
Chapter 1

A grey heron waited in the reeds, beak poised above the pool. When the prison gates opened for the man, the bird flew off. The fish dived, a flash in the tea-brown water.

Five-thirty. Nearly weekend.

The guards impatient to get home at the end of a long shift.

The man’s parole papers filed under a name not his own.

His fingers curled around the hundred rand note from the Prisoners’ Friend Society. He’d already discarded the address of the Christian halfway house expecting his arrival.

The man crossed the deserted road.

He wore borrowed trousers, a jacket that exposed his bony wrists, a white shirt. The smell of another man’s day in court, the sweat that came with the clock-stopping moment of sentence.

He waited, the last rays of the weak August sun warm on his back.

The guards packed up, listening as the radio spat out Cape Town’s news.

In the distance, the rattle of a minibus taxi.

It crested the rise, and he flattened his blade-thin body into a ditch next to the road.

The driver stopped. The guards glanced up: the new shift arriving. Nothing much to mention. Thursday would be a quiet night. They handed over, boarded the taxi, sped home.

Darkness descended.

The prisoner dusted off his clothes, eyes focused fifty metres ahead. The length of an exercise yard.

Ex-prisoner.

He cut through farmland, a shadow slipping down the serried vines.

The runty dogs lying between the workers’ cottages yapped.

A woman making her way home, stopped. She listened, but the dogs fell silent, and she walked on. Uncertain.

The man watched her, at ease. Prison erases a man’s smell, teaches him the art of absence.

Above him, the stars wheeled, freed from the barred square that had contained his nights for so many years.

On the stoep of a gabled farmhouse, dogs lifted their heads. Then settled again. Inside by the fire, the owners sipped brandy as they glanced at the day’s headlines.

He did not slow down as he scythed through the night.

At the crossroads, he orientated himself and headed for Cape Town.

No one would be waiting for him.

No one had, not since his mother’s funeral. His twenty-seven-year-old mother, shot five times by her pimp.

Twice in the face, twice in the heart, once in the cunt.

He had hoped, then, that someone would claim him. No one had, after the funeral. Except the pimp who’d pinned him down for an old man to sample, both of them laughing at the blood, the tears.

Payment for the bullets used to kill his insolent mother.

He had melted into the cold Cape drizzle, sharpened a bicycle spoke, and gone to the shebeen where his mother’s killer sat. A beer in one hand and a girl in yellow hotpants in the other.

He had inserted the spoke into the pimp’s back, pressing upwards until the tip pierced his heart. Then he’d disappeared into the night.

Sorry Mom.

He’d had that inked on the skin above his heart.

Vrou is gif.

That above the other nipple, for the whore in the yellow shorts who’d pointed at him in the courtroom.

Woman is poison.

A taxi pulled over with its cargo of late-shift workers. He settled next to a window and watched the new housing developments whip past. Villas hiding behind security booms; an empty soccer stadium where armed guards with leashed Alsatians patrolled the encircling razor wire; a shopping mall offering discounts.

He’d been gone for years.

Things had changed for the rich.

The roads became clogged arteries. Factory shift workers hurried home in the dark. Young men swaggered on street corners.

He got out where the land was flat and the southeaster howled around huddled houses that stretched as far as the curve of False Bay. Government-built boxes for the people.

Nothing had changed for the poor.

He breathed in the smells of the place that had been his home. Car fumes, a dead dog, the tang of salt from the distant sea.

The outside.

A forgotten dream that he had buried when he’d first gone to prison and been absorbed by the Number, the brutal prison brotherhoods. A killer at ten, the 27s had embraced him, the gang giving him rank and purpose and a sense of family more powerful than anything a mother outside ever presided over.

On the corner was the Nice-Time Bar, a corrugated iron lean-to attached to a brick house. White plastic chairs clustered around red Coke crates; five men sat drinking.

Inside the bar, a television flickered.

He ordered a beer from the barmaid, and stared at the woman on the screen who was unbuttoning her shirt.

The girl gave him his drink.

‘Pop Idols,’ she said, flicking through the channels. ‘It’s the final tonight.’

‘Go back to it,’ he ordered.

‘It’s mos a rerun of Missing, that Doctor Hart’s gang-cherrie programme.’ The barmaid rolled her eyes. ‘Just some Number gangster’s daughter showing off her scars. An excuse to show off her tits on TV. Hoping the Voice of the Cape will pay her for her story.’

‘Go back. Turn up the sound.’

She knew enough to do what she was told.

‘All the same when they come out,’ she muttered, lighting a cigarette. ‘An inch of skin, and the brain’s dead.’

He ignored her, listening to the rasp of the woman’s voice.

Pearl, she called herself.

Stupid name.

The barmaid finished her cigarette, going off to serve another customer.

The programme ended, the man drained his beer, and left.

He stood in the alley behind the shebeen, running through the plans he’d made with the other 27s, the generals who’d crouched in a circle.

The custodians of the unwritten law of the Number gangs had decided who should die, and when.

Any slight, any unearned claim to rank, any secret revealed, was a betrayal that had to be paid for in blood.

That was the law of the 27s.

He did not have much time.

He did not have enough information.

But he knew where to start.

He took the hand-fashioned knife from the sole of his shoe, slipped it into his pocket.

An expert at prising open secrets.


Chapter 10

Rita Mkhize’s office ended up as the unofficial search and rescue centre for the Yasmin Faizal case. The room was taller than it was wide. It had been a storeroom before Rita commandeered it, tossing out a heap of Remington typewriters that had last seen action in the 1970s. Her dockets stacked, pens in a jam jar, pot plant watered – Rita had learnt long ago to order the small things. For there wasn’t much one could do about the big things.

