quarters and a small barn. As we get near the barn the stench is too terrible, man. It’s unreal. We have to clutch our hankies to our noses. But we have to go in. There’s holes in the roof and the whole building is nearly falling down. We push the double doors wide open so the light can get in and straight away we see, along one wall, what looks like a row of torture instruments from the old days. I’ve been a detective all my working life but I’ve never seen anything like this. Things that twist, things that pull and stretch, sharp things and manacles. All pretty crude, but I’m sure they worked. So I stand there thinking I’m in a horror movie. There’s a door in the wall. Louis opens it … and we see a pile of bones and skulls, a pile of old clothes, a pile of red blankets, a pile of sticks …”

	Theo stopped to brush tears away. “… And now we know why Koos has bought this farm.”

	He was struggling to get the words out.

	“It’s a fucking torture chamber. And no one except the torturer ever comes out alive. Now something is clear to me. Koos has used the farm because Durban was becoming too hot for him. But he had to go on killing and killing. It was his fucking perversion. If another Indian boy disappeared or if he shot another black boy in the city there would have been repercussions. He knew this. So he’s fitted this farm up and gone hunting for black kids. They would have been youngsters on their way from the Transkei to Natal to find work. The red blankets and the sticks that we found were one hundred per cent tribal Xhosa. These were boys from illiterate families. If a family like this doesn’t hear from a son they might assume the worst, that he’s been killed. But they don’t really know. The son’s silence could be for all sorts of other reasons – an illness, a woman, anything. So they never report it. And Koos can kill these boys without fear of retribution.”

	Theo was talking faster and faster, as if he was trying to get the horror story over with as quickly as possible. I had to lean forward to hear him clearly.

	“He probably picked the boys up on the roads with a promise of work. Maybe even two or three boys at a time. He’d take them back to the farm and more than likely shove a shotgun in their faces. We found a rusty old Ford pickup behind the stables. That’s what he probably used to find them. We also found a crude cremation site. There were bones there, too. But using that would have caused him problems. Bodies don’t burn that easily, you know. And you don’t want a really bad smell coming from your farm all the time. It could have alerted the neighbours.”

	Theo paused and looked up. To his relief – and mine – Angie had brought us more coffee. My hand shook as I picked up my cup.

	“You reported none of this,” I said, trying hard not to sound too censorious. I had to hear the rest of his story.

	Theo took a deep breath, cleared his throat, and said, “Look, Danny, I’m going to explain my motives to you in full, OK? It wasn’t just the damage it would have done to my sister, or my lovely innocent nieces, or my own sons. It could have been concluded that I was complicit in Koos’s crimes. The law could have taken the same stance that you have – that I could have stopped the killings at any time. So I wasn’t going to incriminate myself, was I? But there’s more. A helluva lot more. There was the honour of the Durban CID and the Durban City Police at stake. This is my town and my force. We aren’t all a bunch of bloodthirsty psychopaths, you know. There are a lot of bloody good guys on the force. They didn’t deserve to be tarred with Koos’s brush. And then there’s the country itself. All the time these events were unfolding the reputation of white South Africans was sinking and sinking. The whole fucking world disliked us. A story about Koos would have done terrible damage to my country. Surely you see that?”

	Yes, I knew what he meant. But what about the victims? What about justice? Still, I hadn’t come here to pick an argument with Theo. So I changed the subject.

	“What did you do with this delightful farm – just leave it?”

	“Don’t be crazy, man. It was a forensic scientist’s dream. I’ll tell you what we did – we sanitized it. Louis and me. From top to bottom. We went back there with drums of bleach and we sprayed the stuff everywhere. We swept and brushed and painted until the rooms were sparkling. We made a small bonfire and burned the clothes and the sticks and most of the stuff that could reveal a victim’s identity. We destroyed the cremation site. And then we came up against a terrible problem, as we knew we would. What the hell do we do with the skulls and all the bones? And the red blankets, too. They’re hard to burn. And you can’t bury them on the farm – they’d be found sooner or later. But that boy Louis, he is so damn smart, Danny. He thought for a while and came up with a great solution.

	“We were only fifty miles or so from the Transkei border. There have been dozens, maybe hundreds, of faction fights there in the last hundred years. Xhosas against Zulus. Old enemies, ja? Louis had investigated a faction fight when he was a rookie. He knew the area well. So we drove there with all the bones and blankets. Near the site we found a stand of wattle that must have been planted sixty, seventy years ago. We buried the stuff in shallow graves in the middle of this plantation. Just think of it – anyone finding those bones would immediately think, ‘faction fight.’ Nothing else would make any sense. And no one is ever going to investigate the remains of an old battle on that border. The most they’d do is give the bones a decent burial.”

	“Very clever, Theo. But now you’ve told me.”

	“So what, Danny? You’d never find any of these places and I doubt you’d be foolish enough to look. And you can’t repeat what I’ve told you. It’s all hearsay. And it’s not very credible. Yes? No? No one would believe you, pal.”

	“Yeah, I suppose you’re right. So you came away with nothing?”

	“Not quite. We brought these back.” He pointed to a pair of crossed assegais mounted on the wall behind his head. “Fuck knows where Koos got them from. They were in with the torture instruments but there was no blood on them. He probably used them to terrify his victims. We think they may be very old. After I die Angie is going to give them to a museum.”

	“And the farm? Who owns it now?”

	“Well, it wasn’t worth a lot of money. Bad area and too small. So I sent my own detectives an anonymous letter saying I believed the owner of the farm had lied about his identity. The matter was investigated and a court decided the property should revert to the state. As happens in these cases the state put the property up for auction last year. It was bought by a Griqua family and they must be happy with it because there have been no complaints. And that’s it.”

	Theo looked exhausted. His head lolled and his shoulders sagged. I didn’t feel that good myself. My head spun. I’d learnt too much in too short a time. I’d need to digest it all. We talked for a little while longer and then I thanked Angie and began to take my leave.

	Theo roused himself. “Before you go, Danny, I want you to promise to do me a favour.”

	“Sure. If it is in my power.”

	“Well, I want you to kill the son of a bitch – but that’s not the favour because that’s what you’ve come out to do yourself, isn’t it? No, the favour is this – please burn his house down after you’ve killed him. If nothing else, burn his papers. He’s got an office in that house and I worry that he is busy scribbling his memoirs or some such nonsense. Will you do that?”

	“If the chance presents itself I will, Theo.”

	“Thanks. But you know … what you’re doing … it won’t be easy. Koos has no trouble killing people. He could kill you first.”

	“Of course. I’m prepared for that.”

	“How?”

	“I’ve lodged a letter with a Jo’burg lawyer that says why I am setting out to kill him. Things I can’t say in public while I’m alive because I have no evidence and because the laws of criminal libel have always prevented me. But that letter would be read out in a coroner’s court. A letter written by a British journalist who has been killed by a former cop. That’s a good news story. At least the world would hear what he is really like. It would finish him.”

	“OK, I can wear that. It’s not the same as if a senior detective like myself was telling the world. Koos will simply refute everything you say and life will carry on. But some people will choose to believe you and I suppose that’s the point, ja? It might make the Truth Commission sit up and take notice – and that’s obviously what you really want.”

	“That’s it, but I can’t go yet can I, Theo? You promised to tell me how to get to Koos’s farm.”

	Angie brought him paper and a pen and he drew me a map.

	“There,” he said, pointing to the plaas. I borrowed the pen and drew a circle around it before folding the paper and putting it my wallet.

	“When are you going back to the UK, Danny?”

	“Not sure yet,” I replied. “I’m thinking of staying on for a week or two.”

	I walked down the front path to the gate. From the road, high on the Bluff, I paused to take in the view of the bustling harbour. Beyond lay the beach, stretching northwards until it disappeared in a seaside haze. I’d once been in love with this place, such a sultry, racy city. Perhaps I still was.

