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      “You think he’s guilty?” Devil asks.

      Robin Susman pulls the key out of the ignition and wrenches the door handle of her bashed-up Honda.

      “Yes.” She climbs out. “I’m just not sure what of.”

      They lope to the gate in the shade of the palms, buzz the intercom, and after three beats the metal lock clicks open. Beaulac waits at the front door, dishevelled and scratching his three-day-long stubble.

      De Villiers holds up his detective badge, and Beaulac squints into the light, as if he’s just come from a dark room.

      “I know who you are,” he waves away the ID. “They call you Devil.”

      “Term of endearment,” says De Villiers.

      “Well,” says Beaulac, rubbing the front of his stained T-shirt. “You’d better come in.”

      

      The interior of the Beaulacs’ expensive security complex home is as knotty as his appearence. Dirty noodle bowls and crushed beer cans litter the otherwise luxurious-looking carpet. Susman hides her annoyance at the banality of it all. No matter how much money they have, she thinks, they always fall apart in the same way. Noodle bowls and beer tins. Oil-stained pizza boxes and empty whisky bottles. She’d seen this picture a thousand times.

      “Five days,” says Beaulac.

      Susman steps closer to the man, her nostrils twitch. There’s this picture, and then there are the ones on the other side of the equation: the reason for the distress. The other half. The better half. In this case, she’s sure: the worse-off half.

      “The last time you saw your wife?”

      Beaulac blinks his bleary eyes, clears his throat. “Tuesday, nine a.m.”

      “Tuesday the 14th of July. And you only reported her missing last night?”

      “I didn’t realise she was missing.”

      Little pops go off in Robin’s head. Her fingers tingle. She has the urge to wreck the house even more. She needs to keep her anger under control, be professional. She sends her fury into her jaws and grits her teeth.

      “You didn’t realise she was missing?” Devil’s using his pen to lift the edge of a receipt on the flecked black marble of the kitchen island. CURRY DEN, it says. R228.

      “I just thought…” He gazes at the floor, but doesn’t finish his sentence.

      “You thought she left you,” says Susman. He looks up at her. “You didn’t want to phone the police about your wife leaving you.”

      “Yes.”

      “And she travels a lot, you know, for the agency. She could have just forgotten to tell me.”

      “But then you couldn’t get hold of her. Her parents haven’t heard from her. Her best friend. She hasn’t used any of her bank cards.”

      “And she didn’t take anything with her,” Beaulac says, scrubbing his greasy black hair with his knuckles. “She didn’t pack a bag. Her passport is still here.”

      “Her best friend,” says Devil. “Do you mean Sasha Noon?”

      Noon had also only called them yesterday. Would you wait four days before alerting the police to the disappearance of your closest friend? Would you even know she was missing?

      “You’ve been in contact with Noon?” asks Devil.

      “No,” says Beaulac. He’s lying. He looks at a framed picture on the wall: two schoolgirls in blue uniforms with their arms over each others’ shoulders. They could be sisters.

      “Funny,” says Susman.

      “Funny?”

      “That you both reported her missing yesterday. You both waited four days. We guessed that maybe you talked.”

      “No,” he says.

      De Villiers crosses his arms. He’s definitely lying.

      Robin snaps on her latex gloves and finds the passport and other clues that Mrs Beaulac—Ursula Beaulac—had not packed up and left her husband. A make-up bag; a pink razor; a full underwear drawer; a brush with plenty of long dark hair tangled up in its bristles.

      Susman zips up the razor and hairbrush in a clear plastic bag, pockets it, then pokes around a bit more. In the bin she finds used tissues, a cotton pad smeared with mascara, and an empty, torn box of Femcycle. She looks for the missing pills on the bedside table and in the drawer, but all she finds is a hospital admission bracelet and a Spanish dictionary. They’d be back with a full forensic team to test for blood stains and foreign fingerprints, but she’d have to push for that. The station is understaffed and under-resourced, and she’d have to give a very good reason if she wanted a morning of Luminol and blue light. Usually you’d need a dead body before qualifying for such luxuries.

      Beaulac watches her.

      “Was your wife on contraception?” she asks him.

      He looks shocked by the question, buries his hands in his hair again. It could really do with a wash.

      Robin frowns at him. “What? You don’t know?”

      “No?”

      “You were trying for children?”

      “No!”

      “You used condoms.”

      Beaulac shakes his head. “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “Just gathering facts, Mister Beaulac. I’ve now learnt that you two either weren’t having sex, or you weren’t close enough to know what kind of birth control she was on.”

      “Is on,” says Beaulac. “What birth control she is on. She’s not dead.”

      Susman runs the pads of her fingers over the transparent plastic straining against the hard brush bristles in her pocket.

      Isn’t she? she wants to ask, but doesn’t. Best not to push him too far, too soon. There would be a time for that.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “What was that about?” asks Devil when they’re back in the sun-bleached Honda. A long time ago it used to be cherry red, now it’s more like a tawny rust. Sometimes Robin thinks that is what her heart must look like: faded; corroded; scented with copper.

      “Hmm?” Susman’s eyebrows arch.

      They’re on the highway and she forces herself to look out the window, at the sky
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