Because the single sash window opened onto the street, it had been nailed shut; its lower pane was painted the yellow-green found in hospitals and reformatories. Mental asylum green is what Rita called it. The room smelt of damp, and stale cigarette smoke. There were two chairs, one desk, one phone, one laptop. Rita had found an aerial map of Cape Town and put it on the wall. Someone had pinned a pink ribbon onto the place where Yasmin had gone missing.

Rita crumpled her Nando’s bag and lobbed it into the dustbin. It joined the remnants of Clinton van Rensburg’s Steers burger. He was on the phone to his wife. Rita was listening with half an ear. He was heading home, no, they hadn’t found the child, no Faizal wasn’t under arrest yet, yes it was a good idea that she go and see Shazia. Tomorrow, not tonight, there was someone with her, yes, they would find Yasmin. Alive, yes, of course alive. His voice soothing but strained, as it had been since his shooting, their own troubles with Calvaleen.

‘Still the netball queen, Mkhize?’ Delport leaned against the door frame, gnawing at a rib. He eyed Rita’s pert backside.

‘Takes one to know one, I suppose,’ Rita shot back.

‘What?’ Delport licked the tangy sauce from his fingers.

‘One queen,’ said Rita, ‘to know another one.’

Delport threw his takeaway packaging after hers. Missed. ‘Fuck you.’

‘You wish.’ Rita took the tacks out of her pocket and pinned up the printout she had brought with her.

‘Delport,’ said Clinton van Rensburg. ‘Go home.’

‘What about this weekend’s operation?’

‘Nothing’s happening tonight.’

‘How convenient,’ Delport sneered.

‘We’ll meet tomorrow. Reassess.’

‘I’ll see you then.’ Delport sauntered out; the noise of the bar on the first floor was loud, enticing.

‘There’s him, home but not dry for the night,’ Rita said. She examined her printout. Timelines. Places. People. The when-where-who of an investigation. Just a few sparse facts on the vast savannah of their ignorance. Opposite, she pinned up two headings. Method. Motive. The how, the why. Journalists’ questions. No press yet, but they were sniffing.

She went through the list of numbers that the ballet school security guard had given her, the same numbers Shazia had called, hysteria rising, as the guards had hunted for her child. All of them sure she was somewhere, asleep with her head on her school bag. Riedwaan had called Madame Merle, the ballet teacher. She had seen Yasmin in class, that was it. The piano man said the same. Mister Henry, the kids called him. Surname Harries. On the surface, nothing.

She tried Yasmin’s best friend, but she hadn’t seen Yasmin either.

She tried Calvaleen van Rensburg, but she didn’t pick up.

‘Was your daughter not at dancing this afternoon?’ she asked Van Rensburg.

‘No,’ he said. ‘She’s not dancing much. I’ve got to go too. Latisha … She’s nervous.’ Van Rensburg’s euphemism for his wife’s unravelling; his inability to reach her.

‘And this?’ Rita gestured at the phones, the map, her scraps of information.

‘He’ll bring her back,’ said Van Rensburg, gathering his things, awkward with his crutch.

‘Captain Faizal doesn’t have her,’ said Rita, anger rising in her chest. ‘Why are we doing this?’

‘Special Director Ndlovu’s orders,’ said Van Rensburg. ‘She’s taking this domestic violence in the police seriously. Her career’s on the line if another officer takes out his family.’

‘She wants an operation to be in charge of,’ said Rita. ‘She’s a civilian who was parachuted in on the back of some dodgy degree from a country that doesn’t exist any more. She’s using him, she’s made this happen so she looks good for her political bosses before the minister’s budget speech next month.’

‘Rita,’ he said. ‘You have a blind spot for your partner. Try to see him as he is, not as you wish he was. He’ll bring his daughter back.’

‘Say he doesn’t have Yasmin, Captain van Rensburg.’ Her voice was a dart in his back as he made his awkward way down the passage. ‘Then what?’

‘He’ll take out whoever’s got her.’

From down another passage came the sound of raised voices.

‘Your service pistol, Faizal.’

‘“Captain” to you, Sergeant.’ Riedwaan’s face was inches from the junior officer’s. He did not flinch.

‘Your gun, Captain Faizal.’ He pushed a piece of paper across the desk towards Riedwaan. ‘Hand it in. An order signed personally by Special Director Ndlovu.’

Riedwaan tore it in half. ‘You tell Special Director Ndlovu to take this and put it in a special place …’

‘Not the best idea I’ve heard, Captain Faizal.’ Rita Mkhize put her hand on Riedwaan’s arm. It was small, her hand, but that she meant business was clear. She picked up the pieces of paper.

‘In the drawer, Sergeant.’ She gave him a practised bat of her eyelashes. ‘The Sellotape’s always there, on the left.’

He felt in the drawer, pulled out the tape.

‘Two pieces, please.’

He tore them off and passed them to her. The paper was whole again. She smoothed it out.

‘Your weapon, Captain?’ Her grip on his arm tightened. She reached around with the other hand and unclipped his gun.

‘I’ve got it, Sergeant,’ she said sweetly, and sauntered down the passage.

She did not loosen her grip as she walked Riedwaan down the corridor.

‘Ndlovu wants you arrested,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Don’t make it easy for her.’

‘I haven’t got her,’ said Riedwaan.

‘I know,’ said Rita. She unlocked her office, shoving the door open with her hip.

‘I’m not going to ask what you were doing there,’ she said, ‘just take my motorbike and get out of here. Go find her. Don’t go home. Don’t go to Shazia’s. Don’t go to your mother’s. If you’ve left, you don’t know about it.’

She handed him the keys to her Yamaha.

Riedwaan hesitated.

‘Go!’ she said. ‘You’re going to be in the cells for the weekend unless you get out of here.’

‘I’m going to need help finding her,’ said Riedwaan.

‘I’m doing what I can.’ She handed him a sheaf of papers.

‘You’re something, Rita.’ Riedwaan looked at the time codes, preliminary interviews, contact numbers. ‘You’ll get fired,’ he said.