	Angie wheeled Theo on to the veranda. He gave a little wave and shouted, “Good luck.”

	As I opened the door of the hire car I felt a shiver. I’d done everything I’d come to South Africa to do. Except kill Koos van Blatter.

	 


 

	Chapter 35

	 

	A BLEAK tableland is opening up ahead of me. All I can see behind me is a great cloud of dust thrown up by the tyres. To the south and west the storm clouds seem to be edging ever nearer. I am not too far away from my destination.

	A few miles past the dorp of Van Zeeder’s Kopje and its eponymous hill I see a signpost and take a turning to Van Zeeder’s Plaas. It is less than twenty-four hours since my meeting with Theo. I’ve exhausted my memories and must focus on the present.

	I’d love to say that I have a carefully worked out plan of action but I don’t. Uppermost in my mind is my aching knee. I desperately need to get out of the car so I can stretch. And then there’s the angina. I took a beta-blocker after breakfast. That was the prescribed dose. Now I flush another down with a gulp of diet Coke. I’ve seen poker players cheat by taking beta-blockers to slow their metabolism when there’s absolutely nothing wrong with them. I think my case is different. As a further protection I am carrying my nitrate spray in a trouser pocket. I hope I don’t have to use it.

	The road could be worse, given what Theo told me about having to drive over a dried-up riverbed to get to Koos’s farm in southern Natal. This one is narrow, just a farm track, but it has been graded and the sandy surface is reasonable.

	Fifteen minutes or so after the turn-off I negotiate a cattle grate. The farm’s gates are fifty yards on. They lead to a typical old South African homestead. Single storey, whitewashed walls, black zinc roof, wooden veranda, an array of outbuildings, including a big garage and servants’ quarters – nothing out of the ordinary.

	Except for one thing. As I drive in and coast to a stop beside the house I realise that I cannot see anything that is alive, apart from a few trees and the odd clump of grass. Whoever heard of a farm without chickens? Or livestock of some sort? Or dogs?

	Vast fields of stubble stretch in all directions, except where bush fires have taken their toll. These fields, which once grew ten-feet tall mealie plants, look as if they have not been tended for a long time.

	And there certainly aren’t any humans around.

	It’s like a bloody ghost farm.

	I put on a pair of M & S gloves that I’d brought especially from England and stuff a dampened tea towel, taken from Penny’s kitchen, into my jacket pocket. I take the Browning out of the cubbyhole with my left hand, release the safety catch, and pick the ball peen hammer up from the passenger seat with my other hand.

	Using my shoulder, I half-close the car door. Not being exactly stealthy, but definitely on the quiet side. The wind that is driving the storm is busy raising frantic swirls of dust off the land. Its activities are noisy, so I doubt anyone inside the house can have heard me.

	There are steps in the middle of the veranda, with a window behind. The front door is fifteen feet along to the right. It is being held open by a hook, with the entrance itself covered by a screen door.

	At last I detect signs of life – there are flies everywhere.

	I can see that the screen door opens inwards. Good. But it concerns me that it may lead into a hallway. I tell myself not to hang around worrying about it. Whatever I’m going to do must be done without hesitation.

	I take the steps two at a time, quickly cover the fifteen feet of unpolished floorboards, kick open the screen door and find that I am in a large living room. No hallway.

	On the far side of the room, slumped on a settee, is a small, childlike figure. As my eyes adjust to the gloom I can see it is a man wearing a loose fitting T-shirt, sagging jeans, dirty trainers and a baseball cap.

	I’m not going to waste time. I stride across the room, skirting a coffee table, and raise the hammer.

	The man looks asleep but as I reach him he rouses himself. I can see fear in his eyes. He draws his legs and arms up reflexively and grimaces, waiting for the blow. In that instant I see a glint of gold in his mouth. I bring the hammer crashing down on his left knee.

	Predictably, he screams.

	My aim is better than his was all those years ago. I wouldn’t be surprised if I’ve shattered his kneecap.

	“So now you won’t be running away from me, hey Koos?” I say, attempting to sound calm and matter of fact, despite the fact that I am puffing like a steam engine.

	“Jesus Christ, Danny, what the fuck did you have to do that for? Aaaaah!”

	“Even Stevens, Koos. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten.”

	I switch weapons, so the Browning is now in my right hand. I’m inclined to kill him immediately, but he is in so much pain I change my mind. Let him suffer a little.

	He is holding his leg with both hands and rocking – and swearing and moaning.

	“You know what Theo said to me after you smashed my knee, Koos? He told me to shut up, to stop acting like a baby. It’s only a sore leg.”

	Another string of expletives. He starts to sob like a small child.

	There’s a tall dresser against the wall and an easy chair in front of it. The walls are covered in family photographs and the odd landscape painting. I perch on the arm of the chair and take a good look at Koos. What does a mass killer look like? The answer is like a small boy who feels sorry for himself. Is there nothing in his appearance to suggest he is a monster, a fiend? That’s right – nothing.

	His cap must have fallen off when I hit him. I can see how scrawny his neck and face are and he’s gone completely bald and …”

	“My God! What’s that?”

	On his forehead and face are several hideous black blobs.

	“I’ve heard of that,” I shout. “I’ve seen photographs. Kaposi’s sarcoma! AIDS! You’ve fucking well got AIDS, Koos!”

	I start to laugh. I can’t help myself. What I’m witnessing is, to my mind, a supreme example of poetic justice.

	His response is to turn his face away and curl himself up in a ball. 

	“You’ve got a terrible death ahead of you, pal,” I say, idly waving the Browning at him. “Sickness, pain, maybe blindness, madness, the fucking lot. Mind you, it’s exactly what you deserve, right?”

	Then I realise. There’s an absurd contradiction here. I’ve come to kill him. But he can’t bloody well die twice!

	I only have to think for a moment. Then I say, “I want you to suffer, Koos. I think you need to suffer, live out your shitty little life. So why should I kill you and deprive you of months of pain and horror? Hey? Tell me that?”

	He curls up even tighter but says nothing.

	I’m just warming up. “You know, I read the other day in a Jo’burg paper that ninety-nine per cent of all the AIDS deaths in this country have so far been in the homosexual community. What does the great Durban detective think of that, hey? Imagine if your old buddies had figured you out? There you were, a married man with kids, living one massive lie after another. You are a very queer bloke, Koos, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

	“Kill me, Danny. Just pull the fucking trigger.”

	“I met this psychiatrist once. I told him how you like to shoot black boys up the bum. He said you have a narcissistic personality. Well, he didn’t exactly say that, granted. But you know what, it fits perfectly. If anybody challenges you, you fly into a rage. I’ve seen it myself. But there’s more to it, isn’t there? You get a kick out of killing. You kill for kicks, right? It gives you a buzz. Makes you feel powerful.”

	Koos stirs himself. “Don’t be stupid, Danny. They were just vermin. Pieces of shit. I only kill vermin. Fucking shit-loving arsebandits every one of them. I was doing society a fucking big favour.”

	“Oh no, Koos. They were just people. Plain, ordinary boys. And you are incapable of doing anyone a favour, let alone society at large. You feel nothing for other people. You refuse to believe they can have any feelings of their own. That’s what the shrink said. But what I really don’t understand, Koos, is why you had to kill Ruth Fall. What had she done to you, hey? She was totally innocent. Why?”

	Koos stares at me open-mouthed. Then he giggles, that horrible sound I sometimes hear in my nightmares. I’d hoped never to hear it again.

	“Not me, pal,” he says. “I’ve never killed a woman in my life.”

	“Of course you killed her …”

	More giggling, but softer this time.

	Would he lie? And why is it so funny? I’m confused.

