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one

The southeaster relented just after midnight. The wind, ferocious for days, folded itself into the gullies on Table Mountain, giving the battered city some respite. The dog shook herself awake in the piss-soaked alley between Parliament and the Slave Lodge. Now was the time to hunt, before the bands of feral children emerged from the storm-water drains to rifle through the bins. She fixed her eyes on her mistress and whined.

No response.

The dog pushed her wet muzzle against the woman’s hand. Then she growled, nuzzled her face. The woman stirred.

‘Jennie, ou hond. Is night, mos.’ She burrowed into her nest of blankets.

Jennie licked her face. The woman pushed herself up.

The dog barked.

‘Ag, hondjie.’ She ruffled the fur on the dog’s head. ‘You hungry?’

The dog chased its tail, for a moment a puppy again. The woman hauled herself to her feet. She shouldered her roll of bedding and followed Jennie to the entrance of the alleyway. She paused in the shelter of some trees. A lone light in the nave of St George’s Cathedral had coloured the leaves of an oak blood-red and blue. A stained-glass Jesus, eyes shut, seeing nothing.

Adderley Street was deserted. Just the banks, the shops, the fountain, the statue. Jan van Riebeeck. Eva felt sorry for him, a Dutchman sent to start a vegetable patch at the wind-scoured Cape of Good Hope. 1652. The only date Eva remembered from school. She had been bussed in from the wine farm to march with her classmates once. They had all clutched the orange, white and blue flag in small, work-toughened fists, cheering for a republic that wasn’t theirs.

Eva turned west.

Strand Street also empty. The bins full. A sandwich for Eva, a chicken bone for Jennie. They walked towards the tangle of highways, the dockyards, new blocks of flats. The woman sniffed the air. She could sense the ocean. Salt, rotting kelp, diesel, the sailors who came ashore with money in their pockets. Eva too old by now, too uitgenaai, even for a blind-drunk sailor who had been at sea for six months straight. There was more food outside the strip clubs at the bottom end of town. Their doors were closed, the bouncers’ stools upended in the stairwell. Two whores were getting into a taxi together.

Pain clutched at Eva’s heart. She leaned against the alley wall, waiting for it to ease. She gripped the pendant round her neck, the feel of the engraved disc older than memory. It calmed her, took the edge off the burn in her chest. She traced the letters – VOC – that ridged the metal, faint as fingerprints after 300 years. The engraving on the other side had worn smooth, the numbers barely discernible. The pendant conjured for Eva her mother, her grandmother, the warmth of bodies by a fire, whispered histories of survival and rebellion, nights far blacker, but safer, than this city street. These sparse memories were embedded in her only heirloom, passed from mother to daughter. Eva was the last in the line.

On Buitengracht Street, the western boundary of old Cape Town, Eva waited in the shadows for the patrol car to pass before she and the dog slipped unseen across the street. In the shadow of Nelson Mandela Boulevard, they headed towards Green Point. The freeway looped, a ligature cutting the city off from its lifeblood, the ocean. But it did provide shelter from cops tidying up the streets for the latest load of tourists who’d spilled off the plane that day. Eva and Jennie slipped through a gap in the razor wire at a new building site below the freeway.

A watchman’s brazier smoked outside the wooden guardhouse, but there was no movement. Eva picked her way towards an outbuilding on the far side of the site, the dog veering towards the scar where a bulldozer had been at work. The derelict buildings, the abandoned warehouse, had been partially demolished. Walls listed against trusses, part of the concrete floor had been broken up. Chunks of concrete that had capped the grey soil were heaped against the fence.

Bone-thin Jennie, nose alert for anything edible, began to dig, throwing up soil behind her. Nothing worth eating. She dug deeper. Something gleamed in the streetlight.

She worked it loose from the clutch of the earth. She dropped it between her paws, then, balancing the long bone in her jaws, trotted after Eva.

Eva unrolled her bedding and slumped onto it. The pain that had gripped her chest again was worming its way down her left arm. She sucked the last wine from her papsak, hoping it was enough to ease her into sleep. Eva tried to whistle, but gave up. Jennie appeared anyway, flopping down on her end of the blanket. She rested her paws on her bone and began to gnaw.

The bone cracked, but there was no marrow. It had been buried too long for that.

Eva groaned.

Jennie swallowed the calcium dust, cocking her head to one side.

Another groan.

Jennie left her bone and sat next to Eva’s face. She licked her mistress. Nothing. Jennie barked, short and sharp, an alarm call. She pushed her muzzle against Eva’s hand.

The woman’s dark eyes flared. There were flecks of yellow around the pupil. Tiger’s eyes. Tears slid down her cheeks. She thrashed once and lay still, leaving nothing for Jennie but a single, sour exhalation on her wet, sandy muzzle. The dog lay down next to her mistress, muzzle on paws, yellow eyes fixed on Eva’s face.

The woman did not move again.

Jennie waited. Then she licked her mistress’s face. Nothing. She whined. Still, her mistress did not stir. The dog lifted its head and howled.

