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Blood Rose





Chapter One

The sound sliced open Clare Hart’s Monday morning, dragging her out of a catacomb of sleep. She sat up, heart pounding, and pushed a tousle of hair from her face. It was her cellphone writhing on the bedside table. She reached for it, knocking over a glass of water. She shook the droplets off the phone and onto the sleeping cat. Fritz hissed and dug her claws into her mistress’s bare thigh. Clare caught the tiny bead of blood on her nail before it trickled onto the sheet.

‘Witch!’ she hissed. The cat strutted out of the room, flicking her tail in regal affront.

‘Dr Hart?’ the phone crackled.

Clare pulled the duvet around her naked body. ‘Who is this?’ The reception was always bad in her bedroom.

‘Captain Riedwaan Faizal. South African Police Service.’

Clare sat up, zero-to-panic alert. ‘Where are you?’ The other side of her bed was empty.

‘I’m downstairs. Buzz me in.’

‘You bastard!’ Clare could not hide the relief in her tone.

‘Tell that to my mother.’

‘Where’s my tea?’

‘Come on, Clare. It’s freezing out here and the security guard is getting suspicious.’

‘You know the deal, Riedwaan. You get sex and a bed for the night; I get tea as I wake up.’

‘I’m trying to break your habit. I’ve got you a cappuccino and hot croissant instead.’

Clare wrapped her gown around her body. ‘Fair enough. Hang on.’ She pushed the red button on the intercom, listening for the thud of Riedwaan’s shoulder against the glass door. He came upstairs, bringing with him a blast of cold dawn air and two steaming coffees.

‘Giovanni’s. My favourite.’ Clare took the coffees from him and led the way to the kitchen.

Riedwaan followed her down the passage. ‘Maybe you should give me some keys. I could have brought you this in bed.’ He tipped the croissants onto a plate and opened the microwave.

Clare opened the plastic coffee lid. ‘Maybe.’

She snatched the Cape Times he had clamped under his arm and went back to bed. Clare had allowed her defences to be breached once, long ago. The consequences had been devastating. It would take more than breakfast in bed for her to lower her defences a second time.

But Riedwaan pinged the microwave optimistically a second time and put his coffee and the croissants onto a tray.

In the bedroom, Clare had propped herself up against the pillows. The soft fabric of her wrap fell open as she leaned over to get a croissant.

‘I love this about you.’

‘What?’ asked Clare, her mouth full.

‘That you wake up ravenous.’ Riedwaan reached forward, cupping her breast on an upturned hand. The air seemed thin, as if there was only just enough oxygen, which he would have to use judiciously. He moved his hand down her body, onto her hip. Clare put her cup on the table and slid down the bed. She pulled him towards her, practised hands undoing buttons, seeking the satin warmth of the skin on his belly, his back.

‘I’m glad you came back,’ she whispered.

Riedwaan smiled down at her. ‘I’ll be back any time for a welcome like this.’

When he reached for his coffee again, it was cold …

‘It’s time to get up,’ said Clare.

‘Stay a bit.’ Riedwaan tightened his arms around her. ‘You’re going away.’

‘I’ve got things to do.’ Clare slipped from his grasp and went to the adjoining bathroom.

Riedwaan listened to her hum as she splashed and opened and closed cupboards. ‘Do you hum when I’m not here?’ he asked.

The humming stopped. ‘None of your business.’

He rolled over and looked out at the grey sea heaving itself against the rocks. He had meant to tell Clare last night about his wife’s decision to return to South Africa.

When she came out of the bathroom, she was wearing a tracksuit. ‘You coming?’ She bent down to put on her running shoes.

‘You must be joking.’

Clare reached under the duvet, her hands cold on Riedwaan’s chest. ‘I’m not. You need to do more exercise than occasionally getting it off with me.’ She turned towards him at the door, sunlight catching her face and the trace of a smile.

‘Clare, I wanted to—’

‘What?’ She raised an eyebrow.

But Riedwaan could not spoil the happiness he had coaxed from her. ‘Your eggs, fried or scrambled?’

‘Hardboiled would be apt, don’t you think?’ Then she was off, two steps at a time.

‘Feed Fritz,’ she yelled up the stairs. ‘Then she won’t attack you.’ The door slammed and she was gone.

  



Chapter Ten

‘I’ll get Elias and Van Wyk,’ said Tamar when she and Clare got back to the station. ‘Then we can get started on our display.’

Tamar, Clare and Karamata made their way to the special ops room. Evidently, Van Wyk had more important matters to attend to, declining Tamar’s invitation to join them without even looking up from his computer screen.

There was a roll of maps and a neat stack of autopsy photographs on the trestle table in the middle of the room. Stacked alongside were three murder dockets, sheets of coloured paper, scissors, blue tac, drawing pins and marker pens.

‘We’ll work backwards,’ said Tamar. ‘Let’s start with Kaiser Apollis.’ She wrote his name large in red.

‘Monday’s Child …’ Clare pinned up the photographs of the boy drifting on the swing.

‘Was fair of face,’ Tamar finished. ‘We’ll have to wait for the autopsy before we can finish him.’

‘There’s a police file for him,’ said Clare, checking through her documents.

‘He was caught trespassing a month or so ago,’ said Karamata.

‘He was beaten?’ Clare asked, glancing through the scrawled report.

‘He worked the docks when he had to,’ said Karamata. ‘Van Wyk handled the case. The volunteer teacher, Mara Thomson, accused Van Wyk of beating Kaiser but it could just as easily have been the Russians on the old Soviet ships.’

‘What are they doing here?’ asked Clare.

‘They’ve been rusting here since perestroika,’ said Karamata. ‘They don’t dock because they don’t want to pay harbour fees. They can’t go home, because the state that owned them disintegrated with Gorbachev.’

‘They like rough stuff,’ Tamar continued. ‘And they pay, but you’ve got to be desperate to go out there. The bar girls have stopped going after they beat up one of them for fun and threw her into the water. Some guy working on the Alhantra pulled her out.’