	“Theo says he is sure you killed her.”

	“He’s a fucking liar. Devious prick.”

	“If you didn’t, then who did?”

	He doesn’t answer.

	“Theo found your other farm, you know. The one in Natal, where the bodies are – or were, I should say. He and Louis tidied the place up. Jesus, what a fucking maniac you are.”

	I’m getting fed up with the whole scene. In all my dealings with Koos there is always the itchy feeling that he knows more than I do, is keeping something back, and is laughing at me. Even when he is lying on the floor facing death. I just want to make up my mind what to do with him and go.

	“I’m not going to kill you, Koos. I’ve decided. I hope you linger for months to come. It’s going to be fucking horrible for you. So here’s my judgment … I, Danny Waterman, sentence you, Koos van Blatter, proven serial killer and depraved human being, to life!”

	“Kill me, Danny. Please kill me.”

	“Do you remember how you used to say at the poker table, never do what the other guy wants you to do? If he wants you to bet, check. If he wants you to check, bet, and so on. Well, I’ve decided not to do what you want me to do. Who am I to deprive you of an agonising death, Koos?”

	“That was just bullshit, Danny. Please! I was just kidding you …”

	“So goodbye, pal.”

	As I go through the screen door I can hear him raging and swearing.

	But I feel troubled. He had little reason to deny killing Ruth, yet that’s what he’s done. Thoughts I’ve harboured for over thirty years are being blown to pieces.

	Once outside I turn the collar of my jacket up against the cold. Suddenly I feel famished. With my head swimming from the encounter I stand by Beth’s car nibbling a sandwich I’ve brought with me and drinking Coke.

	It strikes me that I haven’t looked around the house or the outhouses. Am I frightened of the horrors I might find? How many corpses are lying around unburied on this property? Surely, I should look. Otherwise, what was the point of bringing the damp cloth?

	But I don’t get the chance to make up my mind. In the distance a plume of red dust rises off the road. It’s coming from a vehicle moving at speed towards the farm. As it nears I can see it’s a Range Rover. Is it the police? So what? I’ve done nothing wrong. I pocket the gun and the hammer and stand waiting.

	The Range Rover speeds through the gate and veers to a halt in front of me, throwing up dust.

	A man with a large belly jumps out. He is bald but has a flowing ginger beard that makes him look like a fugitive from the Boer War. I’ve no idea who he is but suddenly, alarmingly, he reaches into his vehicle and reappears holding a shotgun.

	“What have you done with Koos, you cunt?” he says, advancing on me. The shotgun is pointing at my chest.

	“Nothing. He’s alive and unharmed in there.” I gesticulate towards the front door.

	“Don’t lie to me. Get up the steps!”

	He pushes my shoulder with his free hand.

	“Just put the gun away,” I say. “I’ve hurt no one and I don’t even know who you are.”

	“You really don’t recognise me? Are you stupid, or what?” he laughs, lifting his free hand and scratching his neck.

	That’s all it takes. An idle scratch. I stand staring at him in disbelief. The realisation is like a kick in the teeth.

	Absurd though it seems, I am looking straight into the slightly demented eyes of Marty Blaine. And I’m sure he wants to kill me.

	 


 

	Chapter 36

	 

	MARTY Blaine, world class creep. Did he kill Ruth? Is that what made Koos laugh? That even a tosspot like Marty can run over someone and then drive off? It’s the act of a coward and yes, it’s a possibility. But I’ve no idea what motive he could have had. He blamed me for getting him sacked, but is that a motive for murder?

	The point I have to face now is, does Marty have the guts to kill me? If he thinks I might know or even suspect that he murdered Ruth the answer has to be yes.

	He already thinks I’ve killed Koos. So what has he got in mind for me? To get me inside the farmhouse, I reckon, then shoot me and place the murder weapon in Koos’s hands. That, presuming Marty did kill Ruth, would make two perfect murders committed by a single creep.

	I can’t let that happen. At all costs I must resist going through that screen door. The problem is, he has a shotgun trained on my midriff. In a Hollywood movie I’d dive to the ground, roll over, pull the Browning from my pocket and shoot him. Apart from the fact that I can’t dive or roll, it so happens that after I’d eaten my sandwich I put my gloves back on. What a handicap if I were to try to wrestle the gun out of my pocket!

	Marty is on the veranda, still waving the shotgun at me.

	“Come on, twat face – get up here!”

	“Marty Blaine. It was you, wasn’t it? You killed Ruth Fall.”

	“So fucking what? She was a slut, man. And you were and you still are a fucking twat, Waterman.”

	He is working himself into a fury as he approaches the screen door. His speech is slightly slurred. From drink, no doubt. “I’m gonna count to three and you’d better start marching towards this door or I’m gonna shoot you where you stand.”

	Count to three! I used to use that stunt to get my toddler children to obey. I decide I’m simply not going to take orders from this degenerate oaf. Let him shoot me where I stand. I may even start walking back to the BMW. I don’t really care any longer – as long as Koos is left to suffer I’m satisfied.

	While all this is going through my mind Marty gets to the screen door. I don’t think he’s even noticed that I haven’t moved an inch. He pushes the door open with his foot. It’s obvious – he’s desperate to see what’s become of Koos.

	He edges inside.

	A blast shatters the rural quiet.

	Shit! I think he’s fucking shot me. As I look down, there’s a second blast. The ear-splitting noise tells me that this one is definitely from Marty’s gun. Out of the corner of my eye I see the gun go looping through the air to land with a clatter on the veranda.

	There are holes in the veranda roof that weren’t there before. Both barrels must have gone off together.

	And then a third blast rings out.

	There’s no blood on me and I can feel no pain. I’m fine!

	Marty is sitting in the doorway. His corpulent mass is wedged unnaturally in the doorframe.

	His face has vanished behind a mask of blood.

	I count back and stop at three. Three separate shots!

	I race to the door, step over Marty, stride through the living room, once again skirting the coffee table, and kick the shotgun out of Koos’s hands.

	It goes flying and smacks into the wall behind the settee.

	A cartridge that has also been knocked out of Koos’s grasp hits the back of the settee and eventually settles on a cushion, close to a small open box.

	I grab the cartridge and put it in the box, where it rejoins six or seven others.

	Breathing hard, I slump into the easy chair in front of the dresser.

	“Nice work, Koos,” I say. “You just killed your best buddy. Maybe your only buddy. The one person who might have helped you get through what you’ve got coming to you, pal.”

	Koos’s expression changes from shock at seeing me to abject despair. “Oh shit, kill me, Danny.” He sounds like he’s choking. “Come on, I beg you.”

	“Fat chance.”

	My brain is still processing the chaos of the past few minutes. It takes me a while to work it out.

	The action was definitely kicked off by Koos. He must have thought it was me at the screen door and perhaps feared I’d come in and hit him again with the hammer. So he’s shot at the figure standing in the doorway, which just happened to be Marty.

	As Marty fell he must have involuntarily squeezed the trigger of his gun, loosing off both barrels. The weapon twisted in his grasp and instead of shooting me it blew a hole in the veranda roof.

	That must have shocked Koos into firing again.

	At that point, having counted the blasts, I realised Koos had emptied his gun and would be sitting inside attempting to reload, hence my haste to get to him first.

	Very amusing.

	I can see an open cupboard to the left of the settee. The shotgun and box of cartridges must have been in there. Koos has crawled to this cupboard and back to the settee, dragging his smashed-up leg.

	I walk to the screen door and inspect the pathetic lump that was Marty.

	“He looks pretty dead to me,” I announce. “Is he the one who killed Ruth?”

	No reply.

	“You know, I really don’t want you to kill yourself, Koos. Where’s a nice safe place to put the cartridges?”