His phone flashed.

‘Things don’t look good, Faizal,’ said Edgar Phiri. ‘And there’s only so much I can do for you if you don’t cooperate.’

‘I am cooperating.’

‘Not answering your phone is not cooperating.’

‘I was looking for her,’ said Riedwaan. ‘We need a proper door-to-door, not Ndlovu and her muscle-men asking if someone saw me kidnap my child.’

‘If Rita Mkhize organises, will you accept that?’ asked Phiri.

‘Do I have a choice?’ asked Riedwaan.

‘No,’ said Phiri, ‘and the more trouble you cause, the more Ndlovu can nail you. She wants you in the cells.’

‘This is my daughter we’re talking about,’ said Riedwaan.

‘I know that, Faizal,’ said Phiri. ‘And believe me, I want you to find her. So work with me on this.’

Phiri disconnected.

‘I’m sharp,’ said Rita. ‘But you’re going to need more help. Call Dr Clare Hart.’ She wrote down a number, handed it to him. ‘Remember her? She gave that lecture on profiling rapists in that series Supe Phiri organised: “Extending the Police Skills Base”.’

‘You must be joking. She’s like Jodie Foster in Silence of the Lambs, but without the sense of humour. I’ll be right up there on her top ten feminist favourites: cop with restraining order against his wife and a kidnap charge against his daughter.’

‘You asked her a stupid question that day. What’s new?’ Rita lifted an eyebrow. ‘Call her, say you’re sorry you pissed her off. Grovel. Do whatever. She’ll help you. She won’t care about you, but she’ll care about your daughter and she’ll know how to find her.’

‘Profilers. Journalists. I might as well go to a fortune teller.’

‘You might as well get over yourself, Riedwaan. She knows how to investigate. She’s got connections you don’t have. She has brains,’ said Rita. ‘And she’s not trying to arrest you. That Persephone Project of hers – Clare’s been tracking missing girls. Sometimes she finds them.’

‘Dead, usually,’ said Riedwaan.

‘Not always.’ Rita Mkhize stood closer to him, her seen-it-all eyes on his face. ‘Maybe she can find Yasmin.’

‘I’ll call her.’

Rita’s phone was ringing. She checked the caller ID. ‘It’s Director Ndlovu. Now go, so I’m not lying when I tell her I don’t know where you are.’

‘She’ll kill you.’

‘I’ve handled worse.’

‘Sergeant Mkhize—’

Rita closed the door on Riedwaan, trying to remember when she’d had to handle worse, but an occasion didn’t leap to mind.

‘No, ma’am,’ she said. ‘Captain Faizal’s not with me.’

Outside, the roar of the bike. Riedwaan Faizal doing a U-turn, jumping the red lights, as he headed up towards Devil’s Peak.


Chapter 11

The ballet school was shuttered and dark. Riedwaan cut the engine where his daughter had last been seen. Returning – like a textbook suspect – to the scene of a crime. Except that there was nothing, no crime-scene tape, no blood, no curious onlookers, to mark this as the place where a few hours earlier Yasmin Faizal had left her ballet class and stepped out of her life.

His little girl. Yasmin. Just two and a half kilograms at birth.

He had taken her into his arms and she had quieted, dark eyes searching his face, imprinting her features on his heart – instinctively staking her life on that. As he cupped her tender skull in his hand, her butterfly breath settled on his skin, staying with him. He and Shazia had looked at each other over the infant’s dark, downy head, measuring the distance between them.

Riedwaan phoned the place that had been his home. He imagined the phone ringing less than a kilometre away in the flat where Yasmin should at this hour be curled under her quilt.

‘It’s Riedwaan.’

‘What do you want from me?’

‘To come home,’ he said. ‘To find her.’

‘You had your chance,’ she said.

‘Shazia, our daughter is missing. If we work together—’

‘It’s too late for sorry, Riedwaan. If that’s what you are.’

‘If we’re going to find her,’ he tried again, ‘then we need to talk to each other.’

‘Bring her back, sign the papers, and then we can talk.’

‘Shazia, try to hear me. I loved you. I love her. I don’t have her. I would never harm her. She’s gone, yes, but not with me. Not this time.’

‘Bring her back to me, Riedwaan,’ she hissed. ‘You were there. The security saw you there.’

‘Try and listen. I went past the ballet school. I saw her. I left her there to finish her class.’ Riedwaan felt for a way to get round her anger. ‘Listen to what I’m saying. I don’t know where she is. The longer you shift the blame onto me, the less chance I have of finding her. For Ndlovu, Yasmin is a pawn in some other game.’

‘You’re always full of conspiracies, Riedwaan. They’re games you’ve been happy to play.’

‘I’m not playing anything, Shazia.’

‘You’re going to sign those papers so we can go to Canada?’

‘I’ll sign anything you ask me to if it brings her back,’ said Riedwaan.

‘So why didn’t you sign before? Why did you push it so far? Why must you always do this? You made this happen. You and your work; you and your pride; you and your walking out on us instead of facing what you created.’

‘Let me come home,’ pleaded Riedwaan. ‘Let’s do this together.’

‘Not until you bring me my daughter.’

Disconnection.

Riedwaan lit a cigarette, the smoke burning the back of his throat and blurring the city spread beneath him, a carpet of lights and secrets. His daughter hidden there, somewhere. His phone still in his hand, Riedwaan scrolled through his helter-skelter day again, finding the missed call from a number he didn’t recognise.

Five-thirty-two. He dialled the number again. Inside the ballet school, the phone rang into the night.

He dialled for a message, found it. No words; nothing. Just silence.

Riedwaan rode along the back road behind the windswept tree line and the blocks of flats. Disa Towers was ahead of him, its three cylindrical tower blocks dwarfed by Devil’s Peak. The lights in 512 were a beacon. Where Yasmin should be asleep under her duvet. The place that used to be his home. He turned his back on the light, flushing out a nightjar as he made his way through the park that ringed the three bleak blocks.