‘Alive?’ Clare asked.

‘Just. Gretchen was lucky to survive. She worked at Der Blaue Engel, the most expensive of the sailors’ bars. The “Gentleman’s Club” is a new one in Walvis Bay. God knows where the money’s coming from, but the local politicians and businessmen lap it up.’

‘Gretchen von Trotha,’ Karamata picked up the story. ‘Unfortunate surname. Von Trotha was the German general who gave the extermination order for the Hereros a hundred years ago. My great-grandfather survived, so it’s just luck that I’m here today.’

‘Did she lay a charge?’ asked Clare.

‘Not likely in her line of work,’ said Tamar. ‘And she wouldn’t know any better. She’s been selling her body since she was thirteen. Van Wyk told me she’s working the clubs again.’

‘Van Wyk keeps tabs on things,’ Clare noted, picking up the second slim file. ‘Nicanor Jones.’ She checked the date that he was found. ‘A Wednesday’s Child. Full of woe,’ she said, shuffling through the photographs. An eyeless face leered up at her, a small neat hole blown clean through the skull, filigreed flesh peeling back from the snowy bone underneath.

‘Looks like something got to his hands.’ Clare pointed to a close-up of his hands. The palms were scored with callouses, freshly healed. The second finger of the left hand ended in a nailless stump.

‘A trophy collection.’ Tamar pulled the autopsy report out of the folder. ‘That was post-mortem. The gunshot was ante-mortem.’ She shook her head. ‘Only a pathologist would define life as being pre-death.’

‘If death’s your main business then it is, I suppose,’ smiled Clare. ‘Where was he found?’

‘Right near the dump. It’s on the edge of the Kuiseb River. It’s on the aerial map there.’ Tamar showed her. The dry river with its fringe of hardy plants held back the dune marching north. The Kuiseb curved along an ancient faultline until it dissipated into the salt flats on the cusp of the lagoon.

‘How did you find him?’ asked Clare.

‘An anonymous tip-off,’ said Tamar. ‘Two Wednesdays ago. The call came through to the switchboard operator and she told Elias. He went out and looked until he found the body.’

‘Do you know who called?’ Clare asked.

‘The operator said it was a foreign woman,’ Karamata told her. ‘But Namibians speak more versions of English than I can count.’

‘And a boy’s voice could be mistaken for a woman’s,’ Clare suggested. ‘Who else but another homeless kid would have seen him out there? I can’t imagine these kids want any police attention themselves.’

‘No, they don’t,’ said Tamar. ‘But they’re very frightened. Those who can have moved back to whatever families they have.’

‘Nicanor Jones had no family, by the looks of it,’ said Clare, reading his file. ‘Who’s the last boy?’

‘Fritz Woestyn. He was found three weeks ago, last Saturday.’ Tamar handed her a sheaf of photographs.

‘Saturday’s Child,’ said Clare, ‘works hard for his living.’

‘Woestyn, his name. It means desert,’ said Tamar. ‘And that’s where he was found by some municipal workers doing a pipeline inspection.’

‘On a Saturday?’ asked Clare, disbelieving.

‘Water’s more precious than gold here. The foreman identified him. He’d seen him scavenging.’

‘Peculiar that there was anything to find,’ said Karamata. ‘A hyena, even jackals make quick work of anything dead.’ Fritz Woestyn stared up at Clare from the autopsy photograph. She looked over the small evidence boxes. Each contained the remnants of the boys’ lives – shoes, some bloodied clothes, a note found in a pocket – making the displays look like small, morbid shrines.

‘Easy targets, street children; many different reasons to do them in and no one around to report them missing.’ Clare paced up and down in front of the boxes. ‘You don’t think it could be some kind of unofficial clean-up operation? Out at the dump where there are plenty of homeless kids scavenging. The school, too’ – she checked Tamar’s notes – ‘where it looks like this Mara Thomson was running some soccer thing for homeless kids. That might make sense of the killer’s desire to display them: that the bodies are a kind of threat. That’s what happened to street kids in Rio.’

‘It crossed my mind,’ admitted Tamar. ‘But with those Rio killings, you always had two or three together, kids sleeping in doorways in a city of ten million. You’re not going to get away with that in a town of forty thousand people.’

‘Have you done a search for a similar pattern in other ports?’ asked Clare.

‘I did. Nothing came up on any of the databases I have access to,’ said Tamar. ‘Rita Mkhize did a search in South Africa too. Nothing.’

‘Nasty, brutish and very short, these lives,’ said Clare. ‘Unless the killer’s left town, there’ll be another body before too long.’

‘I have to get home,’ said Tamar, stretching her arms up to loosen her shoulder muscles. ‘Let me drop you off at your cottage.’

Clare picked up her bag and the three files. ‘I’ll go over these again tonight.’

Tamar drove alongside the deserted harbour. It was fenced off from the road by twenty feet of razor wire. The barbs were festooned with grimy plastic bags: Africa’s national flower.

Tamar stopped outside a secluded series of stone cottages, all of them closed up. Shadows were deep beneath the palms trees and narrow service alleys. ‘Lagoon-Side Cottages’ said a sign hanging from the bleached whale-ribs that arched up over the entrance.

‘The view is great on the few days when the fog lifts,’ said Tamar.

‘You don’t like this weather?’ Clare asked, taking her suitcase out of the car.

‘I hate it,’ said Tamar. ‘I grew up in the sun, so this cold worms its way into my bones.’

‘How did you get posted here?’ asked Clare.

‘It was my choice.’ Tamar fished in her bag for keys. ‘My sister needed help before she died, and there’s plenty of scope for promotion in the police force.’

‘Your husband?’

Tamar ran her hand over her swollen belly. ‘There’s only me for this little one.’ Her tone invited no further questions.

‘I’d like to see where Kaiser Apollis was found before the autopsy tomorrow morning,’ said Clare, switching tack effortlessly.