	I look round and my eyes settle on the dresser, which is at least eight feet high. I stand on the arm of the easy chair and lob the box on to the top. There is no way a lame Koos can get to it, unless he pulls the whole piece of furniture down. Given his sickly condition I doubt he is strong enough to do that.

	Koos has sunk back into a sulk, hiding his face from me and refusing to speak.

	“So Koos … you could try drowning yourself in the bath, I suppose. As long as you’re not one of those people with an overriding fear of water which, given your current smelliness, might well be the case, hey? On second thoughts, Koos baby, I don’t think you should be allowed to drown yourself. So I’m going to take all the plugs with me when I go. Agh, you say, what about all the knives in the house? I can’t take all of those, can I? B-u-ut, the answer to that one is, if you want to slash your wrists Koos, that’s OK with me. Go right ahead. It can take a nice long time to bleed to death. Plenty of time to reflect on what a murderous shithouse you’ve been. No sir, whichever way you look at it, Koos, it’s not going to be a happy time for you. Anyway, I’m going now. Try not to starve or cough yourself to death too quickly.”

	I’ve decided it’s time to look around the property. I’ve felt all along that I am duty bound to do so if I get the chance. And there’s that bloody damp tea towel that demands to be used. Sure, it’s a frightening prospect but hey, haven’t I just escaped being shot? So stop worrying.

	At the back of the room, opposite the screen door, a passage leads to the rest of the house. I enter it and find a dining room on the left, and then the bathroom. The gloves give me good purchase as I rip the plugs out of the bath and the hand basin and pocket them.

	I turn to come out of the bathroom and see an office on the other side of the passage. The office Theo told me about. What did he want me to do – burn all the papers? Why? The reason Theo gave, about Koos writing his memoirs, was patent nonsense, which is partly why I still can’t trust him. There has to be a better reason.

	On the desk, alongside a word processor, I find a stack of correspondence. Most of it has been sent to Mr Koos van Blatter by Messrs Van Zeeu, Stourmont and Sons, solicitors, of Krugersdorp.

	Lying on top of the word processor is a large, unsealed envelope addressed to Van Zeeu, Stourmont and Sons. I glance at the document inside, take in the date of its covering letter, which is January 6th, 1996, and start to laugh.

	I’ve got him, I think. I’ve got that bugger. Then I stuff the envelope into my breast pocket.

	One of the walls has a built-in cupboard with a strong-looking door that has two locks, one Yale the other mortis. There are keys in both. I use them to open the door and find myself looking into a small gunroom. The Van Blatter armoury consists of three shotguns, a .303 rifle – a relic from one of the World Wars, I guess – and a couple of hand guns. There are boxes and boxes of ammunition, enough for Koos to fight a small war. Should I fetch the box from the top of the dresser and chuck it in here? I decide it’s OK where it is and shut the door, lock it and put both keys in my pocket. I doubt Koos will be able to get past the mortis.

	The kitchen is at the end of the passage, past a few bedrooms. It is in a shocking state with piles of unwashed plates and dishes. There are flies everywhere.

	I rip out the sink plug and take the opportunity to re-dampen my towel. There’s a bar of carbolic soap lying in a dish. I wipe some soap on to the towel. Now I am ready to go outside.

	The back door leads to a flight of steps. I hadn’t realised that the house was on an elevation, but now I can see the ground drops away sharply at the back. The steps are in two flights of ten each, with a small landing halfway up. A handrail guards only a few steps at the top.

	I descend gingerly. There is a pile of rubbish at the bottom. Some of it is in overflowing bins, some just lying on the ground. A fence marks out a small back garden with a few desultory flowers in untended beds alongside a half-dead stretch of lawn. The only gate is standing open.

	Every surface of the fence, the gate and the lower walls is covered in flies. There are thousands of them.

	The mealie-field stubble begins ten yards behind the gate. I hurl the keys and the plugs as far as I can into this eerie wilderness.

	The smell from the bins hits me. It is appalling. I wrap the towel around my face like a mask, tying it at the back of my neck. The antiseptic aroma of carbolic hides the worst of the effluvium.

	There are several doors at ground level, presumably leading to cellars.

	But one is markedly different. It is made of steel and set in a steel frame, the sort of door you’d expect to see on a bank strong room.

	I hesitate. I stare at the door. What the hell lies behind it? Do I really have to go through it?

	I grab the foot-long steel handle, turn it downwards and pull.

	As the door swings open the escaping stench reduces the beneficial effects of the carbolic to zero. This is not the mere stink of kitchen garbage. Naïve though I am I know what this smell is. It’s not long since Theo told me about it. It cannot be anything else but the smell of death and putrefaction.

	I stand at the door looking in. The room before me is about thirty feet square. At the far end is a human form, held up by the arms. The head droops, the legs are splayed. As my eyes adjust to the light I can see that what I am looking at is a corpse. Only chains are preventing it from slumping to the floor.

	It is long dead. The flesh of its feet and hands has disappeared, probably eaten away by rats, leaving only whitened bones. But there is still hair on the head. The sort of short black curls you’d expect to find on an African man.

	It is impossible to say at a glance how he died. But it would almost certainly have been a cruel death. On the wall behind him are a couple of sjamboks – rhino tail whips – and what looks like a homemade cat-o’nine-tails, with bits of metal attached to its thong.

	Leaning against the wall are an array of metal appliances I do not recognise. But I would bet they are instruments of torture.

	A weird thought occurs to me. Is this where Koos caught AIDS? From this very youth, perhaps? How just if this rotting corpse exacted such a terrible and fitting revenge.

	I had prepared myself to find many bodies. Are there more? I walk into the room.

	One stride, two strides …

	No! No! I feel myself falling.

	I’m falling into oblivion.

	Instinctively I throw out my arms. My right hand grabs something. A handle, a rod, a lever of sorts.

	I grab it and cling on for life.

	I look down and see my feet dangling in thin air.

	My lungs are empty. I have to suck air back into them.

	I can also see that I am indeed clutching a lever – and that it probably operates the trapdoor that I have just stepped on

	Terror gives me strength.

	I slowly pull myself up until my left knee – the one that aches – is firmly over the edge of the floorboards. Another heave and I am out, gasping and sweating as I roll away.

	Safe, although my hands and knees are shaking and a dull ache has gripped the back of my left arm. I’m still lying on my stomach, which allows me to lean over the trapdoor and look down.

	There are indistinct shapes down there, in a heap, in a pit. Light is filtering in, probably from a skylight that I can’t see, and the shapes are beginning to take form.

	A black snake, four or five feet long, perhaps frightened by the trapdoor opening, dislodges itself from under the heap and disappears towards the side of the pit.

	The heap is made of bodies. I can see the old clothes and the bones and the skulls. Four skulls, or is it five? One is partly obscured by the bodies above it.

	There is something extremely puzzling about the way they are lying.

	Had I fallen in, having stepped into the room from outside, I would have landed with my head where the feet of these bodies lie.

	So it’s clear – they have all fallen through the trapdoor while trying to get out of the room.

	Oh shit! It’s down to Koos again. One of his little games. I just know it.

	In my opinion these are the bodies of boys he has tortured, in the same position as the first corpse I found. When they have been close to death, or when he has tired of the play, he has released them and told them to run. They have headed for the door, only to fall into the trap. He has more than likely shot them as they fell. Probably up the backside.

	It was a game directly based on his so-called “justifiable” killings carried out as a detective in Durban. His intention has been to replicate the same thrill that he felt then.

	I am trying to piece the horrific game together when I hear a squeak.

	I look up. The wind is closing the steel door. I see for the first time that there is no handle on the inside.

	Panicking anew, I scramble to my feet. But as I try to reach the door I stumble and fall. I’m lying full length – but I am still inches short.

