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gray (Gy): A unit of absorbed radiation equal to the dose of one joule of energy absorbed per kilogram of matter, or 100 rad. The unit is named for the British physician L. Harold Gray (1905-1965), an authority on the use of radiation in the treatment of cancer.


-  Glossary of radiation units at www.radiologyinfo.com
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I was about to pass out when the car finally drew to a halt. The hum of the motor died down. There came a click of a locking mechanism letting go, then a wave of light spilled over me as the car’s boot groaned open. The morning sun crawled deeper into the boot space and wrapped around my body, drawing the ache out of my joints and the cold out of my muscles.

The grey bag covering my head added to the claustrophobia. Though porous enough, it revealed very little. The only clear movement I saw was through a narrow slit when I looked down. The bag had the characteristics of a large woollen sock. It certainly smelled like one.

Car doors slammed shut and muted voices soon became a stream of street lingo bragging about illicit events. Through the wool, I made out two shadowy figures against the blue skyline.

Seconds later, two sets of hands tugged at my clothes and limbs until I stood upright on what must have been a tarred road surface. My hands were cable-tied behind my back. I swung my head this way and that to find some discernment on the other end of my head sock, but it was disorientating.

I heard dogs barking, sprinklers tsik-tsik-tsik-trrrring, and a lonely cicada calling for company. I could no longer smell the sea floating on the air. There was no salt, only construction dust and dried grass. My senses, however, were not as sharp as they had been a couple of months ago.

I surmised that we had come up to the Northern Suburbs of Cape Town. The boot trip had lasted about two hours, which would have been enough to cover that distance while adhering to the speed limits. I was thumb-sucking the duration, but it sounded fair. Besides, I couldn’t check my wristwatch with my hands bound. Nor could I scratch the itch below my knee.

I was nudged forward. My heart was eager to follow my captors, but my feet were reluctant, like two blocks of cement dragging along a shallow riverbed. Looking down, I saw the tips of my old blue sneakers. I curled up my toes but saw no movement at the tip. Besides the itch, my legs were numb from the waist down. I willed my feet to cooperate. A long journey lay ahead.

Over a small curb, up a series of steps, over a carpeted section and onto a black plastic sheet, my feet went, one in front of the other, like hooves clopping into an abattoir. A white chair entered my narrow strip of vision. The firm hand resting on my shoulder applied pressure, urging me to sit.

I was worn out from wrestling with the cable ties and not having any water. Rolling over every time the driver took a left had sent me smacking into the edge of the boot’s metal framework, then back again until a tire iron wedged into my back. In contrast, the chair looked inviting to me. I welcomed the opportunity to rest.

Once seated, the grey head sock was plucked from my head as though a magician was unveiling a bunny to an audience. A blast of blinding light filled my periphery. I winced, blinked, and allowed my eyes to adjust. My surroundings bled through my blindness and took shape in front of me, outer edges first, then the inner bits followed.

The room was completely empty; void of furniture or character that would indicate what type of room it was. White camping chairs were placed in no discernible order across the cemented floor, though I noticed mine centred in the builder’s plastic sheet. In one corner was a small wooden ladder and two large buckets of paint, on which were piled trays, rollers, brushes and a cartridge of elastic sealant.

Opposite me was the outline of a large wooden chair. The figure seated in the chair was veiled in shards of shadow. Though obscured by the light that pierced through the large windows, the calm, crisp voice told me who I was in company with.

“So, let’s have it then,” he said in a steady monotone that belied his true intentions.

I knew this man. I knew his intentions. I have studied him for weeks on end. That gave me a slight advantage – because he didn’t know me at all. All he knew about me was what I wanted him to know, and that was very little. Then again, I couldn’t say with certainty what exactly he had been told about me, because I hadn’t been present at the time.

Over the last couple of months, I had found that the world was filled with people who needed only a glimpse of an idea to believe it, whether true or not. Manipulating them had been easier than I had imagined. They’d believed every word I had fed them. They had to have believed it or else we wouldn’t be here, stuck in this room on a hot afternoon. I also knew we were in this room because his other more secretive locations had been rendered less secretive because of my meddling.

“My hands,” I complained. “Can you untie me?”