Less than ten minutes later, he had the door open to the block he used to live in. He’d found the key to the basement in its usual place under the rock near the pine tree. Yasmin had hidden in the basement before, slipping out of the flat while her mother raged and her father refused to talk. The first time, it had taken him half an hour to realise that she was gone. He’d hunted for her for hours, eventually finding her down here, asleep on a shelf. Riedwaan felt along the shelf where she’d hidden the first time. Nothing but last summer’s beach bats and a faded picnic rug.

He pulled himself onto the shelf. Above him were silky black hairs, snagged on a splinter in the wood. Carefully, he unhooked his daughter’s hair and spread it on the blanket, three black strands on the pale wool.

So this is what it felt like to have your heart break.


Chapter 12

‘Join us, darling.’ Giles Reid had his hand on Clare’s elbow. He had been drinking too much again. The champagne was finished and the after-party was breaking up. They began heading up Long Street: the younger dancers to catch the Friday night clubs; the critics, older dancers and single men for a late dinner.

‘I’ve had a week from hell,’ said Clare. ‘I need to get home.’

‘It’s been your night.’ He gripped her arm. ‘People will want to talk to you, congratulate. They want their pound of flesh, remember, for all the money they’ve donated to your cause.’

‘Let go of me, Giles,’ Clare lowered her voice. ‘You’re hurting me.’

‘It really would be worth your while.’ He leaned closer.

‘The final cut for tomorrow’s programme’s been approved,’ she said. ‘And I need to start on the next one early tomorrow. You’ll excuse me.’

She fetched her coat, one eye on Giles Reid bearing down on the prettiest dancer. So English, so charming – until you crossed him. She leaned her head on the steering wheel for a second, letting the silence wash over her. Her ears were buzzing with music, people, talk. She drove home, longing for her crisp white sheets.

It was late, and Beach Road was empty. She saw Fritz silhouetted at her bedroom window, watching. A ragged mist was rolling in, the foghorn wailing its plaintive warning. Clare parked on the street, too tired to get out and open her garage.

It was only when she was already out of the car that the man appeared from the shadows of the half-constructed wall nearby. His hands were deep in his pockets, his jacket pulled close around his lean body. He had been waiting for her for a while; at his feet were several cigarette butts.

She clenched her fist around her keys, the longest one protruding between her second and third fingers, a weapon.

He was in front of her, taller than she was – but at five foot four, most people were. There was nobody else on the Promenade.

‘Dr Hart?’

Play for time.

‘Yes.’

‘I didn’t mean to frighten you.’

He was reading her wariness, trying to put her at ease. His hands were at his side, empty, but he had blocked her path.

‘What do you want?’

He handed her an ID. Captain Riedwaan Faizal. It felt warm from being against his body. Something familiar in the photo of his face, black hair growing straight up, full mouth, lines that said there’d been laughter in his eyes. She glanced up at him. There was none now.

‘I remember you.’ She handed it back to him. ‘My lecture. Profiling sexual predators.’ The man at the back of the classroom, his head at an angle. Sceptical. Asking questions that had disconcerted her, seeing past the surface of what she was saying. Past her suit, the white shirt, the mask of a professional woman in a man’s domain. She handed his badge back.

‘I … yes. Last year.’ His voice caught in his throat. ‘You might have heard the news. The little girl …’

On her way home last night, the newsreader’s voice. ‘Missing. Six. Dark hair tied in a ballet bun.’ That’s when Clare had muted the radio, not wanting to think about Chanel Adams, pinned like a butterfly to the board in her study – just like the others.

‘My daughter.’

‘What do you want from me?’ Her guard down.

‘You’re going to help me find her.’ His hand around her wrist.

‘I can’t.’ She gripped the key tightly between her fingers. ‘All you’ll do is make things worse. The cops will find her. You’re one of their own.’

Clare had her back to the wall. His fingers were around her wrist. His other hand was against the wall next to her face, his feet were planted on either side of hers, trapping her knees between his. She could feel the heat of his body, his arm close to her face. Her alternatives: knee him quick and fast, or jab a key into his eye.

‘Why don’t you let me go?’ There was sometimes a third way. ‘And can we talk about it.’

He released her. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Why me?’ Clare didn’t relax her grip on the keys. ‘In the middle of the night?’

‘Rita Mkhize gave me your number.’

‘Doesn’t answer my question. Why aren’t the cops looking for her, you with them?’

‘They think I have her.’

‘Do you?’

‘Would I be here if I did?’

‘You might well,’ said Clare.

‘Won’t you help me?’ he asked. ‘Please.’

Clare’s refusal died in her throat. And with it, her better judgement.

‘What’s her name?’ asked Clare.

‘Yasmin,’ he said. ‘Yasmin Faizal.’

‘You want to tell me what happened?’ asked Clare. ‘Roma by Night is open.’

Riedwaan was already walking. The motion helped quell his fear, which felt like a pit bull in his gut, about to eat him alive.


Chapter 13

Clare took the booth furthest from the entrance. Riedwaan slid a photograph out of his breast pocket, placing it on the table. It lay between them, its corners rumpled, curved in the middle where it had moulded to the shape of his chest. A little girl in a pink leotard, her black hair in a ponytail. Gold hoops in her earlobes, her dark eyes glittering with laughter. Clare glanced up at Riedwaan. The same full, perfectly formed mouth.

‘This is her?’ asked Clare. The question unnecessary, a rope tossed over the gulf of loss. Riedwaan looked at the coloured lights looped along the Promenade. Many of the bulbs gone.

‘That’s her,’ he said. ‘Will you find her for me?’

‘This is a first,’ said Clare, ‘a cop asking me for help.’