	The door is almost shut.

	I see the hammer on the floor. It must have fallen out of my pocket. I grab it by the head and swing it towards the sliver of light.

	It hits the edge of the door and jams it open.

	Another second would have been too late.

	I stagger upright, push the door open and rush out of this hideous place.

	I fall to me knees. I can feel my heart trying to pound its way out of my ribcage.

	Just in time I pull the tea towel away from my mouth – and throw up on the grass. Heaving and gasping, I retch again. And again.

	Now a giant crab is clutching my chest. Its pincer reaches down my left arm, causing a fierce pain that settles and becomes concentrated in the palm of my hand. I simply can’t struggle against it. I can’t breathe. I’m surely going to die.

	I reach into my pocket and pull out the nitrate spray. Two quick shots under the tongue. Try to breathe, Danny! Slowly. That’s it. 

	“Heh, heh, heh, heh, heh …”

	My gaze shoots upwards to the top of the steps.

	Koos is sitting in the kitchen doorway laughing at me. That high-pitched cackle again.

	The shotgun is lying across his legs.

	 


 

	Chapter 37

	 

	THE ANGINA pains drain way slowly. Shit a brick, I must have come so close to having a heart attack. The nausea gradually subsides. I use the tea towel to wipe my mouth, then throw it into the uncollected rubbish. But I remain on all fours in case I begin to heave again. In any case, the strength has gone from my legs and I need to recover.

	Koos is still giggling away.

	“That’s the funniest thing I’ve seen in a long time, Danny,” he says. “That puffer thing … is that like Popeye’s spinach? Feeling up to the mark again? I can’t say you look it.” More giggling. “My little rumpus room has that effect on people.”

	He adopts a mock serious expression. “You know, if the door closed, that would have been the end of you. You’d never have known how to get yourself out. That door cost me thousands of rand and let me tell you, the mechanism inside is beautifully hidden away. And did you notice my trapdoor? Very proud of that, you know. Built it myself. The lever’s an old handbrake. But it’s set on open, so how come you didn’t fall in, hey? How the hell did you get round it, Danny?”

	Little does he know!

	More sniggering. Then, “So do you think I’d have rescued you? Fuck no, Danny. No-o-o way! I’d have left you to rot. Your own bloody fault for snooping on me. That’s what you are – a fucking snoop. I’ve got a good mind to shoot you right now, snoop.”

	I can feel my strength returning. And I’m getting fed up with the one-sided conversation.

	“You don’t have any ammo,” I say.

	“That’s where you’re wrong, pally. You know when you kicked the gun out of my hands? You didn’t check it, did you, cunthooks. Look …”

	He cracks the weapon open.

	“I’d already loaded the first cartridge, pal. Heh, heh. It was there all the time.”

	“Can I ask you something, Koos – what makes you so fucking cruel? How come you tortured those boys in there? What did they ever do to you?”

	“It was a fucking game, Danny. I asked them if they wanted to play a game and they all said yes. Every one of them.”

	“Don’t be stupid, Koos. You know how stupid that is.”

	“I told you they were vermin. Expendable. They’re not the same as us, Danny. They’re a lower life form.”

	“That’s also shit. They are the humans and you are the bloody animal, Koos.”

	I know full well that he cannot bear to be challenged – and I’m doing exactly that.

	His face has gone red with anger. “You fucking snivelling Kaffir lover,” he yells. “You Kaffir-boetie! You piece of Commie shit! If I was fit I’d come down now and chuck you in there with them. I’d play a game or two with you, pal … shove a fucking hot poker up your fucking arse …”

	“Ain’t going to happen, Koos. You can’t even get down the steps. You’re finished, man. Washed up. Smashed up leg … dying of AIDS ...”

	“Don’t speak to me like that,” he rages, shifting his weight. He winces and gasps as he moves his shattered knee.

	He’s not a pretty sight when he’s in a rage. I well remember the bulging eyes and screwed up face from a previous occasion. He picks up the shotgun and aims it at me.

	“Go ahead,” I say. “Use that cartridge and there won’t be one left for you.”

	He sits frozen, the gun still aimed at me.

	“I doubt you’d hit me anyway,” I say gently. “Look at you – you’re shaking.”

	It’s true. The gun begins to oscillate. He hasn’t the strength to keep it straight. I can see his fury abating. At last he lowers the weapon. The usual bright and breezy Koos begins to reappear.

	“Don’t you worry about me, pal,” he says. “I hunted on this plaas when I was a kid. I didn’t miss very often.”

	“What else happened to you in those days, Koos? How did your father treat you? Did he molest you? Did he fuck you?”

	“Don’t start that fucking psycho nonsense on me or I will shoot you.”

	But we both know he’s bluffing. While I’m this far away he poses no threat to me.

	The sky is overcast and darkening all the time. The wind has given way to a moody stillness.

	“He fucked you, Koos. So why won’t you admit it? Don’t you understand, it sort of gives you an excuse for turning out this way? Your old man bred a monster in you, Koos. Simple as that.”

	He lets out a torrent of abuse. His head is shaking and he’s pointing his finger at me and talking rapidly, not shouting though. It’s mostly in Afrikaans, so it’s difficult for me to follow. But I catch the words “snake in the grass” and “Judas” and I think some of it, at least, is aimed at my parentage.

	I have to prevent myself from laughing. I want him to keep talking in the hope that he’ll eventually reveal something about his past. But no such luck. As he quietens down he starts to sulk.

	The whole conversation has been nothing but irritating. It’s obvious at last that he’s never going to reveal anything useful about himself.

	My legs are feeling stronger and I stand up.

	“Right, I’m a bigger target now, Koos. So go ahead and shoot.”

	I can hear him making an effort to breathe normally. After a minute or so he says, “You’re trying to play that game with me again, Danny. The bet, check, chuck game. What a stupid cunt you are.”

	“It’s not a game. I badly want you to live out your days, Koos. I know you will get sicker and sicker – first with this, lets say flu, and then with that, TB perhaps, and in the end … well, you will probably die of pneumonia after weeks of coughing and choking and pain and vomiting and suffering. I’m more than happy to die for that.”

	“You’re lying.”

	“No, I’m not. And I can prove it.”

	“How?”

	Something inside me has snapped. I could easily walk away and leave Koos to his fate. But I’m certain he would soon kill himself despite all my efforts to prevent that happening. I still want him to suffer endlessly – and I wouldn’t mind kicking his other knee in, into the bargain. There’s so much damned hate and anger in me! And there’s that feeling in the back of my mind, always there when I’ve dealt with this terrible man, that he has a card up his sleeve. That he is somehow going to turn the tables and humiliate me again.

	In any event, I’ve made a threat and I won’t forgive myself if I back down now. So I take a couple of deep breaths and say, “In a second or two I’m going to start climbing the steps. Do you hear me, Koos? When I get to the top I’m going to take that gun off you. Like I told you before, I’m going to leave you to enjoy a slow and painful death, matey.”

	He laughs. But this time there’s a nervous edge to it.

	I start to climb, taking my time.

	“You know those boys down there?” I call out as I negotiate another step. “There’s no way you can be made to pay for what you’ve done to them. Your sins are overwhelming. How can one man pay for torturing and killing so many people? But the AIDS levels things out a little, don’t you agree, Koosie? Doesn’t really let you off the hook penance-wise, but every little bit ...”

	I reach the landing and look up. Koos looks frightened, which has to be a first. He’s having increasing difficulty in breathing. He begins to cough. His face is etched in pain and there are tears in his eyes.

	I take two more steps.

	“… helps.”

	The great Durban detective levers the gun so that it is standing upright on the step immediately below him. He waits until the weapon is steady, then he reaches down to the trigger, puts the barrel in his mouth and, before I can reach him, blows his brains out.