It’s funny how I could sense him smiling at me without seeing a smile on his face. I had complete faith that he would do whatever I asked of him, at least for the next couple of hours. But I had to push the boundaries early on. If I didn’t prepare my audience at the start, I’d be dead within the hour.

I had no doubt that they wanted to kill me at that moment. Soon they would have ample reason to act on that desire. I was about to tear their worlds apart. Similarly, I had just cause to make their lives hell. And I would do so at my own peril. I was prepared for any outcome.

His eyes beamed at me for so long that I became uncomfortable. He shrugged and nodded at someone behind me. I couldn’t see the guy approaching, but by the slow, heavy sounds of his boots it sounded like a big man. I heard the flicking sound of a pocketknife, felt the cold blade slide into the tiny gap where my wrists joined and the cable ties snapping apart.

Freedom, sort of. I brought my hands around, first scratching the spot below my knee, then studied the purple rings around my wrists and massaged the bruises. My fingers had a bluish tinge to them. The cable ties had started cutting into my wrists, pressing through the soft skin at the joints. I remembered a time when my skin hadn’t been this fine. It was only recently that my vitality had departed from me.

“I need some water,” I said to the man behind me, then to my captor, “Please.”

Without shifting his gaze, he flicked a finger. Someone left the room in search of water.

There were scuffling sounds in one dark corner, followed by a soft groan. I had heard that display of annoyance before. I knew him well, too. Both these men, night and day to the common eye, had been dealt the same burden of being under my close observation. Burden because I had intended to be a burden to the utmost degree. Revenge could make one throw caution to the wind. Oh, bittersweet revenge. It was like a bad investment: no matter how much money you pumped into it, it could never bring you joy.

The man hiding in the corner stepped into view. His name was Shane Collins. He was short and muscular, with thin lips that betrayed a sly smile. He was naturally short-tempered, and when he snapped, violence followed. Even now, I saw the effort it required of him not to attack me with his bare hands.

The man seated in the wooden chair was Denvor Daniels. Tall and well-groomed, he looked like a salesman. He was twice as dangerous as Shane because he was methodical, and sociopathic, contrasting Shane’s predictability. Denvor applied patience to his retaliatory advances. Fortunately, he was not as reckless as Shane and refrained from making waves. Shane enjoyed headlines while Denvor hid in the shadows. He was a puppet master, which had benefitted the pair when they had been in partnership years before.

Since then, both have become career criminals. While they had made peace with their illicit affairs, they had become mortal enemies. Biological opposites, twins by trade, and permanently at war, like two worms fighting inside the same rotten apple. They were bitter to the bone and fiercely territorial, but the forgotten friendship often stayed their fury.

They had no idea who I was. Where did I come from? Who did I work for? How did I manage to gather so much money in their territory without them knowing about it? And where was the money stashed now? Those were the questions they had been fed.

“So, where is it?” Shane said, tapping his foot loudly.

Not the opening question I had been expecting, though I realized that Shane was all about the bottom line.

I coughed, hinting that I couldn’t possibly carry on without a sip of water.

The bottle of water previously called for appeared on the small table in front of me, beads of condensation already forming on the outside. I wondered whether someone down the ranks had run to the corner shop.

“Could I have sparkling?” I ventured, gauging how far I could push. Their combined reactions informed me that it was too soon. “This will do,” I said, sucking greedily at what could be the last water I’d ever drink. I finished half the bottle, drinking until tears welled up, then screwed the cap back on and leaned back.

Shane opened his hands in anticipation, mouth agape. He leaned forward until he was hovering over the table, then hissed, “Where’s the money? And who are you working for?”

Still massaging my wrists, I scanned the room again. It was a sad display of feigned machismo, a poster ad for toxic masculinity. Twelve men scattered about, like fishermen without a vessel. The nature of the business they were in suggested they were all armed with some type of weapon. I remembered all these men. I had studied them, too. I could have murdered every one of them. I could have killed them in their most private places, in front of their loved ones, while they were taking a piss. I had planned to pick them all off slowly, one by one, in gruesome ways, but unintended contemplation had steered me elsewhere. Time was a precious commodity and pernicious when in abundance, but when time became instantly reduced to crumbs, it was made clear to me that time would not, as the famous saying stated, heal all wounds.

“Okay, let me tell you where I got the money, then all this will make more sense.”