The watchman stood at the entrance to the outbuilding, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. The old woman was indistinguishable from the rags in the pile in the corner, but the smell of death caught at the back of his throat. Jennie bared her teeth, growling in the back of her throat. The night watchman stepped back, snapping the bone that the dog had dropped. The sound was gunshot loud. The dog bolted past him. When the watchman had calmed himself, he called the police.

A siren whooped in the distance.

Tuesday,

8 February

two

Sunrise in the Bo-Kaap. An imam called the faithful to prayer. Riedwaan Faizal stood in the doorway, hair wet, towel around his waist, two mismatched mugs in his hands, considering his options. The woman under his sheets was naked. Getting back into bed with her would have its advantages. She was usually more amenable half-asleep than when awake.

‘Clare.’

No response.

He put the coffee on the bedside table.

Without opening her eyes, Clare Hart ran a hand up his belly and pulled him back into bed with her. It was a while before she sat up for her coffee

‘Yuck,’ she said. ‘Sugar.’

‘That’s mine,’ he said.

She swapped.

‘It’s cold.’

‘Whose fault is that?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Yours,’ she grinned.

Clare drank her coffee and watched him dress. It didn’t take long. Levi’s, a white shirt.

It’s 6.15,’ she said. ‘Why are you up so early?’

‘Some of us work.’

‘Tell me the truth.’

‘Piet Mouton phoned,’ said Riedwaan, lacing his shoes.

‘The pathologist?’

‘Doctor Death himself.’ He stood up. ‘Body in Green Point he thinks I should see.’

‘You’re just trying to get out of going for a run.’

Riedwaan kissed the back of her neck. He picked up cigarettes, phone, helmet, keys, jacket, and let himself out.

Table Bay was filled with container ships sheltering from the gales that had battered the Cape. The wind had blown itself out the night before. It would be temporary, though; the clouds on Table Mountain were gathering, harbingers of the next assault.

A small crowd had gathered on Ebenezer Road. Vagrants, shift workers, some journalists milled about on the pavement. They were eyeing the white mortuary van, hoping for a body. An old mongrel growled at Riedwaan as he pushed his motorbike through an opening in the fence.

A bulldozer was parked in the middle of a demolition site. It faced a row of long-abandoned buildings that had been partially destroyed. Half the floor of an old warehouse had been shoved to one side.

Riedwaan walked over to the officer who’d been first at the scene.

‘Morning, Dreyer,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Faizal,’ Dreyer offered as a greeting.

‘What you got?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Dead bergie.’ Dreyer pointed inside the shed. ‘Doc Mouton was in there. He’s the one who wanted you.’

Another officer arrived with a tray of coffees. Charnay Cloete: the name stitched onto her breast pocket. Twenty years old, six months pregnant, looking like she could’ve done with a bit more sleep.

‘What you got?’ Riedwaan asked her.

‘Dead bergie, looks to me, Captain.’

‘No, Cloete,’ said Riedwaan. ‘In that tray.’

‘Coffee,’ she said.

‘You got a spare one?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘You can have mine.’

‘You going to shoot up the ranks, Sergeant Cloete. But I’ll take Dreyer’s. You look like you need yours.’ Riedwaan took a cup and stepped into the shed.

The stench was nauseating.

‘Faizal.’ Piet Mouton, the state pathologist, was dressed as always in a black suit, a silk tie and a crisp white shirt that did its best to cover his ample belly.

‘What you got, Doc?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Vagrant. Female. About fifty,’ said Mouton. ‘You want to see if she has some ID?’

Mouton handed a pair of gloves to Riedwaan.

The woman’s body was as small as a child’s. Death had erased the years spent living on the streets, smoothing the skin across her features, revealing remnants of the beauty she’d been born with. Filthy old jacket. Man’s shirt. Trousers. He looked through her pockets, opened out the crumpled receipt he found. It was dated two weeks earlier.

‘Eva Afrika. The Assisi Animal Hospital, Sea Point,’ he read. ‘You know what that is?’

‘Charity for homeless animals,’ said Cloete.

‘Says she went there for treatment of a dog called Jennie,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Must’ve been that old bitch at the fence that growled at me.’

‘Got sense, that dog,’ muttered Dreyer.

‘No external wounds,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Drank herself to death, looks like. I’d say natural causes,’ said Mouton. ‘But we’ll have to autopsy her. You can take her.’

Two mortuary attendants picked up the dead woman. She seemed no heavier than a bundle of wood as they dumped her onto the gurney. Her pendant slipped to the ground.

Riedwaan picked it up, angling the metal disc towards the light. It had letters engraved on it, and a number, but they were indistinct, illegible. He tucked it back inside her shirt.

‘Looks like one of those old slave discs,’ he said.

‘I want it listed with her effects,’ said Mouton to one of the mortuary attendants.

‘Okay, Doc.’

Riedwaan stepped out of the way as they manoeuvred their burden out of the doorway. Unceremoniously, they shoved the gurney into the van. A shower of gravel, and they were off, headed for the mortuary, the old dog loping alongside for a while.

‘This is what you got me out of bed for, Doc?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘No.’ Mouton pointed towards the corner. ‘For this.’