	He is thrown backwards and when I get to the top he is lying half in and half out of the kitchen door. Blood and bits of matter cling to the top of the doorframe. I dare say the kitchen ceiling is also spattered with the stuff, but I have no intention of going inside to look.

	“What a bloody shame,” I say aloud, as if he is still alive. “At least I gave you a bit of a hard time, hey Koos? I’ll bet no one else has ever put you on the spot like that. Just a pity you didn’t have the guts to answer any of my fucking questions.”

	Rain is starting to fall. Great windborne drops that smack into the dry earth. A fresh, welcome smell rises from the soil, although it can’t displace the miasma that fills the atmosphere and my nostrils. A voice is telling me to get out of this dreadful place.

	I go down the steps and out of the gate. I walk round the house to where the BMW is parked. There is a large rain tank against the wall alongside the veranda. It has a tap close to the ground. I take off my gloves, lean down and cup my hands to wash my mouth out. The water tastes of rust so I spit it out quickly, but let it splash over my shoes. I shudder to think what filth there might be on them.

	I’ve left the hammer behind but no matter. I don’t want to go near Koos’s dungeon ever again.

	Then I remember … the envelope! My hand goes to my breast pocket. It’s still jammed in there.

	I give a huge sigh of relief.

	It’s beginning to pour as I get to the car. Get going, get going, says the voice in my head. 

	This time there are no plumes of dust or vehicles to hinder me. Without a backward glance I drive away from the farm as fast as I can.

	 

	***

	 

	In silhouette, the mine dumps look even more like a ghostly armada as dusk and the storm descend on them. I have raced back to Jo’burg but am now caught up in the late afternoon traffic. The rain isn’t helping and my angina is coming back.

	I’d tried to plan this part of the day but it isn’t working out. I’d hoped to be back at Beth’s before 4pm so she could drive me to Penny’s. But it is 5.15pm before I leave the Western Bypass at Ferndale. So I change course and head directly for Penny’s house in Blairgowrie. I’m pretty sure Beth, who lives a few miles away, will be able to collect her car without much trouble.

	I’d hoped to get the BMW washed before handing it back. Beth will just have to accept the mud on the wheels and the dead insects on the windscreen, which are a sure sign that I have been travelling at speed.

	Why am I in such a hurry? Simply this – I’m booked on a flight from Johannesburg International to Heathrow tonight. I’d hinted to Theo that I would be staying in SA for another week or so. It was a lie because I didn’t altogether trust him. What if I had killed Koos? In those circumstances I would have wanted to hotfoot it out of the country without Theo or anyone else stopping me.

	My flight leaves at 9pm, which means I have to be at the airport by 7.30pm, which means I have to leave the house at 6.50pm at the latest. Which means I’m bloody well up against it.

	I park the car at 5.53pm and charge upstairs.

	“Where have you been, Danny?” shouts Penny from the kitchen. She sounds angry.

	And how angry would she be if she could see what I do next? I run into her bedroom and place the Browning back under her pillow.

	I run into the guest room tearing my clothes off on the way. I have to shower. I have to get that smell off me at all costs. I chuck my dirty clothes into a plastic bag and shove them into the bottom of my suitcase.

	“I’ve made you some sandwiches,” Penny calls out. “I saw you arrive. You’re not going to explain the state of your clothes, are you? Or Beth’s car, or your lateness?”

	“Sorry, sis. I can’t. But you deserve a medal for looking after me.”

	“Will you come back and have a proper holiday one of these days, Danny?”

	“Yes, I promise.”

	I have one last duty to perform. By arrangement, I phone Eric.

	“I’m still here,” I say.

	“And the other party?” he asks.

	“’Fraid not. Called to a higher place. And I didn’t even have to do anything. He did it all himself.”

	“Intriguing. Write to me.”

	“It’s a deal – and Eric, thanks for everything, hey?”

	I pack the envelope into my flight bag rather than my suitcase. I don’t want to let it out of my grasp.

	“I’ve got you, Theo,” I say to myself. “I’ve bloody well got you. Right where I fucking want you.”

	 


 

	Chapter 38

	 

	I KEEP the taxi driver waiting outside Esher post office while I go in to buy stamps. He’s charging me £50 for the journey from Heathrow – so let the bugger wait. When I get back into the cab I take the envelope out of my flight bag and stick on the stamps plus an airmail sticker.

	Less than ten minutes after I arrive back in my house I pick up the telephone and dial Durban. I don’t want to wait another second to make this call. 

	“Hello,” says Theo.

	“It’s me. We have a lot to discuss, Theo.”

	He puts the phone down. Cheeky bastard.

	I phone again.

	It rings and rings. He will have to answer in the end. He knows that I will hound him otherwise.

	Eventually, he picks up the receiver again. Before he can open his mouth I say, “Van Zeeu, Stourmont and Sons. Heard of them, Theo? They’re a firm of Krugersdorp solicitors.”

	“I’m old and I’m dying, Danny. What the fuck do you want from me?”

	“I’m back in England where you can’t get to me, right? I flew in this morning and I’ve got this large envelope in my hand and I just bought stamps for it and I’ve already stuck them on. There’s an old letter box at the end of my road, Theo. It will take me approximately two minutes to walk there and post this document to Van Zeeu, Stourmont. And you know who they are, don’t you? That’s right pal, they’re Koos’s solicitors.”

	“OK, OK, you win. So what do you want?”

	“You know what I want, Theo – the fucking total, unabridged, unbridled, unvarnished truth.”

	Silence.

	“Theo, you told me that you and Angie love your nieces as if they are your own daughters. This document in my hand can cause them nothing but grief. I have no desire to hurt them. If you tell me the truth I promise to destroy it immediately. So what’s it to be?”

	“Just like that? It’s not so bloody easy, man. This all goes back a long way.”

	“I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll ring off and give you twenty minutes to think about how and what you’re going to say. But remember this – if I think you are lying or withholding something at any stage, that’s it. Straight to the post box. And by the way, I have gathered a little information myself, so don’t think you can fool me. Twenty minutes …”

	I put the phone down.

	While I wait I take the document out of the envelope. I tried reading it on the plane but found it difficult. It’s written in High Dutch or hi-fallutin’ legalistic Afrikaans. Either way I can’t understand the detail but I get the gist of it. And certain things are obvious.

	It is the last will and testament of one Jacobus Wilhelm van Blatter, better known as Koos van Blatter.

	The first section revokes all previous wills, but takes at least five paragraphs to say so.

	Then there is the first shock. Martinus Jordaan Blaine is named as joint executor, along with one of the solicitors. And the next bit is the most shocking of all. The bulk of Koos’s estate, including investments and three farms, is left to the children of said Martinus Jordaan Blaine. Marty is left a store in Potchefstroom that he has been managing for some years. The will stipulates that he will also be allowed to go on living on one of the farms until his death.

	There are codicils, or legacies, or whatever, which appear to leave bits and pieces to Koos’s daughters and nephews. These include family papers and portraits, Boer War regalia, furniture and such like. I can make out nothing at all for his ex-wife, Rita. It all adds up to a final fucking kick in the belly for her and her children.

	The document is duly signed, witnessed and dated.

	I’ve no doubt it is legally sound. I doubt, though, whether the courts would go along with all of it. These days families get a better deal from inheritance case judges. Well, certainly in the UK. But getting to that point in a South African court could take years of legal squabbling, with the fees reaching astronomic proportions and greatly depleting the value of the estate.

	There is another, more human factor involved – here is your own father cutting you out of his will. Koos’s daughters would surely find that distressing.