Both men wanted to separate me from my newly acquired fortune, especially since they believed I was muscling in on their joint territory, and because a series of anonymous tips had caused police teams to raid both their storage facilities. They thought I was the competition because I had paid local hooligans to sow those seeds in their turf. What they were unsure about was whether I was independent or working for the competition in the Southern Suburbs.

I had centre stage. I had this one opportunity to do things my way. Guide my tongue. Let me say the right thing at the right time.
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My father died when I was still young, leaving my mother behind to take care of me and my brother Allan. He was two years my senior, and two sizes bigger than me. My mother was a simple woman who believed in morals and hard work. She slaved day and night to get us through school. The day I graduated, my joy was overshadowed by a car accident that claimed the lives of both my mother’s parents, my only surviving grandparents. Something broke inside of her that day. With no husband or sibling to turn to for comfort and two demanding boys to care for, my mother let herself go. She squeezed the best of herself into preparing us for the world.

After school I sought employment and, sadly, I found it. I began as a casual merchandiser at a big retail company in a mall, while my brother pursued the wonderful underpaid world of education. The retail industry swallowed me in as a youth and spat me out as an overworked manager a couple of years later. I was drained, but eager to fight back. After numerous aptitude tests, I qualified for a position as a junior financial adviser at a large firm in the city. Here I met my wife, Brenda.

Back then she was a secretary at the firm. The first day I arrived at the office Brenda was there to greet the newcomers. Her hair hung level with her shoulders; she had thick and springy, voluptuous curls that drove me wild. On that first day, she led the newbies, a mixed group of about ten or so, to an empty office where she prepped us for the induction process. I was amazed at how efficient and orderly she was. While we watched hours of tutorials, I kept picturing this pretty girl at reception. During our lunch break, they brought in coffee and snacks. I was disheartened to see another woman pushing in the tea trolley. It was a childish disappointment, but I couldn’t help it.

My infatuation grew with each passing minute, serving as a distraction during group assignments. After our induction, we lined up at reception to sign out and receive our entry cards. There she was, passing out smiles. My heart skipped when the other woman came around to assist Brenda. She motioned me forward with a wave of the finger and a grumpy expression. I signed the documents, but Brenda kept pulling my eyes to her side of the counter. As she busied herself, I studied her every move. I loved studying people. I still do. This was different, though. She had a mesmerizing quality that drew me in and shut out the world.

Then came our inevitable introduction. Attempting to make eye contact before leaving, I walked into a frameless glass door. I broke my nose and two fingers. The office manager claimed it as a record for their firm, with me having to complete an Injured-on-Duty application the same day I signed my Contract of Employment.

I eventually asked her out to coffee. Then followed it up with supper at a fancy restaurant, fully funded by my first paycheck. We clicked instantly. Her intricacies and my inadequacies complemented each other. For some reason, we were both careful and reluctant in the love department. We evaluated one another from a safe distance.

One day, she invited me along for a morning hike at the base of Devil’s Peak. It was days after the arrival of Spring. The air was crisp. The overbearing smell of fynbos pressed in on us from all sides. After the walk along the footpaths, we sat on the cold granite steps that led up to the monument of the Rhodes Memorial. She removed a thermal flask and two cups, then poured out the coffee she had prepared. We sat in silence and watched the sun claw its way free from a clump of trees in the distance. Her face glowed as the bronze rays spread across her cheeks. I was captivated by her. That was our sixth date. I leaned over the coffee cups and stared into her eyes. Our reluctance wavered and we closed the space between us with a kiss.

I returned from that morning hike a married man. At least, in my mind I did. I remembered sending Allan a text, saying that I had met my future wife. We had so much in common. We preferred the woods over the sea, loved to hike together, made a mean paintball team, and we killed at 30 Seconds and Charades. She danced and I watched. I cycled and she watched. She was the pink gin to my craft beer.

I proposed a couple of months later and she said yes.

After we were married, we opened our own advisory office. Word of mouth brought in plenty of business. I was honest and hard-working. Middle-class folk could relate to me on that level. It helped that my brother and his wife, Satí, brought in more business from colleagues at their respective jobs. It turned out teachers were getting poor advice on their retirement planning, so I restructured their savings to work in their favour. I was a master at estate planning, especially at restructuring wills to expedite the winding up of estates after the testator had passed on. My motivation was the memory of how my mother had struggled after my father’s passing.