‘I’ve seen your work.’ Riedwaan took out a cigarette, and bounced it on the table. No Smoking signs everywhere. ‘You’ve got connections I don’t have. The cases I’ve been working on … I need someone who can get under the skin of these gangsters, and find her.’

‘You think she’s …’

‘Alive?’ Riedwaan said it for her. ‘If she wasn’t, I’d know. The people I deal with use bodies instead of email. More direct way of getting the message across, harder to trace.’

‘Explain to me why you’re a suspect,’ said Clare.

‘The suspect.’

‘Okay, the suspect. Why aren’t the cops looking for her? They have that new child-track system. Why not this time?’

‘New unit. New policy. Still trying to straighten us old-school cops out,’ Riedwaan took his lighter out of his pocket, lit his cigarette. ‘Run by a Special Director Ndlovu. A PhD in rondfok from Leningrad University or some fact-free place like that. She got hold of me and my psychological profile. When that happens and you’ve got a profile like mine, you’re fucked.’

‘Why’s she on your case?’

‘Hard to tell if she’s on my case or on Phiri’s case via me. There’s some exile history there. Phiri doesn’t do the reciprocal altruism that the struggle has spawned.’

‘Reciprocal altruism?’ asked Clare.

‘I did you a favour twenty years ago. Now it’s payback time. Contracts, blind eyes, backhanders. Phiri is as straight as they come. Ruffled some senior feathers by expecting them to be the same.’

The waitress brought their coffee, ignored Riedwaan’s cigarette, sauntered off and lit her own.

‘Convince me that you haven’t got her.’ Clare stirred in the milk.

‘My wife reported Yasmin missing to the police hotline. There’s a new policy that’s meant to stop the SAPS from shooting our wives and girlfriends on rugby weekends. Because there was a complaint against me with the Family Unit, an interdict was activated.’

‘An interdict?’ asked Clare.

‘I hadn’t seen Yasmin for weeks. It was my weekend to see her. Her mother refused. I …’ he stopped.

‘You what?’

‘I took her anyway.’

‘So you hire me and you look innocent.’

‘It’s not as simple as that.’

‘Captain Faizal,’ said Clare. ‘Things are usually simple. We long for complex motives, but you know what? Most of the time, it’s nothing. Just an impulse.’

‘You think I don’t know that?’ asked Riedwaan. ‘Sometimes I’d have a gun in my hand and I see two limp, bloody bodies at my feet and the gun is in my mouth, cold and clean and sweet as a Coke on a hot afternoon. Then I’d wake up.’ He focused on her, as if seeing her face for the first time. ‘And they would be breathing, Shazia and Yasmin, in their beds. Alive. Director Ndlovu’s idea of sorting out my head was to send me to a government-issue shrink. She asked me questions about my family, my fantasies, my thoughts about love, about death.’

‘What did you tell her?’

‘I asked her how you told love and death apart. She made me another appointment. I didn’t pitch, so that flagged me in some Swedish computer programme that measures mental health, gender attitudes and compliance with authority. I was marked as a man to watch, a man with secrets. A man made dangerous by love, according to the report. Or was it by death? I can’t remember now.’

‘And if I find her for you?’ asked Clare. ‘Then what?’

‘I didn’t say I wanted to kill them,’ said Riedwaan. ‘I’m telling you what gets into my head if I sleep. I’m telling you what I saw when we were called to a house in Goodwood. A whole street of policemen. A crescent. That house at the end. A guy I knew who was in the riot squad. He came home one day and shot his family. Then he called us and waited – with his service pistol in his mouth. He pulled the trigger when we opened the door – we went through and found them all. Wife. Two sons. Baby daughter. Bullet in the forehead. Each of them. I’m telling you why I moved out.’

Riedwaan stopped speaking.

‘Okay.’ Clare held up her hands. ‘I’ll accept what you’re saying for the moment. You’ve looked at all the places she might have gone to? Granny, cousins, friends, hiding at school somewhere?’

‘What do you think I’ve been doing while you’ve been watching ballet? She’s nowhere.’ Riedwaan pulled out his cellphone and pushed it across the table.

‘Check that. Not one message, not one missed call. Except …’

‘Except what?’ asked Clare.

‘A missed call while I was at a crime scene. It was the call box at her ballet school.’

‘What time was that?’

‘Five-thirty-two. Her class should have finished at six-thirty. I didn’t know and neither did Shazia, but they finished early today.’

‘Who knew?’

‘I checked with her teacher. Everybody, it seems.’ Riedwaan lit another cigarette. ‘Except me and Shazia, because she won’t …’ He stopped himself. ‘Because we are unable to speak to each other, we seem to have missed that crucial little detail.’

He looked out of the window. Clare watched his reflection, wishing she still smoked.

‘It’s as if she vanished. No sign, no demands, no …’ He couldn’t say body, but both of them thought it, saw it. Saw her in the cold, eyes open, seeing nothing.

‘Help me look for her.’ He faced her again. ‘View the CCTV footage at least. Cyclops Centre tomorrow morning. On the Foreshore.’

A siren blared in the distance. Riedwaan flicked his cigarette into his coffee cup.

‘It’s midnight.’ The waitress had her coat on. ‘We’re closed. That’s twenty rand.’

Clare and Riedwaan crossed the road together and stopped outside at her door.

‘A deal?’

Clare put her hands on his arms, held him for a moment, her face against his. She hadn’t meant to, but he looked so stricken.

‘I’ll see what the cameras have to say.’

She pulled her door closed behind her, leaned against it, listened to his footsteps recede. The smell of him lay on her skin. Fear, loneliness, cardamom.