A bone. Cracked open, broken at one end.

‘I found it there in the corner,’ said Mouton.

‘Femur?’ Riedwaan had seen enough of these in his career. He turned the long bone over in his hand, ran his fingertips across the bite marks.

‘Human,’ confirmed Mouton. ‘That old dog must’ve dug it up.’

Riedwaan turned the bone over. There was sand sticking to one end. Then he looked at the tracks on the floor. Riedwaan followed them outside. The paw prints led to a trench across the site, the turned soil the same grey as the sand clinging to the bone in Riedwaan’s hand.

He crouched down and found the spot where the dog had been digging.

The recently excavated soil was soft. Riedwaan loosened some soil and removed it. Protruding from the earth was a pair of tea-brown bones. Shackled. The metal had corroded, but the leg irons had not relinquished their grip.

He dug deeper. The first skull was a child’s, the cranial bones like white petals. Another skull was visible, with glass beads looped around vertebrae. The skeleton of a woman curled around the bones of her baby. Riedwaan sat back on his haunches.

A mass grave.

Just what he needed, first thing in the morning.

three

None of Clare’s clothes were in Riedwaan’s cupboard. She took that to indicate that she was not living with him. But the fact that her cat was there could be taken to mean otherwise. She fished a clean but rumpled T-shirt from her suitcase and pulled on her Nikes. It would be her first run in a while. The first step to claiming her life back. Getting back to work would be the second.

Clare filled Fritz’s bowl and stepped out. The noise of the awakening city swallowed the sound of her footsteps echoing down the narrow canyon of houses that lined Riedwaan’s street. Red. Pink. White. Yellow. The corner house was pistachio green. A woman, her small daughter gripped between her ample knees, sat on the stoep.

‘Auntie, help me,’ called the child. Half her unruly black curls had been tied into one tight plait. Her mother was busy with the second.

‘My mammie’s killing me. Tell Uncle Wanie. He’s the police, mos.’

Wanie. What everyone called Riedwaan in this street where he’d grown up. Part of a rough-and-tumble pack of children that were everywhere from the minute the sun came up till their mothers called them in at sundown.

‘Looks to me like she’s just brushing your hair,’ said Clare.

She set off down Castle Street. Narrow and cobbled, it plunged down the hillside. It had once been a narrow path, carved out by Cape Town’s first barefooted generation of slaves rolling quarried black rock downhill. She was halfway down when her phone rang.

‘How long do you have on your police consultant’s contract?’

Riedwaan’s voice was tense.

‘Till the end of the month,’ said Clare.

‘Come down here, then,’ he said. ‘I need you now.’

‘Where are you?’

‘A building site in Green Point,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Ebenezer Road, off Somerset, below the elevated freeway. A cul-de-sac I didn’t know existed. Come now. Bring your camera.’ The phone was dead before she could ask any more questions. No endearments, no preliminaries, not even her name. Riedwaan was at work.

Clare drove too fast, the lamp posts whipping past, festooned with summer posters. Cape Town, wringing the last parties out of a dying summer. A trance party. A bridal show. An art exhibition: FORENSIC. The artist’s face with its high, wide cheekbones, floated above the title of the show.

Clare found parking under the freeway. It was some distance away, but there was nothing else closer to the site. At least it was in the shade. The sun drilled into her back as she stepped out of the car, the temperature climbing quickly to the predicted high of 37º.

A local radio station had announced the discovery of the bones on the seven o’clock news, drawing the curious on their way to work. A crowd stood clustered against the hoardings, trying to get a view of the police activity on the other side. A dog panted in a scrap of shade. She bared her teeth at Clare.

‘What happened to you, old girl?’ Clare held out the remains of the toast she’d been eating in the car. The dog limped over, still wary. Clare gave the dog the crust, patted her. The dog whined, hesitated, then trotted after Clare.

‘Hey, Doc. What are you doing here?’

Clare turned. Bertie Engel. Every inch the tabloid journalist. Cigarette in one hand, cell phone in the other.

‘You’re such a vulture, Engel,’ said Clare. ‘How did you get here so fast?’

‘Must be the smell of death. Confirmed now I see you, babe,’ he said. ‘Is there a serial killer? The Green Point summer rapist?’

‘No such luck,’ said Clare.

A photographer materialised, his gaze fixed on her shirt. Clare couldn’t help crossing her arms.

‘I heard from a source that there are a number of bodies,’ said Engel.

‘The people are upset,’ said the photographer. ‘There’s talk already of a cover-up. No public hearings about this development. No consultation. Nothing. We looked already, Doc. Whole fucking thing’s under lockdown.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘You want me to do your homework for you, Doc, now that you’re so in with the cops?’ said Engel. ‘My source at the Council won’t tell me anything, says they were warned if they valued their jobs then nothing should leak.’

‘Who told them this?’ asked Clare.

‘That she wouldn’t say either,’ said Engel. ‘I know she knows, fuck it, but she’s not saying. She’s scared of losing her job. Gives carte blanche for big business and government to naai everybody.’

The metro cop at the gate barred their way.