Brenda was my helper in more ways than one. As the years went by, she became so much a part of me that we became one entity. Our relationship thrived on a mutual display of simpatico. We bought a little house not far from the business, yet far enough to be out of the humdrum of city life. We prepared ourselves for the dozens of children we were planning to have.

Although, the children never came. Due to an inexplicable display of biological indolence from both parties, we were unable to become pregnant. Parenthood eluded the ideal parents. The irony of it didn’t escape me. The sum of our attempts to conceive had made our dream nightmarish by comparison. If children were the fruits of life, then the inability to have children was the rot of life. There was something to be said here about the sadness and disdain spawned by the barren womb. I have yet to find anything more distressing and drawn out in its haunting. Be it a curse or a result of cruel biological mathematics, I cannot say, but the realization that the soil would remain fruitless no matter how powerful the seed was as crippling a blow as there ever could be. And to further be informed that the seed was substandard was even more crippling. It could drive anyone to tears and prayers, the only resolve that had merit in today’s world. Subconsciously, we siloed ourselves from friends with children and drew closer into each other. We contemplated adoption, but in our hope-fueled delays, this goalpost kept being pushed back until it was abandoned altogether.

In keeping with the woe that followed me around, our business collapsed without warning. This was in large part due to industry adjustments and regulations, as well as increasing business costs. I was forced to find placement at a small insurance firm, but a recessionary dip and a subsequent financial crunch caused people to cancel existing policies, which dried up my recurring commission.

I nearly drowned. Financial stress has a way of bringing about sleepless nights, of which there were many. So it was that I found myself down again, and so it was that the other part of me took it upon herself to find a job as a legal secretary to support the house.

Little did I know that our lack of finances would soon be flung into an unquenchable excess of funds through no effort of my own. One might wonder about the inconceivable journey from pauper to millionaire. Regardless of how rare and exceptional this transformational cocoon phase proved to be, I was evidence that it could occur at any moment. However, this transition was a somewhat vexing experience, and the consequence of obtaining abundant wealth was one I would not wish upon another living soul.

A familiar proverb suggests that a fool and his fortune soon part ways. That always made me think of a case study about lotto winners, which we worked on during my induction week. Statistically, lotto winners were the most at risk of burning through their earnings or dying before they could enjoy it. As a financial adviser, I saw my fair share of squandered inheritance, blasted on earthly pleasures, assuring beneficiaries and heirs of mere months of joy, followed by years of rehabilitation to remedy their addiction to spending. Money came and went. Good fortune was given and soon taken away.

Thus my consternation that, by some great existential riddle of Jobian equivalence, circumstances sought me out to inflate my bank balance. And how fitting that the onset of my wealth would be kicked into motion by a series of tragedies.

It was about a year before my abduction. My wife was away on a business trip for the better part of a week. She seldom went away, and when she did, I quickly grew tired of the quiet house. The empty bed, the depressing echo of my shoes bouncing back at me when I swept through the kitchen, and our cat Moscow’s sad meow when I forgot to feed it. It was amazing how she filled the home with warmth, but when she left, the house was unnerved, and it drew all life back into the plasterwork. The first night, I loved having the bed to myself, to do my human starfish impersonation, but then the bed grew cold and, when the lights went out, I only had the weight of the ceiling to force me to sleep.

With no childless friends to socialize with and my mother living in another city, I found myself watching the second hand twitch its way across the stolid face of the wall clock. Allan and Satí lived nearby, which made it easy to stay in touch, though we seldom did. He called me up that Friday morning and suggested I join them for supper and a movie. I suspect Brenda might have lobbied a charity call to Satí.

Sharing my fear of unnecessarily dirtying dishes, Allan insisted we go to a restaurant beforehand. While humming and hawing, phone in hand, considering how to decline a sympathy invitation, I glanced at the picture frame on my office desk. It contained a photo of Brenda leaning against the base of a tall Crape Myrtle tree in bloom, taken at a Christmas function the year before. Her sincere eyes and infectious smile leapt out at me from the entanglement of bright pink, cone-shaped clusters that spotted the tree’s long limbs. The sight of our empty bed flashed in my mind, the sheets tousled and crinkled on my side, flat and lifeless on Brenda’s, Moscow warming the feet of a ghost where my wife usually lay.