‘You have to see everything yourself?’

‘Photographs flatten things. I’ve looked at your pictures, but there’s something about being where the body was found.’

Tamar opened the door of the cottage. ‘I hope you aren’t superstitious. It’s number 13; that’s how the police got it cheap. No one ever wants to rent it.’

‘Did you think I might be?’ asked Clare.

‘From your lectures,’ said Tamar. She unlocked the French doors onto a small stoep. The sea air was welcome in the stuffy room.

Clare was glad to put her suitcase down. It had been a long day. ‘I usually get accused of being too scientific,’ she said.

‘There was one thing you said that stayed with me.’

‘What was that?’

‘You said that when you go to a crime scene you like to sit there a while alone or with the body. That sometimes a feeling of what happened washed over you like a warm breeze. That spooked me.’ Tamar was quiet for a second. ‘You weren’t talking about the feeling of the victim. You were talking about the killer. What you feel is what the killer leaves behind. His heart, that’s what you find. When I saw that body in the school playground it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I had that feeling, Clare. The one you described.’

‘I wouldn’t put that down in the case file, if I were you,’ Clare laughed.

‘I won’t.’ Tamar looked tired, older than her thirty-two years. ‘Stranger killings are the hardest to solve,’ she said.

‘Hard to be a stranger in a town this size,’ said Clare. ‘Hard to keep a secret, I’d imagine.’

‘You’d be surprised how many secrets there are.’ Tamar opened the fridge. ‘I put some wine in for you. And some milk and bread.’

‘Very thoughtful,’ said Clare, walking outside with her.

‘I’ll see you at 7.00 am, then?’

Clare nodded and watched Tamar ease her bulk into the front seat of the vehicle. Within moments, the mist had swallowed her car. She was heading due east. Clare guessed that she lived in Narraville, a windswept township that had uplifted itself into a suburb. There had been a few nice gardens there, if she remembered correctly. Roses flowered in some of them, despite the desert.

  



Chapter Eleven

Out of habit, Clare locked the front door to the cottage. It didn’t take long to put away her tracksuit, T-shirts and jeans. She hung up her black dress and put a framed photograph next to the bed. Three little girls next to a childhood swimming pool laughed up at her. Two identical in frilled white swimming costumes: Clare and Constance. The third stood in the middle: Julia, older, breasts budding in her yellow bikini top, her arms around her twin sisters. Clare always carried the photo with her.

She opened the sliding doors and stepped onto the sheltered stoep. The lawn sloped away towards the boulevard that circled a tempting five kilometres around the lagoon. Clare reckoned she still had another hour of light. She was tired, her limbs sluggish, but the nausea from the small plane lingered. She needed a run.

It was a release dropping the weight of the day with her clothes and replacing them with her tracksuit.

The lagoon stretched towards the horizon, burnished a deep copper by the setting sun. A swathe of flamingos took off in a startled flurry of pink. They whirled out to sea before banking to fly inland, stragglers trailing like the tails of a kite. A boy of about seven hurtled past Clare on his bicycle, his hair set aflame by the setting sun. He waved shyly before turning in to the yard of a dilapidated double-storey house.

The wind was picking up, carrying the ice of the Benguela current with it. The last kite-boarders were peeling off their wetsuits and packing up their equipment. Clare was glad of her hood. The thick grey fabric cocooned her, the rhythmic thud of her feet on the ground as familiar now as her own heartbeat. For the first time since she had opened that Pandora’s box in Riedwaan’s car, her mood lifted. She ran faster, pushing the thought of him from her mind, burying it beneath the task that lay ahead of her.

Some problems are better buried. The boy on the swing, for instance; he would have been less trouble if he had been buried. To the killer, at any rate. Clare wondered what lesson had been intended.

She reached the end of the paved boulevard, but she wasn’t ready to go back to the empty cottage yet. She kept on, running past the arc of streetlights and towards the salt marshes. Beyond them, if she remembered correctly, lay the Kuiseb Delta, an area of treacherous tributaries and restless sand blowing off the dunes. She repressed an atavistic fear of the dark and pressed on into the wind, losing herself in the comforting rhythm of her loping stride. A truck materialised without warning, forcing her off the road.

‘Hey!’ she yelled after it, fright making her furious. She stopped, leaning forward, trying to get her heart to slow down. The vehicle accelerated into the thickening fog, flashing its hazard lights in apology. It was time to go back.

Clare turned towards town, the wind at her back now, the chatter of the sea birds feeding in the shallow water to her left. She rounded a dune, planted with a copse of dusty tamarisks. The trees cut out the sound of the lagoon, but here the wind carried the faint, percussive echo of unfamiliar footsteps. The sound of it goosefleshed Clare’s arms and made her stomach feel hollow. She picked up her pace, certain now that she could also hear the sound of breath rasping in lungs unused to running.

Just before she broke free of the trees, a wiry arm snaked round her, yanking her backwards. The other arm twisted into her hoodie, snapping her neck back. Clare kicked hard backwards. There was a sharp gasp of pain as her foot reached a shin, but the arms around her body did not lessen their hold. Her hood had pulled tight across her throat. She could smell him, the feral tang of adrenaline and wood smoke on his skin. Clare pulled forward, but that made it more difficult to breathe, so she leaned her weight in to her attacker, using the momentary slackness in his arms to twist loose. They both fell onto the damp sand, Clare beneath him. She calculated the distance to the lights beyond the trees. Three hundred metres. The takeaway restaurant she had passed earlier would still be open. She needed fifteen seconds, twenty at the most. She looked at her attacker, trying to see if he had a weapon. There was no glint of steel in the dim light. No knife out. No gun. Clare took a deep breath and fought again to slow her heart rate.

‘I’m sorry, Miss.’ The voice was light, almost girlish. Not what Clare had expected. So was his body, lighter than hers, now that she thought about it. ‘But I need to talk to you,’ the voice said.