Chapter 14

The light on Clare’s desk was a golden splash in the darkness. The Promenade was empty; even the homeless were tucked away in doorways and bus shelters, out of the wind. A taxi stopped opposite the mini-golf course, which was closed for the winter. A single passenger alighted, a thin man wearing a mismatched suit jacket and pants. He walked towards the copse of trees that surrounded the overgrown labyrinth. Plenty of place to sleep there, but unpleasant in the cold. He turned once and looked back, seeming to stare straight up at Clare’s window before disappearing into the darkness. Clare, chilled, took the white shawl from the back of her chair and wrapped it around her shoulders.

Her Apple laptop bleeped, signalling that the pages she wanted had been downloaded. She turned her attention to the internet search she’d done on Captain Riedwaan Faizal, the reports that had made it into the press, and a few others from websites she knew how to get into.

He had joined the police in 1990, the year of Nelson Mandela’s release. In 1994 he’d been awarded a degree and transferred to the Detective Services. He had quite a reputation. A series of high-profile arrests. An apparent obsession with bringing in the hard men who stalked the Cape Flats. The senior gang members. The few cases against Riedwaan – one for assault and a couple for searches without a warrant, had melted away in court. His Gang Unit successful, so far. Most of the cases he’d brought, stuck. Even more unusually, his witnesses survived. An award for bravery for rescuing a fellow officer. Both of them wounded. What they were doing in the alley behind a crackhouse not well explained. The list of people who’d want him out of the way would probably fill a filing cabinet. A straight cop with a temper, who the tabloids loved?

The tip of an iceberg of trouble.

And his daughter? Maybe Yasmin had gone to visit an auntie or granny in a household where no one wondered at the presence of another six-year-old. She had simply been fed then ignored, and left to fall asleep with a heap of cousins. One more child, unnoticed. There was a chance – always prayed for, though seldom the case.

Not really.

Clare got up to look at the map on the wall. The wind had dropped, the quiet tightening a knot of anxiety in her throat. She opened the window to hear the waves slapping against the sea wall. Then she looked again at the portrait that Riedwaan had given her. A delicate oval face balanced on a slender neck. In her ballet pink, what she’d be wearing when they found her.

If they found her.

Clare pulled out her notes, skimming through what Riedwaan Faizal had told her. Winnowing the kernels of fact from the chaff of emotion.

  
  1 Yasmin Faizal. Gifted dancer. Scholarship to expensive ballet school, six years old, seven on Tuesday. Weight 20 kilograms. Height 115 centimetres. Shoes: child size 12. Eyes dark brown. Hair: black, curly, waist-length when loose. Ears: pierced. Two gold hoops. Body: small birthmark on left hip; scar on right elbow from falling off a merry-go-round.

  2 Shazia (mother, estranged wife) comes to collect Yasmin at ± 18:30. The ballet school is closed. No Yasmin. Shazia calls husband. No answer. Calls friends/relatives. No sign of her.

  3 Shazia Faizal reports Yasmin missing. Police hotline. Call is logged.

  4 Special Director Ndlovu is notified. Activates interdict against Faizal. Ndlovu declares him chief suspect. Ambiguity: Suspension? Arrest?

  5 Yasmin has run away from home twice before. Once she went to her grandmother’s.

  6 Another time she refused to say where she had been, but showed no signs of physical harm. Both events happened after her parents had argued.

  7 Riedwaan Faizal (father) misses call at 17:32 from the call box at the ballet school. No message.

  8 Neither parent aware that that the school is closing early on Friday. Yasmin forgets to give them the note? Pianist Henry Harries (Mister Henry) closes up and leaves later. He said he had not seen her.

  9 Yasmin’s father went to the school at 16:00. Before her lesson.

  10 Barred from case. Main suspect.

    
  Clare ran her hand over the map, her fingers catching on the red pins she’d pushed into it. Open fields, dumpsites, subways, nightc lub toilets, homes, an office, a churchyard. Each with a girl’s name and a date attached to it. Her Persephone charts. Little girls, their truncated lives reduced to a single red flag on a map, to notes in the brown folder on her desk.

    She opened it. Name, date of birth, date of death pencilled on the sheets. Her notes a summary of the evidence, if there was any, statements from witnesses, if there were any. A blurry snap of a smiling child at her last birthday party before she disappeared. That was usually all that remained: the photograph and a mother trudging daily to work, her grief clutched in her heart.

    Noor Khan, who had been post-mortemed that evening, was slaughtered like a goat by a man her mother rented a room from. Chanel Adams had gone to the shop and vanished. Bernadette Jaantjies, seven, was last seen by her friends walking hand-in-hand with an ‘uncle’ wearing jeans and a blue shirt.

    Two little girls she’d tracked with the help of Pearl de Wet to a shebeen in Maitland. Sent by their gangster stepfather to pay off a drug debt. Yvette and Yvonne, six and nine. Cleaning toilets in the morning, their skinny bodies rented out at night. Too little evidence to jail the fat Austrian who’d been caught with them, and who claimed that girls in hot climates matured younger. He had thrown money at the case. In the end, the frustrated judge made him commit to the New Beginnings Clinic’s sexual rehabilitation programme. The man complied and then flew home.

    Then there was Tiffany Cloete, three, playing in the yard one minute, a bullet lodged in her back the next. Whether it was intentional or a stray from a gang fight, remained unresolved. Lindiwe September, six, seen getting into a taxi with a man nobody on her street recognised. The driver who dropped them in town said the child was crying, and the man told him he was taking her to the doctor. Body found in a drain near the harbour a week later.

    Too many of them, the detail blurring with their faces. And now this new one. The one who didn’t fit.

    Yasmin Faizal.

    Clare had to presume she was alive; had to bury the image of the child’s body discarded like a used tissue. This work is what her life had become. Work she was good at, maybe the only thing she was good at. She didn’t seem to be good at life.

    The twinge of a headache. She switched off her light and put on the Beethoven piano concerto, as familiar to her as her own breathing. Closed her eyes, willing the music to ease the slow crescendo of the headache, the chords of her secret music.

    One-thirty.