‘Dr Hart,’ he said. ‘Captain Faizal’s waiting for you.’

‘You and Captain Faizal?’ The journalist’s eyes gleamed.

The knot of men standing on the other side of the site was untangling, with Riedwaan walking towards her. The uniformed cop let Clare through, but wasn’t quick enough to block Engel: wiry as a mongoose, and as inquisitive.

‘Engel.’ Riedwaan had him by the arm. ‘You stay on your side of the fence.’

‘You assaulting me, Captain?’ He called his colleague. ‘Hey, you better photograph this.’

‘If I was assaulting you, Engel,’ said Riedwaan, shoving him back onto the pavement, ‘you’d know about it. I’m helping you obey the law.’

Riedwaan closed the gate. ‘Don’t let anybody else past, Constable. There’s enough rubbish here as it is.’

‘You certainly have a way with the press,’ said Clare. ‘Do you know who owns this land?’

‘No idea yet,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Give me a break. I’ve only been here an hour.’

Riedwaan led her across the site towards the trench. Nearby was a pile of salvaged metal and wood next to a standing wall that did at least offer some shade.

‘Tell me what’s going on,’ said Clare.

‘Looks like your slavery film just woke up,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Look at this.’

Clare crouched down alongside the pit.

Small white domes protruded where the earth had been turned. Skulls. Through her viewfinder, they would look like pansy shells, fragile skeletons of sea urchins.

Clare reached for her camera and turned it on, the familiar whirr a comfort. Long bones protruded where the earth had been turned. Naked, exposed, they resembled fossilised driftwood more than femurs.

‘These have been buried a while,’ she said. ‘Slave remains, you think?’

‘Some of them, for sure,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Executed prisoners. The gallows were near here. And this sand would have been as easy to dig then, just like now.’

‘Gallows Hill,’ said Clare. ‘Of course. And the Traffic Department’s built on it too.’

‘There’s quite a few people who’d claim these are people who died waiting for their car licences,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Luckily, Solly Friedman’s on his way with Raheema Patel to prove otherwise.’

‘The forensic anthropologist?’ asked Clare. ‘Wasn’t she with the Missing Persons Task Force?’

‘Yes,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But pretty much all the political cases from before Mandela are done now. She’s been seconded to historical excavations.’

Clare did a slow pan of the site. It was filled with building equipment.

‘This is a serious operation,’ she said. ‘D’you know the developers? I haven’t seen any signs anywhere.’

‘Me neither,’ said Riedwaan. ‘I spoke to the watchman. Says he was hired as security. Jo’burg company.’

‘D’you know who?’

‘I’ve got some good Jo’burg connections,’ said Riedwaan. ‘I’m forming a theory.’

‘You going to tell me?’ Clare switched off her camera.

‘As soon as I have something,’ said Riedwaan. ‘I must get Rita Mkhize onto it.’

‘Why do you want me here, Riedwaan?’

‘You don’t want it?’

‘Of course I want it,’ said Clare. ‘You knew I’d want it. I just wondered why you wanted me involved now. With this.’

‘I thought if anyone could get it right,’ he said, ‘if anyone could find a way to tell this story –’ Riedwaan took out a cigarette, put it back. Playing for time. ‘The violence of it. Where these people came from –’

He took the cigarette out again, lit it this time, tried to order his thoughts. Reached for words that would clothe an instinct, an impulse, with logic. Failed.

‘Fuck it, Clare. Don’t ask me to explain. You’re making a film about Cape Town’s history. A film about slavery. This grave here, how many dead? And it’s too fucking old to be a crime scene. If the money-boys from Jo’burg get their way, it’ll all be wrapped up and under the ground before you can say Daar kom die Alabama. Finish and klaar. But you’ve got it now, from the beginning. It won’t be so easy to hide. You’ll see.’

‘If anyone wants to find someone to blame, it’s going to be you,’ said Clare.

‘That ever worried me?’

‘No,’ said Clare. ‘It hasn’t.’

‘It’s Valentine’s Day next week,’ he said. ‘Think of it as a present. From me to you.’

‘Most people would give red roses.’

Riedwaan touched her cheek.

‘You’re not like most people.’

four

At 9.20 a battered Isuzu pulled up. A giant of a man stepped out. With his shock of grizzled hair, Solly Friedman looked like an off-duty Viking. The woman with him didn’t even come up to his shoulder.

‘Morning, Clare,’ said the towering forensic anthropologist. ‘Shirking work again, Faizal?’

‘Morning, Prof Friedman,’ said Riedwaan.

‘You and Mouton want the guys with the brains to help you?’ asked Friedman.

‘We thought we’d give you a chance to show off,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Raheema Patel,’ said Friedman. ‘My new forensic anthropologist. On loan from the Missing Persons Task Force.’

Raheema’s glossy black hair was bundled under a hat. She was dressed in khaki pants and shirt.

‘Good to see you again,’ said Clare, shaking hands.

Major Shorty de Lange, Acting Director of Ballistics, pulled up behind the Isuzu.