Clare’s heart was still hammering against her ribs. She took a breath, trying to slow it down. He wouldn’t be the first man to attack a woman and say he just wanted to talk. But it gave her a gap. ‘Let me sit up,’ she said, the steadiness of her voice hiding her panic.

The figure of a young boy came into focus. ‘Don’t run away,’ he pleaded.

‘I won’t,’ said Clare, although the unwashed smell of him turned her stomach. She moved slowly so as not to startle him. Still no knife that she could see. She realised now that she was sitting up that she was taller than him.

‘I saw you outside the bakery today.’ Clare’s heart was returning to normal. ‘Lazarus. That’s your name.’

The boy nodded, pleased that she had remembered.

Clare stood up cautiously. The boy rose with her. He came up to her shoulder. ‘What do you want?’ she asked. ‘I’ve got nothing on me.’

‘I’m scared,’ said the boy.

‘You’re scared,’ said Clare.

‘Nobody helps us. Sometimes we die,’ said Lazarus, ‘but then it’s just a drunk person who didn’t mean to kill us dead.’

‘Is that what happened with Kaiser?’ Clare asked gently.

A car pulled in to the lot outside the takeaway, the shards of light from its beams raking through the trees, the glare catching the boy’s face. He looked very vulnerable, very young.

‘Kaiser, he went to stay with his sister.’ The boy blurted the words out. ‘He thought he’d be safe with her.’

‘That’s the last you saw of him?’

The boy nodded. ‘Friday morning. He went to town.’

‘What happened to him?’ asked Clare.

The boy shifted his weight. ‘I don’t know. No one saw him. He never came back.’

‘Lazarus, I’m going to start walking now,’ said Clare, moving slowly so as not to alarm him. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

‘You go home, Miss,’ Lazarus said, glancing nervously in the direction of the car. ‘I’ll be in trouble if someone sees me with you. We go to jail if we bother the tourists.’ He looked down at his scuffed shoes. ‘Mr Goagab said so.’

‘Okay,’ said Clare. She checked instinctively for her keys and her phone. They were both still in her pocket. Clare looked Lazarus in the eye. ‘Was there anything specific you wanted to tell me?’

His gaze slid away. He shook his head.

‘Okay,’ said Clare again. ‘But you find me if you hear anything. Just don’t knock me down again.’

‘There are people who won’t like you if you help us. Be careful, Miss.’

‘Who won’t like it?’ asked Clare. She looked at Lazarus, but it was too dark to read his expression.

‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. ‘There are so many people who think we’re just trouble.’

‘Is that what happened with Kaiser?’ Clare asked a second time. Another car turned in to the parking lot. Clare put her hand up to shield her eyes. When she turned to Lazarus for an explanation, he had blended into the darkness cascading in from the desert. Like a ghost. The thought made her shiver.

She was glad she had left the lights on in her room; the yellow light made it seem like a haven amidst the unlit cottages. She let herself in, locking the door behind her before taking a shower.

When she was dry and dressed, she poured herself a glass of wine and made toast. Then she fanned the dockets around her on the bed and set to work. Monday’s Child: Kaiser Apollis. Nicanor Jones: Wednesday’s Child. Fritz Woestyn: Saturday’s Child. She was becoming accustomed to the unfamiliar names, but she had to reach behind the violence of their deaths to conjure an image of what they had been alive. She picked up a news clipping about the homeless soccer team. The key to the dead was in the living. To find their killer, Clare would have to resuscitate, if only for a moment, the laughing boys they had been, taking a shot at the goal posts at the end of a dusty soccer pitch.

  



Chapter Twelve

It took Clare three cups of coffee to get going the following morning. Tamar arrived early to take her to the school. The streets were still empty, and wide – wide enough for an ox-wagon to turn. A hundred years ago, they would have been the only form of transport into the waterless interior. The dusty streets would have been the only way inland for the ingredients of civilisation – tea, coffee, sugar, alcohol, and later guns – and the route out for colonial spoils – copper, uranium, gold and diamonds. The only reason anyone would live here, Clare thought, is to take a cut of whatever passes through.

It was five past seven when Tamar stopped before the school’s locked gate. The caretaker eyed them warily, but waved when he recognised Tamar.

‘Herman Shipanga,’ Tamar said to Clare. ‘He found the body.’

‘When will the school re-open?’ Clare asked.

‘Maybe Thursday; otherwise next week. The headmaster Erasmus took it badly. I was surprised. He was such a tough guy when he was in the army.’

‘South African?’

‘Ja, he took Namibian citizenship and stayed on after they pulled out in ’94.’

‘Did many people do that?’

‘A few. Some said they loved this place. For others it was a good way of avoiding Bishop Tutu and his Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Us up north of the Orange River, we decided to just brush our little atrocities under the carpet.’

Tamar parked beneath a wind-ravaged palm tree. ‘Come this way. A path runs behind the school. This is how the boy got in.’

‘You think he was alive then?’

‘No, sorry. I’m sure not,’ said Tamar. ‘I meant the body, which Helena Kotze will confirm during the autopsy later.’

Clare picked her way down the path. It was strewn with chip packets and empty bottles. In places, used condoms had been snagged by the barbed-wire fences.

‘Prostitutes bring their clients here?’ she asked.

‘They do, but we don’t do anything unless there’s a complaint,’ said Tamar. ‘I’ve checked with the regulars. Nobody saw anything.’

‘You think that’s the truth?’

‘That I can’t say.’ Tamar stopped when the playground came into sight.

The houses had their backs to the alley. In the yards, dogs barked, chained to wires staked into the ground. Damp clothes hung on sagging lines. In the yard opposite the flapping strip of crime-scene tape, a faded-looking woman hung up her last item of washing and hitched the empty basket to her hip. A pudgy toddler tried to push his scooter through the sand.

‘Hello,’ greeted Clare, stopping at the fence.

‘What you want?’ The woman’s tone was belligerent.

‘These dogs always bark like this?’ Clare asked.

‘Only for strangers.’ The woman fished out a cigarette from her pocket.