    Clare closed her folder, the night’s silence whispering around her. She walked down the passage, pulling her evening dress over her head, the black silk clammy as seaweed on her body. Then she wrapped herself in her gown and stepped onto the balcony off her bedroom. A fine spray drifted over the sea wall. In the pools of darkness between the lights along the Promenade, the shadows shifted.

    The policeman’s daughter, her photograph lying on the desk, another girl alone in the night. Another one. By now, Clare’s headache was a vice.

    

  


Chapter 15

The pressure of her heart beating against her ribs.

Cold.

Dark.

So cold, so dark.

She tries to remember. The food. The takeaways. She’d tried to run but they were too fast for her.

The smell of oil burns Yasmin’s throat. She feels a stickiness against her cheek. She moves the tip of her tongue. One, two teeth, then a gap. The bleeding has stopped but it still feels raw. Her tongue continues to probe. Another tooth, the pointed canine. Another gap, this one familiar. The tooth mouse had brought her ten rand for it.

She wants her mother.

The burn of not crying turns into a fire. A sob squeezes past her throat, and tears sting where the man’s ring split the skin on her cheek.

She wants her father.

He will find her, save her from the darkness she’s so afraid of.

He promised.

She breathes in, like her daddy said he does when he’s afraid. The thud of blood in her ears fades, and she can listen.

Silence.

Absolute.

No washing up.

No television.

No mother murmuring into the phone.

She’d got used to her daddy’s voice not being there in the night any more. But this didn’t mean that she did not miss the steady deep note of his voice below the angry fizz of her mother’s.

The pain in her face is real.

The cold is real.

The hunger twisting in her belly is real.

The piece of metal pressing into her is real.

She tries to lift her right hand but it will not move. Neither will the left. The attempt hurts, as the plastic tie cuts tighter into her wrists. She keeps still. That saves you if you are in danger. Keeping still, thinking. Her daddy says so, but making her mind work is not easy. Her thoughts are like birds caught against a window. The more you try to help them, the harder they fly into the glass, until, stunned, they fall to the floor, bleeding.

In her mind’s eye she puts out her hands, picks up her thoughts, helps them to the open doorway. Tries to feel where she is.

If she knows where she is, her Daddy will be able to find her.

Her hands cannot move, but her legs can. Both together. There is a tie biting into her ankles. She swings her feet up, her knees hitting metal. She rolls her knees over to the right.

Metal again.

Back up and to the left. Nothing there. Except for hard rubber against her shins. A tyre. Metal presses into her back. A jack. Maybe a spanner. She breathes again. The smell of oil. She is in the boot of the car.

So cold, so dark.

Better than being dead.

A rectangle, where the dark is less dense. She twists her neck towards it. Glass by her head, a chink to the outside. Yasmin lies still, listening to the layers of silence beyond the broken tail light. The muffled sound of a dog barking. Then other dogs. And far, far away, the muezzin, calling her. Tears slide down into her ears. How will he find her when she can tell him so little? Diesel oil, a broken light, a dog, a faraway muezzin.

Footsteps.

A new voice.

The boot opens and hands reach in.

Her bladder, filled to bursting, overflows. She cries at the shame of wetting herself, not for the blow that it earns her.


Chapter 16

The Saturday papers avalanched through Clare’s front door, waking her from a restless sleep. She fetched them on her way to feed Fritz – as taciturn as Clare was until she’d had her morning coffee. She spread the papers out on the kitchen table. MISSING: TOP COP’S GIRL. Yasmin Faizal smiled up at her, hair netted, leotard encircled at the waist with a narrow band of elastic, skinny knees holding a plié. A photograph of Shazia Faizal, prim in her nurse’s uniform. A picture of Riedwaan next to the two crumpled bodies of the girls shot dead in Maitland.

The story was spare on facts; generous on speculation. There was an undigested statement from Director Ndlovu on the need to stamp out domestic violence. An admission from her that searches of Captain Faizal’s residence, that of his family, and other places where the child might be held, had been fruitless.

Unnamed sources talked about Riedwaan’s service record, his heroism in rescuing his partner, his mandatory leave of absence, the stresses of work in the Gang Unit, the shooting of his previous partner Van Rensburg, the increasingly public feud between Phiri and Salome Ndlovu.

A police spokeswoman said that a search of the area – house-to-house questioning, dogs, specially trained officers, had revealed no evidence of the missing child. A homeless couple said they’d seen her waiting when they searched the dustbins across the road, that she had been eating something. But the caves nearby had been searched, and the gullies around the river combed for signs. There was no evidence of the child or her possessions.

Clare turned to page three and was startled to see a picture of herself, taken at last night’s performance of Persephone. The ambiguously worded caption said that the child had disappeared during the performance, and there was speculation that Dr Clare Hart, who had been researching the recent murders of young girls, was involved in the case. Publicity. That was all she needed. She looked over the notes she had made last night. Very little pointed away from Yasmin’s father.

Riedwaan Faizal had been seen there.

He had taken the child on previous occasions.

He had a motive. What would a father do if someone was planning to take his only child to Canada?

What would she do in that case?

Clare opened the kitchen window and put her crusts out for the sparrow waiting on the ledge. A bright-eyed urban survivor, the bird pecked hungrily.

The child’s vanishing, going unnoticed in a quiet, policed suburb, indicated someone close. Someone intimate, someone inconspicuous. And yet something told her no.

Clare had believed him. It was that simple. That bothered her, though. She shoved her pepper spray into her pocket. Her phone, notebook, camera and recording equipment went into her leather backpack.