‘Faizal,’ he greeted. ‘Clare,’ giving her a brief hug. ‘Morning, morning,’ nodding to the others.

‘De Lange, you’re looking in the wrong place if you need work,’ said Riedwaan.

‘I was meeting with Phiri, your boss –’ said De Lange.

‘I figured out who my boss is,’ interrupted Riedwaan.

‘Proof at last that you can teach on old dog new tricks,’ said De Lange. ‘He told me about this. Looks like you’re in for some interesting times, Faizal.’

‘One way or another, shit’s going to hit the fan big-time,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But this is for the archaeologists, looks like.’

‘Okay, I’m gone, I’m gone,’ said De Lange. ‘Call me if you need me, Faizal. And you come shooting again, Clare, you sure know how to use a gun.’

‘Thanks, Shorty,’ smiled Clare. ‘I will.’

‘Is Tim Stone here yet?’ asked Friedman.

An even older truck pulled up.

‘Speak of the devil,’ Friedman smiled.

A rumpled man heaved himself out of the driver’s seat. He opened the back, freeing a motley lot of archaeology students.

‘Tim,’ said Friedman. ‘You’ve brought your storm troopers, I see.’

‘Americans,’ said Stone. His dark eyes were sharp and intelligent as a hawk’s in a face as plump and benign as Friar Tuck’s. ‘Experts in mass burials.’


‘They’ve worked on these before?’ asked Clare, watching the students gathering their tools.

‘No need,’ said Stone. ‘They’re Americans, so by definition they’re experts. That’s why they’re sent to me by their alma maters. My task is to undo years of parentally encouraged delusions of grandeur and cultural over-confidence, and to excavate their intelligence. With this lot I haven’t reached the latter phase yet, but they’re able and willing, and they all can dig. Which I presume your SAPS boys are not going to do?’

‘We can try,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But these look like old bones. Should be simple enough for a couple of professors to manage.’

‘As long as we can keep Prof Friedman and his CSI speculations in check, we’ll be fine,’ said Stone.

‘You know why the fights between academics are so vicious, don’t you?’ Friedman parried.

‘You won’t be able to resist telling me, Solly,’ said Stone.

‘Stakes are so low.’

‘Sounds like the police force,’ said Riedwaan. ‘You know Clare Hart?’

‘Dr Hart,’ he put out a pudgy hand. ‘Always in the right place at the right time.’

‘One of her many virtues,’ said Friedman.

‘Helps if you know the right people,’ said Clare.

‘First time I’ve heard Faizal described as one of those,’ said Friedman. ‘Faizal told me you were finished with the cops, Clare.’

‘Not finished,’ said Clare. ‘Just taking a break – I’m making a film.’

‘You call exhuming a mass grave resting?’ asked Stone.

‘They’ve been dead a long time,’ said Clare. ‘These are quiet bones. I won’t need to sit with their mothers and try to find a reason why some criminal had dismembered their children.’

‘How fast can you get going?’ asked Riedwaan. ‘I need to know the extent of this burial site, if that is what it is, as soon as you find out. I’ve already got the press crawling everywhere. Like maggots.’

‘We’re here,’ said Solly Friedman. ‘We’re ready to go.’

‘There’s going to be a very unhappy developer. And with unhappy developers come unhappy politicians,’ said Stone.

‘I can think of nothing better than an unhappy politician,’ said Friedman.

‘You want to make my life worse than it usually is?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘That’s always a temptation.’

The sun was climbing the sky faster than the latest billionaire up a Johannesburg guest list. The wind was picking up again. It curled around the hoarding, slamming a few students into a wall. In the street outside, an ice-cream vendor was selling granadilla lollies and lots of water. The crowd had swelled to about fifty or sixty, with one man loudly ensuring that everyone knew what he had seen. And the heat and the wind and the growing police cordon were not making the crowd any happier about events behind the hastily erected screens.

The archaeologists had laid out pegs and markers. The students were noting, photographing, measuring. Raheema Patel and Tim Stone were using brushes to expose the curves of vertebrae. Soil filled in areas where there had once been flesh.

‘More graves here than anyone could wish for, Clare,’ said Stone. ‘Piled on top of each other, buried crosswise, all over.’

‘Is there nothing on the old maps?’ asked Clare.

Stone dusted his hands on his trousers and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

‘This is what we’ve got.’

He spread out a map on the camping table that had been set up under an umbrella. The map was a replica of an early nineteenth-century map, layered over detailed satellite images.

‘Many would have been scavenged by dogs. Only a few would have been buried intact,’ said Friedman. ‘It’s going to be a complicated job, working out who’s buried here. Slaves, poor people, suicides, criminals.’

‘See here,’ Stone tapped the sheet with a pen. ‘These are all the old graveyards that lay beyond the city limits. The developer must have known about this. Two hundred years ago, this whole area was full of unofficial burial grounds. And this was Gallows Hill,’ said Stone, pointing out an area long since flattened for building sand. ‘The gibbets could be seen from Table Bay. A warning to ships coming to dock and trade, what the consequences would be if they were out of line. The bodies swung from the gallows until they rotted and fell.’