‘Did you hear anything on Sunday night, Monday morning very early?’

‘She asked me already.’ The woman jerked her cigarette towards Tamar. ‘I was watching TV.’ She blew a smoke ring. ‘Then I was asleep.’

‘It’s important, anything unusual,’ said Clare. ‘A boy was murdered.’

‘Ja, the third one. You tell the police to do their job, so that our kids are safe instead of bothering innocent people.’ With that, the woman turned and went indoors, yelling at her child to follow her.

‘Who uses this alley?’ Clare asked Tamar.

‘People taking a short cut to the school,’ answered Tamar. ‘The rag-and-bone men used to come through here with their donkey carts.’

‘Not any more?’

‘Not as much,’ said Tamar. ‘Most of the recycling is done at the municipal site. The Topnaar carts were banned from coming into town. Hygiene reasons apparently, according to our CEO of cleansing. But they still come from time to time.’

‘My friend Goagab?’ asked Clare.

‘The very one.’

The playground stood at the top of a gentle incline. A new wooden fence sequestered the youngest children’s area. It had been decorated with a garish mural, the laughing Disney characters mocking in the childless silence.

‘That’s the swing?’ Clare pointed to the last tyre hanging from the yellow frame.

Tamar nodded. ‘And this is the gap in the fence where he got in.’

They walked together through the desolate playground. The bright-yellow paint had flaked off the links of the chain from which the seat was suspended. Clare sat down on the inverted tyre. The smell of the rubber, the metal sharp against the back of her legs, tipped her down a tunnel of memory again. It took her breath away, the immediacy of it. Herself a solemn six-year-old, swinging in the hot school playground, bare legs pushing time behind her, brown arms bending into the future. Willing herself older so that she could get away. Watched by Constance, her twin, whose face mirrored hers except in what it concealed, watching her, willing her to stay. Constance, a thought fox sniffing out Clare’s most secret desires to be the only one, whole in and of herself.

Clare stopped, aware that Tamar was looking at her. She steadied the swing and hopped off.

‘It’s got the best view,’ said Tamar. ‘That swing.’

‘You tried it?’ asked Clare, looking out at the expanse of sand circled by the dark arm of the Kuiseb River to the south.

‘I wanted to get a sense of him. Of his death. To see if there was anything left of the violence of it.’

‘And was there?’

Tamar blushed and shook her head. ‘There were some indentations in the sand, though,’ she remembered. ‘Like someone had poked it with a thin stick. Maybe a cane.’

Clare nodded and went over to the classroom block. A single window overlooked the playground. She peered into the dim classroom. The rows of miniature red desks and cheery yellow chairs were empty. A pile of marking lay abandoned on the teacher’s desk. The writing on the board caught her eye: Mrs Ruyters, Grade 1, Monday’s date.

‘Ruyters,’ said Clare. ‘That rings a bell.’

‘She’s on your list for interviewing. She was here early, before Herman Shipanga arrived,’ said Tamar, looking at her watch. ‘Shall we get going? I need to get some coffee and pastries on the way. I can’t do pregnancy on an empty stomach. Post-mortems neither.’

The Venus Bakery was bustling with early-morning trade when Tamar pulled up on the opposite side of the road. At the stop street ahead, a familiar figure peered into the windows of cars caught by the traffic light.

‘That’s the boy I met last night,’ said Clare, feeling the bruise on the side of her arm. ‘I’ll need to talk to him again.’

‘Lazarus,’ said Tamar. ‘Lazarus Beukes. He’s sharp. Been living on the streets most of his life. He’ll spin you whatever story he thinks you want to hear.’

‘You wouldn’t believe him?’ asked Clare.

‘Put it this way,’ said Tamar, ‘Lazarus rarely lets the truth interfere with a good story.’

To the left of the bakery entrance, a wiry girl, her hair a wild black halo, chained her bike to a blue column. Lazarus approached her, trying to sell her a tatty-looking newspaper, his bony shoulders sharp against his worn jersey.

‘That’s Mara Thomson. The English volunteer.’ Tamar pointed to the girl as she entered the store.

‘They look so alike,’ said Clare as they crossed the road. ‘Funny to think they grew up six thousand miles apart.’

‘Two rolls with cheese, please,’ Mara was saying when they entered the bakery.

The woman behind the counter pulled two buttered rolls out of a tray, slapped the cheese onto them and wrapped them in plastic. She pushed them across the counter to Mara. ‘You shouldn’t talk to these street boys.’ Disdain curled her thin upper lip. ‘Six Nam dollars.’

‘They’re good kids,’ said Mara, ‘living a bad life.’

‘It’s easy for you foreigners to feel sorry for them, but we have to live with them. Aids orphans are just trouble.’ The woman counted out Mara’s change. ‘Look at that one who got himself killed. And the other two they found in the desert. What do they think that’ll do for our tourism?’

‘I’m sure they’d have avoided being shot,’ Tamar interjected tartly, ‘if they’d known what their murders would do to your business.’

‘Hello, Captain,’ said Mara, her relief at being rescued palpable.

‘Morning, Mara. This is Dr Hart,’ said Tamar. ‘She’s here from Cape Town, working with me.’

‘Yeah, well, I’m glad somebody’s bothered,’ said Mara, shaking Clare’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘And you,’ said Clare. ‘You knew Kaiser? And the other boys, I understand?’

‘Kaiser plays … played in the soccer team I coach. So did Fritz and Nicanor, on and off,’ said Mara, moving towards the door, out of earshot of the sour-faced shop assistant. ‘Fritz Woestyn’s death, that was part of the odds they play with anyway,’ she went on. ‘There’ve been murders before this. Nicanor Jones’s death made them scared. This last one …’ Mara’s voice trailed off.

‘I’ll need to talk to you,’ said Clare. ‘About the boys.’

‘All right,’ said Mara. ‘I rent a room in that double-storey on the lagoon. George Meyer’s house, if you need to ask for directions.’