	Theo knows all this, I’m sure. I almost feel sorry for him. There he was, dying of cancer, when he came up against Koos in that monster’s cruellest cat and mouse mood. Perhaps Koos was angry because Theo had raided his farm. Who knows? What seems obvious is that Theo has been teased unmercifully in the last six months since the will was signed, with Koos repeatedly threatening to send it off to his solicitors.

	And now I’ve done Theo an enormous favour by seizing it. He probably knows Koos is dead and all he has to do is honour me with the truth and his family problems will vanish.

	Why didn’t he tell me the truth in the first place? He had the opportunity when we met at his house in Durban, but instead he lied to me. I’m pretty sure it was because he was desperate for me to kill Koos and destroy the will. He must have believed that telling me about Marty’s role in Ruth’s death would weaken my resolve.

	I phone again.

	Theo answers and says, “You’re not taping this, are you Danny?”

	“On my honour, I’d never do anything like that. I told you this in Durban.”

	“OK, OK, man. Forget I said it. I take it that what you want to know is everything about how Ruth Fall died, ja?”

	“Correct. Fire away.”

	“I’m going to start with the first trip me and Louis made to Koos’s death farm. And this is the truth. Along with the Ford pick-up we also found a rusty old maroon Morris Oxford. There was a big dent in the front fender – on the passenger side. I’m not an accident expert but it looked like this dent had been caused by the car hitting a leading edge on another car. You know, like the edge of a car door. We could still see flecks of grey paint embedded in the cracks. Miss Fall’s Hillman Minx was grey, ja?”

	Theo pauses. I can hear him catch his breath, perhaps stifling a cough.

	Then he continues, “Louis pulled the Oxford’s front door open and got in. He started searching the car and opened the cubbyhole. What he found was just unbelievable. Under the driver’s handbook was some garage correspondence, including a service sheet. At the top, where the garage puts the owner’s name, it said Mr Martinus Blaine.

	“Danny, that cunt Blaine and Van Blatter were so fucking arrogant, so sure they’d never be caught, that they didn’t even bothered to clear out any evidence. They simply dumped the car and left it to rust away. The date on the service sheet was significant. Twentieth of January, 1962 – just a short time before Miss Fall was killed. My immediate thought was that Blaine bought this car with the specific purpose of killing Miss Fall before driving to southern Natal to dump it at Koos’s farm. It was a second hand car so it would have been serviced by the garage as part of the deal. Even if Marty didn’t ask for it.

	“You can imagine how I felt when I saw this shit. God’s honour, Danny, until then I had no idea Marty was involved. I was even angrier with him than I was when Koos attacked my sister. I went looking for him as soon as we got back to Durban. I knew where he was. When Koos quit the police and bought the hardware store he hired his pal Marty as an assistant. Then, when Koos left Durban, Marty became manager. I walked into the store around closing time. Marty was locking up. I marched him into an office and grabbed him by the throat. I told him I’d found the car and the piece of evidence. I explained he was not in danger of prosecution – but if he didn’t tell me exactly what happened, how Ruth Fall died, then I was going to break his fingers one by one. Then his arms and then his legs. I grabbed his hand and he screamed and said he’d tell me everything ... er …”

	Theo coughed. “Hang on, Danny. Shit. My throat. I’ve got to stop for a drink, man. Hang on …”

	Come on Theo, hurry up, please!

	“Ja, that’s better. Where was I … oh yes, what Marty told me. You’re not going to like some of this, Danny.”

	“That’s my business. Just keep going.”

	“OK, OK. After Marty was sacked he was very bitter about you. So Koos says to him, why not make a play for Danny’s girl? Apparently, Koos knew all about you and Ruth Fall. And Marty says he remembers Ruth from when she was a schoolgirl. They’re the same age and they met in their teens. You’re out of the picture in London, so he tries to date her. He even goes to the hospital to talk to her. Naturally she doesn’t give him the time of day. And that makes him very angry. Marty told me that Koos fed his anger and suggested they kill her. Koos still couldn’t forget how you had rubbed him up the wrong way. He wanted blood. Marty was shocked at the suggestion but Koos was always bullying him into doing things. He was terrified of Koos. Anyway, Koos began to watch Miss Fall’s movements. After a week or two he came up with a plan.

	“They bought the old motor and sat in it outside the hospital for four nights running, waiting for her shifts to end. But she doesn’t turn up until the fourth night. Then they spot her crossing the road. As she tries to get into her car Koos orders Marty to drive at her. If he refuses, Koos says he will ‘take care’ of him. So Marty does what he’s told – and that’s how it happened. To be honest, Danny, it sounds like Marty was a pretty willing accomplice.”

	“Dear God. What an evil pair.”

	“Ja. But I wasn’t finished with Marty yet. I went back to Durban Central and looked up the case. There was nothing there. All the witness statements were missing, although I distinctly remember there was one witness who said he saw the collision that night. So I go back to Marty and ask him to clear up this side of it. He laughs at me. So I say, what the fuck are you laughing at? And this, Danny, is what he tells me – the witness who saw the collision gave police a description of the hit-and-run car that fitted a Morris Oxford. The witness said it could have been maroon but it was dark and he couldn’t be sure. He was reasonably sure, however, that there were two people in it.

	“Danny, Marty laughed his head off as he told me that the detective in charge of the case amended this statement leaving out the detailed description of the car and the fact that there were two people inside. This made it impossible for the investigation to get off the ground. So I say to Marty, who was this detective? And he doubles up laughing again and says, don’t you remember? You put him on the case! It was Koos, of course. And it was fucking well true, Danny. I sent Koos out on the case after the witness had made his statement. I thought there’d be an easy clear-up. How could I have guessed that I was sending one of the killers to investigate a murder he has helped to perpetrate? And how bad would that make me look if anyone ever found out? Can you see why I’ve wanted to bury the truth?”

	“What about the witness?”

	“What do you think? He was an African milkman delivering pints early in the morning. A few weeks later he vanished never to be seen again.”

	“Oh, shit. It just takes the breath away. Shit, shit, shit.”

	“Ja, man, I know.”

	I suddenly feel sick. I say, “Theo, I’ll call you back in a few minutes, OK?” and put the phone down.

	It takes a few minutes for my head to clear and my stomach to settle. Then I phone back.

	“You OK, Danny?” says Theo. “Good. Anyway, I’m nearly finished. So after I questioned Marty I told him to get out of Durban for good. He got Koos to sell the Durban store and buy a business in Potchefstroom for him to run. I think they also owned one in Klerksdorp, which is not far away.”

	“Do you think Marty was involved in Koos’s other killings?”

	“No evidence, but he must have been.”

	“And the torture?”

	“Same.”

	“Do you think they had some gay thing going on?”

	“Danny, I really don’t know. Honest. We’re talking about a very mysterious relationship between two very evil men. All I can tell you is that Marty had very little personality of his own. He was like a sheep the way he followed Koos around. And who knows what Koos made him do?”

	“Something else puzzles me, Theo. You were the only person who knew I was going to Koos’s farm yesterday. How the fuck did Marty know I was there?”

	“The farm Marty rented from Koos is less than half an hour’s drive from Van Zeeder’s Plaas.”

	“Yes, but how did he know I was there?”

	Theo pauses. Then, with what sounds like a degree of reluctance, he says, “When you drove through the gate you broke an electronic beam that set off an alarm in Marty’s house. He wouldn’t have known it was you but as you can imagine, the last thing they wanted at that place was a visitor – any visitor. So Marty would have raced there to get rid of you.”

	I’m no longer listening.

	“A beam,” I say. “How do you know there’s a beam, Theo?”

	He takes a little while to answer.

	“Louis told me,” he says.

	“Louis? When?”

	“About two hours ago.”

	I can hardly believe it. Louis the sanitizer. Already at the farm, bleaching, whitewashing, burning and scrubbing away. Probably with a couple of police pals to help him.