‘I hope you get to work on who all these people were,’ said Clare. ‘The collision of history and politics is complicated in Cape Town.’

‘Prof Stone,’ called one of the students, a lanky girl wearing a man’s shirt.

Clare and Riedwaan followed Stone to where the girl had been working, near some bits of broken concrete. The corner of a wooden object stuck out of the sand.

‘What’ve you got there?’ asked Stone.

The student pushed her sweaty hair out of her face. ‘Looks like something made of wood. It’s obviously been here a while, but –’

She knelt down in the trench.

‘The soil above the wood seems to have been disturbed,’ she said, running her fingers lightly over layers of debris. ‘But there’s no ways it’d be in this condition after 200 years.’

Stone turned to Raheema Patel. ‘Give me your brush,’ he said.

He cleaned around the object.

‘Hey, Faizal. It looks like a box of sorts,’ said Stone. ‘Take that spade and dig. Like this, slowly. We need to get this thing out. If it’s a coffin, all that should have remained after two centuries is some stains in the sand. And metal hinges, maybe.’

Riedwaan and Stone worked the sand loose around the corner of the box, revealing first a lid and then two sides. Stone picked up the spade again and scraped more sand away from the box. Another half an hour, and they had all four sides exposed. The remnants of metal braces holding the box together had corroded, but the wood was intact.

‘Looks like a smallish packing crate,’ said Stone.

Clare felt a chill, despite the heat. She photographed the crate where it was, and took a panoramic shot of the area, including ragged remnants of a concrete floor, and two remaining warehouse walls.

‘I want it open.’ Riedwaan said. ‘Here, so we don’t disturb whatever’s inside it.’

‘You’re the cop, Faizal,’ said Stone. ‘You open it.’

Riedwaan slipped a steel blade under the lid. It popped off with surprising ease. Inside the box was a bundle wrapped in black plastic.

The sound of the crowd beyond the hoardings filled the silence.

‘There was no plastic builder’s sheeting when the Gallows Hill gibbets were busy.’ Stone passed Riedwaan a knife. ‘This one’s going to be yours, Captain, not mine.’

Riedwaan slit open the sheeting, exposing delicate bones in a foetal curl, swaddled in the dirty plastic.

‘Young and female,’ said Raheema Patel, bending over the skeleton, ‘with bones like that.’

The woman lay curled up inside the small box. She had been jammed into it. Her head must have pressed up against the top, her feet against the bottom. Her belly would have pressed painfully against her lungs, her thighs. If she had been alive to feel it.

‘How long’s she been dead, Solly?’ asked Riedwaan, turning away and lighting a cigarette.

‘I need to autopsy her to tell you that, Faizal.’

‘We’ll get her to the mortuary. Clare will attend,’ said Riedwaan. ‘But give me an estimate at least.’

‘Balls on a block?’

‘Not that precise.’

Friedman knelt beside the makeshift coffin and studied the bones.

‘Twenty-five years,’ he said, pushing himself upright again. ‘Max.’

‘And the others?’ asked Clare.

‘Two hundred years, maybe three,’ said Stone. ‘Archaeological specimens.’

‘Which she is not,’ said Raheema Patel. ‘Can we get her covered up?’

The student who had found the coffin held out a green tarpaulin, which she and Clare pulled over it.

Riedwaan called the mortuary, and got them to send out another van.

‘Fuck it,’ he said, pocketing his phone. ‘As if I don’t have enough trouble.’

‘Basie Steyn in Records should have something,’ said Clare. ‘A woman going missing would have left a trace. A missing person’s report, at the very least.

‘Records don’t keep that long,’ said Riedwaan, pocketing his phone. ‘In theory, yes. But in practice, everything older than a few years got moved out and dumped in a shed on the Cape Flats. There are no systems out there. And rats have eaten half the boxes. It’s a mess.’

‘I’ll find out who she is – if Solly can make her bones tell her story,’ said Clare. ‘It’ll be much harder, then, for the developer to pay to make this go away.’

‘You’re smart,’ said Riedwaan, ‘I always forget how smart.’

‘Maybe it’ll help save the rest of the dead from obscurity.’

Clare tossed Riedwaan a roll of crime-scene tape, and he wrapped the chevrons around the site.

Black and yellow, nature’s colours that signal danger.
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Clare brushed the sand off the soil-stained crate. Faint marks, possibly letters, appeared, but she could not make them out. She photographed them.

‘You’ve always lived nearby, in Sea Point,’ Clare said, turning to Solly. ‘Do you remember what this part of Green Point used to be like?’

‘Warehouses, ships’ chandlers, things like that. Before they moved to Paarden Island. Some of the art galleries off Somerset Road may have used this area for storage. But at the end of the 90s, things got too pricey and most moved out to Woodstock.’

Clare finished photographing the makeshift coffin. She stepped aside so that the mortuary attendants could remove it. They lifted it onto a gurney, strapping it down securely.

‘I’m on my way,’ said Solly Friedman. ‘I’ll see you at 12.30. It’s the only autopsy slot I have until next week.’