‘I’ve seen it,’ said Clare. ‘A little redhead on a bike went in there.’

‘That’s Oscar,’ said Mara. ‘I’ll be back after soccer practice this afternoon.’ She nodded goodbye and walked outside. Clare watched her give a roll to Lazarus.

‘No meat?’ he asked, pulling off the wrapping and dropping it to the floor.

‘How about a thank you?’ said Mara, picking up the discarded wrapping.

‘Thanks,’ he said, throwing the cheese roll into the bin as Mara turned the corner.

‘Her visa’s almost expired.’ Clare had not heard Tamar come outside. ‘She’s got to go home, whether she wants to or not.’

‘And does she?’ asked Clare.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Tamar. ‘She’s fallen for a beautiful young Spaniard called Juan Carlos. I doubt she can think straight at the moment.’

  



Chapter Thirteen

The Walvis Bay private hospital was a drab building. The mortuary, housed in a weather-beaten prefab round the back, was the grim heart of the establishment. A young woman in hospital greens opened the door when Tamar knocked.

‘Welcome.’ She stood aside for Clare and Tamar. The lemony scent of her hair held the institutional smell of disinfectant and instant coffee at bay.

‘You must be Dr Hart.’ The hand she offered Clare was broad and capable, the square nails cut short.

‘Call me Clare. I feel like a fraud around proper doctors. You’re Dr Kotze?’

‘Helena, please,’ the woman said. She turned to Tamar, looking her over. ‘How are you?’

‘Fine. Here’s some breakfast for you.’ Tamar gave Helena a pastry.

‘Thanks. It’s good to meet you, Dr Hart. I’ve read some of your work.’

‘And your old professor, Piet Mouton, was singing your praises.’ Clare returned the compliment.

‘I’m just sorry I wasn’t here to do those other two boys,’ Helena said. ‘A medical intern did the autopsies on Fritz Woestyn and Nicanor Jones. They’re about as much use as a politician’s election promises. Those boys were buried and the intern went back to Cuba, so a lot rests on this post-mortem.’

Helena gave Clare and Tamar gloves and gowns, ushering them into a cubicle off the entrance hall. Clare pulled the shapeless green gown over her clothes and tucked her long hair into the disposable hairnet. Helena opened a door, releasing the smell of the morgue. The ammonia was biting, but it was no match for the cloying stench of decay. Thick plastic curtains thwacked against metal when Helena Kotze wheeled in the metal trolley.

Kaiser Apollis’s scrawny body was curled under the white shroud Clare had seen in the photographs. Helena pulled back the cover to reveal the child’s head and face. The back of his head was missing and there was a small, neat hole in his forehead, the caked blood erasing the delicacy of his features. The three women circled him.

‘A single gunshot wound to the forehead,’ Helena said, more for her tape recorder than for Clare and Tamar. ‘Probably a pistol. Nasty exit wound at the back, so no bullet for ballistics. Cause of death, I’d say. Put the call through to Piet Mouton, won’t you Clare? The red button switches it to speakerphone.’ She pointed to a machine near the window.

Clare busied herself, relieved to have something to do. She was also glad to have Mouton orchestrating this, even if it was remote. His experienced eyes missed nothing.

‘Dr Hart,’ bellowed Mouton, right on cue. ‘You girls ready?’

‘We’re here, Piet. Me, Dr Helena Kotze and Captain Tamar Damases of Nampol.’

‘Where’s that useless bastard Faizal? He leave you in the lurch in the desert?’

Clare kept her voice light. ‘Looks like it.’

‘Tell him from me that absence makes the maiden wander. Doc Kotze, what you got there?’

‘You’ve got the photos?’ Helena asked.

‘Yes, of course I have the photos. They jammed my e-mail all morning. Photos help me bugger-all. Forensics is science in court. On the slab, it’s intuition and luck. Put me in your head and let me see through your eyes.’

Helena took a deep breath. ‘Body of a child. Male. Looks twelve. Sixteen next week, according to his ID book. Weight: forty-two kilos. IDed as Kaiser Apollis. Bullet to the head. Close range. Body placed in a rubber swing. Blue and white nylon ligatures around both wrists. My guess is washing line.’ Helena moved closer to the still form on the gurney and looked at the rope that had held the child’s wrists together. ‘A clean cut. Looks like—’

‘Cut with what?’ interjected Mouton.

‘Looks like it was a pair of pliers,’ Clare finished for Helena. ‘Something rough.’

‘Body folded into a foetal position,’ Helena continued. ‘Arms wrapped around the legs when discovered. Wrapped in an old piece of cloth. All held together with riempie. Riempie also used to attach the child to the swing where he was found.’

Helena untied the leather strips holding the shroud loosely in position. Kaiser Apollis looked as though he could have been asleep. His limbs had flopped wide, palms up. She pulled the shroud from underneath him and spread it out. There were no bloodstains. His life had seeped away before he had been swaddled in the cloth.

Helena continued: ‘The top joint of the ring finger is missing.’ Tamar brought her camera up close to the mutilated digit.

‘The only finger with a dual nerve supply,’ Mouton noted. ‘Double the nerves; double the pain. No wonder it’s the wedding finger.’

‘An unlikely bridegroom.’ Clare picked up the boy’s hand and spread out the fingers. ‘Some bleeding. If it was done post-mortem then not too long after he died.’

‘Dr Kotze,’ said Mouton, his disembodied voice startling them. ‘What’s your time of death?’

‘The body was cold when it was found,’ said Helena. ‘But I’d say at least thirty-six, maybe forty-eight hours before we got to it. There was only a little stiffness left. Weekends are generally our murder nights anyway. So Friday.’

‘Any other wounds? From the photographs it looked like his chest was a mess.’

‘Yes,’ said Helena. ‘Considerable post-mortem cutting. Surface wounds on the chest and abdomen. Not much oozing. Done quite some time post-mortem. We’ll wash it off and have a closer look.’