I agreed to join them.

Allan was a demanding figure: big head, large round chin, dangling arms, and hands that could crush coconuts. He stooped when he walked as though his shoulders housed an unbearable burden. An inapproachable hulk of grumpiness with a gentle teddy bear hiding inside. His contentment was ambitious, admirable. It was no surprise that Allan found joy in the city’s worst classrooms, a place where he could impart his peace and moral fibre to the broken young minds where pain lingered.

Allan was a teacher and Satí a youth counsellor, both government employees. She was the daughter of Samir Parker, a once-poor Indian migrant, and Caroline, an aspiring English missionary. Her parents had travelled the world to establish community outreach projects. When Satí was born, their lives became somewhat subdued. They raised their daughter in poverty, teaching her the value of sharing. When Satí finished school, she was a beautiful dark-haired woman with a horde of eligible suitors at her beck and call. Instead of auctioning off her independence and taking a man, Satí became involved with outreach projects in her neighbourhood, a sure-fire way to alienate herself from the rich young boys whose nightlife consisted of partying and drinking. She did a stint in Africa, where she met Allan, who was teaching kids at a village in Zambia at the time. Their romance was an intoxicating one. When two people share a passion, they become an unstoppable force, and so it was with Allan and Satí.

For the sake of relevance, I must add that a couple of years ago, Samir Parker, having lived a full life, leaned back in his chair one morning and left this world. Some months after Samir’s stroke, Caroline suffered the same stroke on the way to a shopping mall. The similarity was eerie, but it was inspiring to hear Satí talk about their sudden deaths so candidly. At her mother’s funeral, Satí highlighted that her parents had grown so close that even in death they could not be apart for too long. It was, in fact, her intense bond with Allan that superseded the deaths of her parents. Little did the optimistic Satí know then that her immediate future would be plagued by similar emotional trials.

That night, they picked me up in their red Toyota. With time at our disposal, we went to a small restaurant opposite the mall before heading to the movies. I knew Allan would offer to pay, but I preferred to pay my way even if it killed me. They waited in the car while I ran across the street to an automated teller machine to draw money. I had this habit of stuffing money into someone’s pockets or ashtray without them knowing about it. I had an unyielding ethical backbone, and quick fingers to boot.

The machine beeped as the transaction was concluded, then the notes peeled out of the cash dispenser slot. Waiting for the receipt, I heard a loud clapping sound that was unfamiliar to me. Though loud, it was surprisingly muted. It was followed by a smacking sound next to my head. I stared intently at the ATM’s glass partitioning, studying the tiny hole that hadn’t been there seconds before. The spiderweb of cracks that spiralled outward marred my confused reflection. Then another loud clap rippled through the peaceful night.

My diaphragm flexed into a strained convex dome and my legs gave way to a crouch. My breath took off as my lungs were forced into confinement. Filled with adrenaline, my heartbeat clucked in my ears like the hungry idle of a muscle car. A haunting scream was loosed, drifting in the air until another gunshot rang out, cutting through my stupefaction.

With money clasped in hand, I scampered across the pavement toward the safety of an old VW Beetle. From there I could observe the commotion in the parking lot from a safe distance. It felt like an action movie, only I was the cameraman.

I could see the restaurant to my left, the parking area in front of it and the extended parking section off to the right, with the mall and our awaiting cinema seats in the distance beyond that. It was in the parking area, well-lit by streetlights, where men were crouched behind two cars. Near the narrow stretch in front of the restaurant, another group of men were concealed behind a blue BMW. The two groups discharged their weapons without the slightest concern about where bullets landed, firing rounds haphazardly as if they were shooting with water pistols in a school playground. People were running, dropping to the pavement, covering their heads, sliding over hoods of cars, diving behind shrubs and searching for any object of concealment.

Hiding on the outskirts, I looked on in disbelief as a bullet cracked through the restaurant’s front window. A mass of cracks took shape, then the entire window collapsed in a shower of shiny shards. A waitress clasped her bloodied arm and went down screaming. A brave patron tackled another waitress to the ground. They disappeared out of sight at the other end of a salad bar, lettuce and cocktail tomatoes taking flight as they toppled over the display case. A car window burst inward. A tire let out a long sigh from where its rubber body had been pierced.