	I wanted all the evidence preserved. I envisaged an inquest at which Koos’s murderous perversions would be exposed to the world.

	Fat chance. Here I was yet again – without a shred of evidence.

	“I did wonder why you referred to Marty in the past tense just now, Theo. You already knew he was dead. And that’s why you haven’t asked me what happened yesterday. Louis has already told you everything.”

	“Yes, Danny, he has. But we have a deal, my friend. You may be disappointed in the outcome but I’ve told you the truth. All of it.”

	He’s right. I can’t renege. In any case, and I’m sure he must have considered this – I’d never have posted the will. That would have been doing Koos’s dirty work for him. So Theo could have called my bluff at any time, but hasn’t. In the end, he has told me the truth because he must have felt I deserved to know it. I’m not ungrateful.

	 “Astonishing isn’t it, Theo – I didn’t have to kill either of them.”

	“No, I know. And you may not believe this, Danny, but I’m glad you came out alive.”

	“Thanks, Theo. But I’ve got to tell you something – well, two things. The first is that I am right now busy tearing up Koos’s will. And the second is this, even without evidence I am going to tell my story. I have no option. I want people to know what South Africa was like under apartheid. I want them to hear about the brutality. And that goes double for police brutality. Sorry, Theo, but that’s the way it is.”

	“That’s OK, Danny. Don’t worry about it. But you can’t substantiate one bloody word of it can you, my friend? So no one’s ever going to believe you anyway.”

	 


 

	Epilogue

	 

	1997

	 

	THEO DIED last week. Eric wrote and told me. I have to admit I was sorry to hear it, although he remains an extremely enigmatic figure to me.

	Theo did things that were truly disgraceful – well, that’s not quite true. He didn’t do anything. And that’s the point. His sins, his crimes, were those of omission. He alone had it in his power to stop Koos van Blatter’s killing spree. Theo saw Koos trying to rape and kill me and said and did nothing about it. Except kick the wrong person out of Durban.

	Still, he did save my life and eventually he told me everything I wanted to know.

	Deep down he was a good guy who got it wrong. Some people would applaud his loyalty to his family. But it came at the expense of Koos’s many victims.

	Of Koos there is very little left for me to say. For over three decades I accused him in my mind of killing Ruth. Then, for a very short while, I believed that Marty was her sole killer and my brain had to perform a painful somersault. What Theo told me put the record straight. Ruth died because of Koos’s murderousness, his perverse mentality. He didn’t have to be at the wheel of the car when he had such a scummy acolyte as Marty to do his dirty work. Fortunately, there are not many people around like Koos.

	Yes, there are a lot of unanswered questions about his personality, his upbringing and his actions. But they can never be resolved. How I would love to know the exact nature of his madness, though. Was he a narcissist of the sort described by Ivan Leitener? That still seems the obvious conclusion. I remember Koos sitting at his backdoor when I raised the vexed question of his relationship with his father. He simply got angry and swore at me. At the time I was some distance from him, down two flights of steps. And yet – was it a trick of my imagination, or did I really see his face crumple for a second or two, like a child’s might? Did I see tears well up in his eyes only to vanish in a tirade of abuse? I can’t be certain but that’s the impression I am left with. 

	In his letter, Eric also told me about the double inquest. I wish now that I’d met Theo’s son, Louis. The boy is a master of his trade. As a result of Louis’s handiwork, I’m sorry to say, nothing dreadful came out of the hearing.

	The coroner said that former Durban detective Jacobus van Blatter, ill with fever, shot and killed his business partner, Martinus Blaine, after mistaking him for an intruder, and then turned the gun on himself, possibly in grief over his blunder. No mention of bodies. No mention of a smashed kneecap. No mention of AIDS. No mention of the presence of a third party – me!

	Verdicts: accidental death in Marty’s case and suicide while balance of mind was disturbed for Koos.

	Ha, ha. Koos’s mind disturbed? For once you got it right, Mr Coroner, although you don’t know the half of it.

	Things are on the up for me. I wrenched my shoulder in Koos’s death chamber but that’s feeling a lot better now. And next week I’m going for arthroscopic surgery on my knee. After all the years since Koos attacked me a scan has shown up tiny splinters under one side of my kneecap. The doctors believe they can finally cure my limp. We’ll see.

	The angina is a different matter. The cardiologist says I might need stents in my blocked artery. He has put me down for a probable angioplasty the month after next. He still doesn’t believe I’m in great danger – but then, he doesn’t know what happened in Koos’s dungeon.

	Karen phoned me last week. She started crying over the phone, said Harvey Rees-Rendell was a bastard. The flash City git had left her in the lurch. I was sympathetic. Why not? It is lonely on your own in a big house in Esher. We’re having lunch tomorrow.

	But if she wants to repair our marriage she will have to realise that things can never be quite what they once were. We can do it for companionship and for the sake of our kids and grandkids, and leave it at that.

	And there’s one massive proviso. It concerns the framed photograph of Ruth given to me by Steven Fall. I love this photograph. It resides on my desk, in my den, next to the one of Ruth running from the surf at Ballito Bay and the one of us standing together on the beach. I gaze at them every day. Even as I type I can look up at them. Her beauty lifts my heart. I no longer feel depressed. I no longer have recurring nightmares. I suppose I really went to South Africa to prove my love for her. And I think I succeeded.

	So I’m sorry, Karen, but those three photographs are staying where they are.

	I also went to South Africa to keep a promise I made after Fazal’s suicide – that I would make Koos pay. I think I’ve done my best on that score as well.

	Understandably, I still have some bad thoughts and moments. My mind returns on occasion to my last telephone conversation with Theo. I said that when we’d met in Durban I’d clean forgotten to ask him a key question: Exactly how many men and boys died at Koos’s farm in Natal?

	Theo thought for a moment and said, “The only way to work it out is by the number of skulls – and we found thirty-six. Let’s add three or four that might have been incinerated. I think forty sounds about right.”

	I said, “Plus the two Indian boys, the African witness, the four or five bodies at the Transvaal farm, Marty and Ruth ... he’s killed forty-nine people.”

	“Those are the ones we know about, Danny. Who’s to say there weren’t more? But we’ll never really know, will we?”

	And then there are Theo’s very last words to me. I suppose it’s only right that I should also remind myself of them from time to time.

	“Danny,” he said, “I’ve noticed that you can be hard on yourself. But you came to SA to take on an ex-cop who was a killer. A fucking serial killer. That took balls, man. So do you want to know what I think, Danny? I think you can be bloody proud of yourself.”

	 


 

	Apology

	 

	CONSERVATIONISTS bent on saving the world’s dwindling number of sharks will doubtless be appalled by Eric Bergow’s “exposition” on ragged tooth sharks. They will say his description of these much-maligned creatures – including his simplistic explanation of their extremely complex teeth – is so much nonsense. But most of all they will dispute the tenor of his remarks, which suggest that the ragged tooth is somehow a terrible threat to human life.

	Fifty years of research have revealed that the ragged tooth, while not exactly cuddly, does not pose the sort of threat that was once feared. Indeed, experts now claim that while ragged tooth sharks did indeed wound some bathers, some of the attacks originally attributed to them may have been carried out by far more dangerous species, such as the Zambezi shark, the tiger shark and even the Great White.

	In Eric’s defence, his attitude towards the ragged tooth accurately reflected opinions that were prevalent in the Fifties and early Sixties. The author himself was witness to the sort of hysteria that once gave this shark such a bad name.

	Finally, it should be emphasised that shark attacks are incredibly rare. In this light, it is difficult to understand the sort of terror they evoke in the human psyche. Instead of being hunted by the million, sharks should be seen for what they are – an essential part of the eco-systems that govern marine life in all of the seas and oceans.

	  J.Z.   April, 2013
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