‘I’ll be there.’ Clare did not look up. She was making notes at the place where the crate had been buried. It was a good few feet away from where the older skeletons were found. And higher up. Only three, maybe four feet below the ground. Two walls and some trusses were all that remained of the warehouse. The remnants of the concrete slab that had entombed the body lay to one side.

‘When was this built?’ asked Clare.

‘Not so long ago – the 80s, I’d guess. It was easy to push things through planning then.’

‘Doesn’t look like much has changed since then,’ said Clare. ‘They knew there were bones here when they built the first time round,’ she said. ‘Look at these foundations.’

Cores of concrete and aggregate that had anchored the bulldozed buildings lay adrift in the sand. There were pieces of broken bone, shards of skull, more stained femurs. ‘Whoever built this just drilled through it all and concreted over.’

‘Ja. And they were about to do it again,’ said Riedwaan.

He had his eyes on the black Hummer nudging through the gawking crowd. It came to a stop with its snub nose against the gate. The constables on guard were forced to step back. The driver was checking himself in the mirror. A Breitling watch flashed from his linen cuffs as he smoothed his clipped hair. He put on his sunglasses, opened the door.

‘D’you know who it is?’ asked Clare

‘Waleed Williams,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Nickname used to be Hond.’

‘Dog?’

‘There’s the pitbull,’ said Riedwaan. A dog jumped out of the car. Studded collar, 50 kilos of muscle, a flimsy muzzle. Williams raised a hand and the animal was at his heel. ‘I’ve heard he prefers to be called Mr Williams now.’

‘Do you two have a history?’ asked Clare.

‘He used to run Woodstock – tik, abelone, girls, guns, protection for brothels, later for politicians. Then he went to Jo’burg. I haven’t seen him for a while,’ said Riedwaan. ‘He was slapped with 25 years for murder at the Cape High Court, last time I saw him. I gave evidence against him. I watched him go down the steps into the holding cell. The mothers of the two girls he’d dismembered watched him too.’

‘So what happened?’

‘The witness whose testimony was key to Hond’s conviction retracted his statement.’ Riedwaan adjusted his pistol. ‘Said I put him under duress, forced him to make the statement. Then Hond claimed that the Gang Unit tortured him.’

‘And did you?’

‘That’s not what I’d have called it,’ said Riedwaan. ‘He’s got expensive lawyers. The charges didn’t stick. Next thing, he went to Jo’burg.’

Williams was speaking to the officers at the gate. They stepped back and Williams picked his way over the rough ground towards them.

‘Faizal.’

‘Hond,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Mr Williams to you, Captain.’ Hands in his pockets. ‘The path of the righteous man is beset on all sides.’

‘Ezekiel 25:17,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Don’t give me that Samuel Jackson kak again. Watch another movie. Scarface or Deliverance or The Lion King. Anything but Pulp Fiction.’

Riedwaan turned to face Clare. ‘This is Dr Clare Hart.’

Hond nodded at Clare.

‘What’s happening?’ Williams asked, keeping his attention on Riedwaan.

‘A body found on site, for starters. Cause of death not yet determined.’

‘A poes-dronk bergie,’ said Williams.

‘Language,’ said Riedwaan. ‘The lady.’

‘Bergies vrek all the time, nobody gives a fuck, constable comes, cleans up the rubbish. So why the sudden disruption?’

‘Because human remains have been discovered on the site, the area is under SAPS control until we know whose they are, and how old they are,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Only then will decisions be made.’

‘Fuck, Faizal, where did you learn to talk so larnie?’ said Williams. ‘Jesus, man. This kind of thing happens anywhere you dig in Cape Town. The work here is ready to go.’

‘I’m happy to arrest you for interfering with a police operation, Hondjie,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Pollsmoor Prison will be glad to have you back.’

‘I wouldn’t do that unless you want a lawsuit.’

‘Lawsuit,’ said Riedwaan. ‘That’s a big word.’

‘Some of us move on in life, Faizal.’ Williams adjusted his jacket. ‘And this is happening on my building site?’ asked Williams. ‘What’s the story?’

‘Just that, your building site,’ said Riedwaan. ‘You’re a bit overdressed for a bricklayer.’

Anger flared in Hond’s eyes. Doused instantly.

‘Williams and Associates.’ He thrust a card at Riedwaan. ‘Security Director. If you can read.’

‘Not going to happen,’ said Riedwaan. He held up the card. ‘No matter how many of these you hand out, you are still fuck-all except bought-and-paid-for muscle.’

‘I don’t think you know who you’re fucking with, Faizal.’ Williams took off his sunglasses. His eyes were pale brown. Opaque. Not a flicker of emotion in them.

‘Who hired you?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘Nobody hires me,’ said Williams.

‘Okay.’ Riedwaan held his hands up. ‘Who are your partners?’

‘Mpumalanga Holdings Corporation,’ said Williams.

‘You tell Mpumalanga Holdings then about the discovery of human remains,’ said Riedwaan. ‘Age and origin as yet to be determined means that nothing will happen until this has been assessed. Heritage laws. This is now an archaeological site, not a building site.’