Another wayward slug smacked into the tar next to my Volkswagen shield. A homeless guy sharing my shelter grabbed my shirt and pulled me back behind the car’s wheel, his kindness like an alarm clock inside my mind. At the sound of approaching sirens, the parking area fell silent. A total of nineteen shots had been fired. I remembered that it was an uneven number.

As the two groups made their separate getaways, I ventured a quick peek. I saw two faces that night. One was that of Shane jumping into the back of a blue BMW. The other was that of Denvor walking boldly to his car. Both cars sped off, spewing out gravel and leaving an air of battle smoke in their wake.

The sirens grew louder, then died down as police vans arrived on the scene. The blue flashes of the emergency response lights had a mesmerizing quality about them, as though all those within its presence were instantly rendered motionless. It bounced off the shards of glass like blue crickets and got caught in the smoke that hung in the air, coating reality with an impenetrable fog, preventing tangibility from merging with the senses. Walking across the battlefield, smelling the acrid stench of gunfire, feeling the crunch of glass underfoot, hearing a baby scream in the background, I was in momentary absentia, limbo personified. Never before had unbelief been so tangible a thing.

A policeman, having holstered his weapon, put a hand on my chest and asked if I was hurt. I shook my head and gently pushed his hand away.

“Officer,” I whispered. “I think they shot a waitress in the diner.”

I hadn’t considered how close Allan and Satí had been to the gunmen. In fact, I hadn’t thought about them until that point. I couldn’t think straight or fully grasp what had happened until much later. Then I heard her voice, softly at first, like a murmur but rising in alarm as I approached.

“No,” she was saying. “No, no, no.”

The policeman kept pulling at me as if I owed him money.

“Please, no!” I heard again, louder than before, this time recognizing the voice as Satí’s. I’m still unsure why she hadn’t called out for help.

The policeman stepped in front of me, shook his head solemnly, but I pushed past him.

“No!” The immediate agony in her voice, even louder than before, tore into my soul. It drove me to tears before I even reached the Toyota.

Satí sat awkwardly hunched over inside the car, whimpering. The driver’s side door was slightly ajar, and its window had been shattered. The windscreen was covered with blood and what I assumed was bits of brain matter. Allan’s head lay in Satí’s lap. She cradled it gingerly as though he was taking a nap.

I wished I could unsee that part of the incident. It was so graphic, so unpleasantly real. I was so overcome with shock that I reached in and shook Allan’s leg. His jeans were still warm to the touch. He was there, but he was not. I took hold of his pants in a fist and gave my brother one more tug. He did not recoil. He did not resist. The action offered Satí no comfort. When I pulled back my arm, a sliver of glass cut open my forearm. Though deep, I couldn’t remember feeling a thing. My brother’s death took precedence.

“Help!” I screamed. “We need help!”

The policeman leaned over, peeked inside the Toyota, and reeled back with a grim expression on his face. He looked towards the flashing red lights at the other end of the parking lot and called for a paramedic, though we both knew nothing would bring Allan back to life.
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The trauma of such an incident could derail anyone’s life, in part because people perceive things differently, which allows for varied post-tragedy responses. To some, death is a matter of cause and effect. For others, it comes as a severe emotional assault. Even with a group of heartless monsters in one’s midst, everyone can sympathize with those who are inexplicably flung into the throes of pain and sorrow. There was little need to detail the sadness which followed for Satí. Once an inviolable personality, she had been rendered frail by consequence.

Satí and Brenda had nothing in common, yet they were the closest friends. Brenda was akin to Thomas Hardy’s description of Bathsheba. “She was of the stuff of which great men’s mothers are made. She was indispensable to high generation, hated at tea parties, feared in shops, and loved at crises.” Sadly, Brenda was nowhere to be seen on the night of the shooting. Satí was stuck with me.

While detectives took statements for their investigation, I distanced myself from the misery for the sake of Satí. I tried to keep an objective view even as matters escalated after the shootout. Allan’s red sedan became evidence, so we had to be taken to hospital by ambulance. I received stitches to close the lesion across my forearm. Satí was treated for shock. The doctor gave her a tranquilizer strong enough to dispatch an elephant to dreamland. Around one o’ clock the following morning, Satí was
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