Helena and Tamar laid the slender boy out on the trolley, his hip bones twin peaks under the bloodstained white shirt. ‘The Desert Rats’ was emblazoned across the front of the grubby shirt.

‘Mara Thomson’s soccer team,’ said Tamar.

Helena removed his clothes. He had no underwear on under his jeans. His feet were too small for the shiny new Nikes.

‘Expensive shoes for a homeless child,’ Clare commented. She bagged and tagged the clothes and shoes.

‘Fake,’ Helena explained. ‘Chinese Nikes. Thirty Namibian dollars. That’s what? About four US dollars. Try China Waltons in the middle of town. That’s where everyone gets them.’

Helena looked away from the still face, androgynous in death, and put her hand on a dirty knee. ‘Old scars on the knees and elbows. Uncircumcised. No tattoos. A leather necklace with a beaded pouch at the end.’

‘It’s for protection.’ Tamar reached forward. She untied it and dropped it with the clothes. ‘He’d have worn it since he was a baby. Whoever gave him that loved him.’

‘Didn’t do him any good in the end,’ said Helena. ‘Will you help me turn him, Clare?’

Clare nodded reluctantly. The naked boy was insubstantial. When they laid him on his stomach, his heels flopped outwards, leaving the feet pigeon-toed. Helena leaned forward, oblivious. She pressed a forefinger against the naked buttocks. ‘The discolouration on the back of the legs is quite marked. Buttocks, back, thighs, calves. The blood looks like it’s pooled.’

‘What’s that telling you?’ barked Mouton.

‘That he lay on his back for some time before he was trussed up for his trip to town.’ Helena ran her finger over the boy’s matted hair. His drying blood had trapped fine sand. She held a glass strip beneath the locks and tapped a bit of sand onto it, holding it up to the light. It glinted. ‘See that? It’s mica. Fool’s gold. You don’t get that at the coast. At the coast the sand’s darker, purple even.’ Helena put the glass aside.

Clare’s eyes traced down the lattice of scars on his back. ‘Kaiser Apollis took a few beatings in his life. I’d like to hear what Van Wyk says about his weekend stay in the cells.’

Helena turned on the tap, and warm water spurted out of the garden hose she had rigged up. She and Clare turned Kaiser onto his back. The water ran pink, clearing the boy’s face of the crust of blood. Bone and skin filigreed over the hole the bullet had punched into his forehead.

‘The killer was close when he fired. Look at this.’ Helena pointed to the boy’s forehead. Fanned out around the entrance wound was an intricate stippling. ‘It’s called tattooing. You see this if the victim is shot at close range. Between ten centimetres and two metres. Further away than that you don’t see it.’

‘What’s it from?’ Clare asked.

‘The propellant and gas that travels with the bullet as it leaves the muzzle embeds itself into the tissue, like a tattoo,’ Helena explained. She moved the hose down, rinsing blood from the boy’s neck and chest. She turned the water down and washed the wound on his chest. Marks were deliberately scored into the flesh with a few deft, deep strokes.

‘It looks like a 3,’ said Helena.

‘There had better not be a number 4. There was a cutting like this on Nicanor Jones too,’ said Tamar. ‘He had a 2 on his chest.’

‘Did Fritz Woestyn have a 1?’ Clare asked.

‘Nothing. The finger joint was missing. Head shot the same, same type of gun, but not this mutilation,’ said Tamar.

‘How was this done?’ Clare turned back to Kaiser Apollis.

‘Non-serrated knife, I’d say,’ guessed Helena. ‘Very sharp. A fisherman’s knife, something sturdy like that. Look here.’ She pointed to the chest. ‘It’s nicked the ribs in places. But there isn’t much blood here, so definitely done some time post-mortem.’

Helena washed the rest of the frail body, hands gentling the healed lash wounds on his back and buttocks. She examined his feet, pulling apart the toes. The tender flesh between them was still pink, the last vestige of a truncated childhood. There was sand and salt crusted around his toes, as if he had dug them into sand and then let a wave run over them.

‘It looks like he walked in sand before he put his shoes on,’ she said, taking a scrape of the soil. ‘I could see if this sand is the same as the sand in his hair.’

‘You studying soil to go with your gunshots?’ Tamar asked.

‘My boyfriend’s a geologist. He thinks the best way of getting me to give him a blow job is to tell me in graphic detail about all the soil types of the Namib.’

‘Does it work?’ asked Clare.

‘Put it this way, it keeps him quiet.’

‘Have you thought about giving him something to eat?’ asked Tamar.

‘Gross,’ said Helena, shocked. ‘I hate cooking.’

‘Ladies, I have work to do. Call me when you’re done, Dr Kotze.’ Mouton cut the connection, leaving a disapproving silence in the cold room.

‘Oops!’ Helena gave Clare and Tamar a grin. ‘I’m going to start with the cutting now. It’s a bit gory. Organs, brain and splatter. I’ll do you lung slices too. If he vomited before he died, we might be able to see what his last meal was. If you two want to get on, I’ll finish up here.’

‘We’ve got an interview with Kaiser’s sister anyway,’ Tamar said. ‘Clare, Lazarus told you that Kaiser had been going to her a lot lately. Maybe she can tell us why.’

  



Chapter Fourteen

The crisp air outside the mortuary was a relief. Kaiser Apollis’s secrets would be scalpeled from him. The nestled organs separated. Liver, heart, lungs laid out in stainless-steel dishes to be weighed and tested. Clare doubted that this bloody grubbing would reveal much. The truth of his death lay in the dark maze of someone else’s mind. This was her labyrinth; she an Ariadne armed with nothing but the slender thread of instinct.

A firm foot on the accelerator had taken Clare and Tamar past the warehouses and low-cost houses that sprawled north of the town. The wind lashed the washing, Mondrian blocks of blue, green, yellow and red, pegged to the fence defending the last row of cramped houses. The dunes seemed to sidle closer with each gust. A thin girl was sweeping the apron of cement at her front door. She had the same heart-shaped face and delicate build as the dead boy Kaiser. On her high cheekbone was a bruise, butterfly-winged around the almond-shaped eye. Tied to her back was a baby, perhaps a day or two older than the bruise.