‘Cape Town’s so full of fucking heritage,’ said Hond Williams. ‘You dig, you find someone who was brought here as a slave. Jo’burg – it’s nothing. Someone dies, cops come, open a docket, take away the body. Finished. Here, you find some old bones and the whole place goes mad. For what? It’s old history. Just move them, or leave them where they are, and we build. Give people some work. Make money. What you want? Who cares about people nobody even knew they’d forgotten?’

‘Hey, remember: I’m in charge, Hond.’ Riedwaan stepped closer. ‘So I ask the questions.’

Williams stood his ground, but his body was tense. There was a hardness to Riedwaan’s frame – earned on the street rather than in the gym – that made men much bigger than him take stock, think of a back-up plan.

‘We have this little issue of the law,’ Riedwaan continued. ‘Here in Cape Town, we hold onto it still. For what it’s worth.’

‘So, what’re you telling me?’

‘That these skeletons will need to be exhumed.’

‘Look at them, Captain Faizal,’ said Williams. ‘They’ve been dead two, three hundred years. You want to delay construction for that? We can just cover it over. Put up a plaque.’

‘Saying what, exactly?’ asked Clare.

Hond Williams gave her a dismissive glance and turned to Riedwaan

‘I know what happens,’ said Williams. ‘These history people bankrupt the developer. Last time they wanted the whole site handed over as some kind of Peace Park. We had guarantees that there were no graves here.’ Williams stabbed the air with a finger. ‘Guarantees!’

‘What did they cost you, those guarantees?’ Clare persisted.

Williams looked at her again. A cold. level stare, perhaps deciding that it might be worth his while to remember her after all.

‘How long?’ asked Williams, eyes on Riedwaan again.

‘As long as it takes,’ Clare answered. ‘You’ll have to wait. Your owner will have to wait too.’

‘You be careful how you speak to me –’ A vein pulsed in Hond’s neck. His dog growled.

‘Who is he?’ asked Riedwaan. ‘Your new owner? Who is Mpumalanga Holdings?’

‘You fuck with me, Faizal.’ Williams was speaking to Riedwaan, but he looked at Clare. ‘And she’ll pay.’

‘Are you threatening me?’ Riedwaan lit a cigarette, flicked the match.

‘You know who you’re dealing with,’ said Williams, turning on his heel. ‘I don’t need to threaten.’

‘Hond.’ Riedwaan addressed Williams’s back. ‘I made a mistake with you once before. I won’t make it again.’

‘Neither will I, Faizal. Neither will I.’

The Noon Gun fired on Signal Hill. A thud echoed across the city bowl, the moment of silence in its wake bisecting the day. The wind had picked up, and eddying sand and plastic whipped across the site.

Williams climbed into the Hummer – its wheels showering the crowd with gravel – and disappeared down Ebenezer Road.

‘I’ve got to get to the mortuary,’ said Clare.

‘Watch yourself.’ Riedwaan caught her arm as she turned to go.

‘I’ll be fine.’

Riedwaan watched Clare as she walked through the crowd clustered behind the police cordon. When she disappeared round the corner he turned to the tired-looking uniformed cops. Cloete and Dreyer were sharing a tub of KFC that was a substitute for the breakfast they’d missed and a lunch break that probably wouldn’t materialise.

The sun, suspended in the heat-bleached sky, bored into the crown of Clare’s head as she made her way back to her car. It was cooler in the shadow of the highway. She had parked in the far corner of the lot. Expensive cars everywhere, but no one about. Even the security guards had been drawn by the angry hum of the crowd at Gallows Hill. She walked to the car, her footsteps echoing. Her remote beeped, and the car lights flashed twice. Clare’s hands shook as she opened the door. Lined up on her seat were a torch, matches, a map of Cape Town, two peppermints, a tampon, a razor blade.

The objects were neatly arranged, as if they were an artwork. She picked up the familiar objects, forgotten, as they’d accumulated in the cubbyhole. Sinister, now that they had been exposed. All hers, except for the razor blade.

‘Dr Hart.’

Clare’s stomach contracted. Fear. Nature’s early warning system, with which she’d long-since allied herself. She threaded her keys through her fingers, a makeshift weapon, and turned to face Williams.

‘Faizal knows where you are?’ He blocked her view of the parking lot. The dog moved towards her.

‘Get out of my way.’

Williams did not move a muscle.

‘Some advice, Dr Hart. Be careful.’

The smell of him was feral, despite the aftershave.

‘This is a police investigation,’ said Clare.

‘Such a pretty pussy-cat,’ He stepped closer to Clare. It cost her, but Clare did not flinch. ‘Full of fight. I like that. You tell Captain Faizal that it would be best for him, best for you, if he made this go away.’

‘There are dozens of skeletons there,’ said Clare. ‘Whatever you do to me, it’s not going to happen.’

‘Tell Faizal he gets one warning.’ Williams brought his fist lightly against her pubic bone, smiling as she stepped back. ‘This is it. He’ll understand.’

Clare slammed the door. She accelerated to twice the speed limit. Then she jumped lanes and headed for the mortuary.
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