It was cold out; and too early to see Rita Mkhize. The sky was silvering above the distant Hottentots Holland Mountains as Clare drove across town and climbed up Buitenkant Street to the crags at the base of Devil’s Peak. Gorge Road was narrow, and it fell steeply towards the city. A century earlier it had been a winding footpath, and before that a game track where animals ran, single file, to escape sharp-eyed hunters. At six-thirty it was deserted. Just sprays of glass from smashed car windows. Cape Town’s confetti. The old-aged home opposite the school lay asleep, waiting for the morning staff to arrive and start the day – except for one square of light on the top floor, five flats along. And in the wooden hut nearby, a nightwatchman sat hunched over a crackling radio.

If Yasmin had walked off, it would have been with someone she knew. It’d be hard to pull a six-year-old down a long street, unseen. Clare walked towards the overgrown entrance to the ballet school. Next to it was a recess in the foliage, offering respite from the wind. As she hunkered down into it, Clare saw the bright pink, a snagged strand of wool. She eased it off the bougainvillea thorn. Yasmin’s ballet cardigan. The child must have waited in this spot, in the gathering dark. Clare photographed every angle, picturing a man in a car, hidden among the pines.

A stalker would have waited right there, tucked out of sight behind the scrub, watching for his prey: Yasmin’s vulnerability logged, her abduction precisely planned – and then executed. Or if it was chance, Yasmin being in the wrong place at the wrong time, the abductor would have seized the opportunity that is a solitary child. Either way, the hunter would have tensed, leaned forward, his breathing becoming shallow the second the child stepped into view.

A car slipped down the road towards Clare. With barely a glance, the driver swept past her.

She walked up the hill, past open bins with their evidence of too many meals eaten alone, single servings of ready-prepared food, chocolate wrappers, the sad pleasures of the lonely and the old. Three men – SOLID WASTE emblazoned on their yellow shirts – were tossing the bins up onto the back of a truck. Clare walked to the driver’s door.

‘Yes, lady?’ He leaned out of his window.

‘This your route?’ asked Clare.

The driver took a drag of his cigarette.

‘Friday evening, Saturday morning. Why?’

‘I’m looking for a girl,’ said Clare.

‘So was I.’ The man’s mouth curled into a thin smile. ‘Looks like I found her.’

‘A six-year-old,’ said Clare. ‘She went missing yesterday afternoon. Were you here yesterday?’

‘We came this way about six. Half-past, maybe. Did the houses. Today’s mos institutions. The school, the old toppies. The council outsourced us. Made us free enterprises. Means we work seven days a week for the same money we got working for the council for five. What’s she look like?’

Clare showed him the picture.

‘Ag, shame. Such a small girlie. I didn’t see her.’ He gave a loud whistle. The men loading were around Clare in a second. ‘Ask them,’ he said.

‘Did any of you see this little girl yesterday?’ asked Clare. ‘About the time you came through here. After five, before six.’

The men wiped their hands on the sides of their pants and passed the photograph round.

‘No.’ One after the other.

‘Anything you saw here yesterday that was different?’ she asked.

‘Like what?’ A skinny man, putting his gloves on again.

‘Something different from what you usually see,’ said Clare. ‘A smell, some sounds, someone you don’t usually see here. A car in an odd place. Could seem like nothing.’

The men passed the photograph of Yasmin around again. Shook their heads.

‘Sorry, lady.’ The driver handed the photograph back to Clare. ‘I hope you find her.’

Clare was doing her seatbelt up when the man appeared at the passenger window. He was out of breath from running. The rubbish truck was back, idling in the empty street.

‘Sorry, sorry for the fright.’ He was studying Clare’s face, hands clamped onto the car window. ‘I’ve seen you before. I told them. Aren’t you on TV?’

’Sometimes,’ said Clare

‘I told them.’ Triumphant. ‘Survivor?’

Clare shook her head.

‘Idols?’ Sceptical.

‘No,’ said Clare. ‘Missing. About the missing girls.’

‘Pearl,’ he said to her. ‘I remember her. Pearl, was that her name? Thursday night, mos. For Women’s Day. She said her father’s a general in the 27s. He did things to her. That everyone thinks he’s this strong man, but he’s a coward because he picks on young girls.’ The man’s voice rose in indignation. ‘His own daughter, nogal.’

‘That’s the one.’ Clare started her car.

‘It’s her.’ Pointing at Clare, grinning gummily at his companions. ‘The one who went after the gangsters, told their secrets on TV.’

‘You should watch yourself, nooi.’ He turned back to Clare, his hand on her window again. ‘The 27s kill people who tell their secrets. You didn’t show the girl’s face, but they can find you easy.’

He sprinted up the road, swinging himself up onto the truck. The driver hit the sound system and the bass juddered.


Chapter 17

The only car parked outside the ballet school was an old yellow Beetle. The piano music, a waltz by Liszt or Schubert, stopped when Clare knocked.

‘Dr Hart.’ Madame Merle was taken aback as she opened the door. ‘Are you here about last night’s performance?’

‘It was a great success.’ Clare stepped past Madame Merle into the cold room. ‘But that’s not why I’m here. I’ve come about one of your little scholarship girls, Yasmin Faizal.’

‘I have a class in fifteen minutes.’ Madame Merle tapped her wrist. ‘How have you become ensnared with the Faizal family?’

‘I look for little girls who go missing.’ Clare followed Madame Merle into her studio. ‘Yasmin went missing from here.’

A man stood by the window, his figure dark against the morning light.

‘You’ve not met my piano man.’ Madame Merle followed Clare’s gaze. ‘Henry Harries, officially. Everyone here calls him Mister Henry.’

‘Hello.’ Clare put out her hand, and the man’s pallid fingers lay limp in hers.

‘We went over this with Captain Faizal last night. With the mother, too.’ Madame Merle fitted her cigarette into the long filter, flared her lighter, and leaned against the broad windowsill. ‘I had a call from the mother first. Told her that if Yasmin wasn’t at the school, it was probably the same as last time.’

‘And Captain Faizal?’

‘Told him that if Yasmin wasn’t with him this time, then she probably went home with one
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