‘Captain Damases,’ the girl whispered as soon as they were in earshot.

‘Hello, Sylvia,’ said Tamar. ‘This is Dr Hart.’ Tamar unlatched the gate and they stepped into the neat yard. A scrawny dog yapped. Sylvia raised a threatening hand. The dog cowered and was silent. She looked back at the two women, dazed. Tamar put a gentle hand on the girl’s arm. ‘Shall we go inside?’

‘Sorry.’ Sylvia jumped. The house was empty, but the air was laden with a fug of sleep, cheap coffee and sadness. A snowy television spluttered into the gloom. It was hard to move among the over-sized furniture. Sylvia switched off the TV and the radio, and silence crackled into the chilly little house.

‘How are you?’ Tamar touched the girl’s swollen cheek.

Sylvia dropped her eyes. Two fat tears appeared, rolled down her cheeks and splashed onto her milk-swollen breasts. That was it.

‘The baby?’ The swaddled infant mewled. Sylvia retied the blanket and he puckered his rosebud mouth and went back to sleep. ‘What’s his name?’ asked Tamar.

‘Wilhelm. For his father.’ Then a surge of defiance glowed in Sylvia’s eyes. ‘I call him Kaiser.’

‘For your brother?’ asked Tamar.

‘For my brother.’ Sylvia looked down, the unblemished side of her face illuminated by the morning light. She would be beautiful without the bruises.

‘The boys at the dump say that Kaiser didn’t always stay with them?’ Tamar inflected the sentence into a question.

Sylvia’s face had the look of a secretive child who refuses to tell tales. Her eyes flicked at the kitchen table. Tucked beneath the overhang of Formica was a thin blue mattress rolled tightly around a grey dog-blanket.

‘Your brother slept here sometimes?’

‘When my boyfriend worked night shift. He didn’t like Kaiser to be here …’ Her voice trailed off. Clare wondered how long the infant’s plump cheek would stay unmarked.

‘Did you know your brother’s friends?’

‘We were always alone,’ Sylvia said. ‘Then Wilhelm took me to live here.’

‘When was that?’ Clare asked.

‘Two years ago.’ There was shame in the girl’s voice. ‘I had nothing to eat.’

‘How old were you then?’

Sylvia shrugged. ‘Maybe thirteen. I’m not sure.’

Clare supposed that at thirteen a regular fist from a man you knew was better than a knife in the guts from a man you didn’t.

‘And Kaiser? Where did he go?’ asked Clare.

‘He was with me sometimes. Sometimes on the street. I gave him money when I had some.’

‘When last did you see him, Sylvia?’ Tamar asked.

The girl slumped. She looked for an uncanny instant like the crone she would be at thirty. If she lived that long. ‘My baby’s father changed his shift,’ she said. ‘Kaiser had to go for good.’

‘Try to remember when,’ Clare pressed. Patience would get them what they wanted.

‘Last week he stopped working night shift. When I came back from the hospital with the baby he told me that Kaiser had to go.’

Her hand touched the bruise on her face. That explained the timing: the bruise was younger than the baby, but only by twenty-four hours.

Sylvia took a deep breath. ‘I left him a note.’ She raised her head, the brief spark in her eyes snuffed. ‘I never saw him again.’ Her voice was so quiet that Clare could hear the tiny panting breaths of the baby sleeping on its back.

‘And Wilhelm?’ asked Tamar. ‘Where was he on Friday night?’

‘No,’ Sylvia said, ‘he was with me all night.’

‘Do you mind if we look round?’ Clare asked.

Sylvia shook her head. She sat down and opened her blouse. The baby’s mouth parted, clean and pink. A fat little hand kneaded her soft flesh. Sylvia cupped her hand over the child’s fragile head. Tamar put on the kettle to make tea, asking Sylvia about the birth, the breastfeeding. The soothing talk of mothers.

Tuning out Tamar’s gentle murmur, Clare unwound the worn bedroll. The faded Superman pyjamas brought her up short with the realisation of how recently the dead boy had been a child. She slipped her fingers inside the frayed blue cuffs. His skinny wrists and ankles would have protruded from them as he grew into his malnourished and delayed adolescence. She picked up the top and held it to her nose, breathing in the lingering, wood-smoky smell of him.

Someone had stood close enough to the boy to breathe in the same essence, to feel his warm, frightened breath on their hands. They had stood that close and then discharged a bullet into the unlined forehead. Tears prickled hot in Clare’s eyes.

‘What else was his?’ she asked Sylvia.

The girl pointed to the window sill: a jagged scrap of mirror, a yellow comb, a jar of Vaseline. A blue bowl stood on the drying rack. The boy would have filled it, perhaps catching a glimpse of his small, peaked face before plunging his hands into the cold water to rub the accumulation of the night’s sleep from his eyes. Outside, he would have heard mothers calling their children for breakfast, as Clare could hear now. Inside, the house was quiet, just the click of the baby’s throat as it suckled, oblivious of the harsh life that awaited it.

Clare opened the Vaseline jar. Kaiser would have opened it one last time to dip his finger in for a final gob of pale jelly. He might have rubbed the grease into his cheeks. The cupboards would have been empty as they were now, and the child’s belly would clench around the water he drank for breakfast. Kaiser’s cheeks would have glowed brown in the morning light, creeping over the desert as he stepped into the cold. At least with his cheeks shining, his teachers wouldn’t get angry with him for looking hungry.

Clare looked into the shard of mirror. It fragmented her face. She could see her mouth or eyes, a cheek or the chin. Her picture of the dead boy was the same, fragmented. A shattered face. A flayed chest. A delicately turned foot in a white Nike, a full bottom lip. A discarded child she had never met and into whose begging hands she probably wouldn’t have dropped fifty
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