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Dedication

For my sister





Epigraph

All torture is, in the end, directed at the spirit.

Rogue Male, Geoffrey Household
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one

The bridle path was rarely used in summer. Never in the dead of winter. Almost never. The low cloud lifted and broke, the dawn sky pale, as a horse stepped out of the trees.

Cassie turned her collar up against the wind knifing up the valley. She patted the glossy bay’s arched neck and the horse, reassured, picked his way through drifts of leaves. The reeds closed behind them.

The bay stopped, nostrils flaring, where some leafless poplars stood sentinel. Cassie urged the horse on. The night before, she had jumped the fallen oak on her way home, and she now gathered up the slack reins and coaxed her horse into a canter. As she did so, the wind tore a sheet of plastic from under a tree. The horse reared. The girl fell hard, hitting her head, pain exploding.

Her quick breath, a knife in her chest. Ribs cracked.

The wind moaning in the trees the only sound.

Cassie rolled onto her side in the hard cold mud, drawing up her knees, opening her eyes.

A tiny foot, waxen and white, protruded from under the fallen tree.

A doll, it had to be. One of those kewpie dolls that had haunted her childish dreams.

Cassie closed her eyes, but when she opened them it was still there: a small foot – a child’s foot. Cassie yanked at the sheet of black plastic. The hungry wind snatched it from her hands, exposing a swaddled child. Matted black hair, pale bruised skin.

A girl. Maybe three years old. So thin, her knees drawn up to her chest, stick-like arms wrapped round them. The child was blue with cold.

Cassie reached across to pick her up, but her stomach clenched when the girl stuck fast in the mud. She tried again, but the child had been tethered at the waist. Cassie worked the twist of leather loose and pulled her free.

How to warm her? How?

Cassie lifted her top and pressed the cold, limp body against her own warm skin. She tucked her in as best she could, pulling her pink fleece over the little girl.

Her horse, trembling too, stepped closer, touching Cassie’s shoulder with his muzzle. She leaned against him, felt his heart rate slowing, felt her own slow in response to the animal’s comforting presence. Breathe, she told herself. Breathe, she told the child. Breathe. Please don’t be dead.

The horse touched the little girl with his velvet nose, his breath gentle on her face. Cassie felt the child’s heartbeat flicker, tentative, erratic. She tightened her arms around the child.

Help.

That’s what they needed.

Help.

She found her phone, forced her fingers to work, dialled the emergency number.

The man who answered said: ‘Mountain Men.’ He said: ‘Control.’

‘Please, help … the valley bridle path … she’s dying, a little girl … my horse, we fell … the valley, yes … she’s tied up … alone, yes … she’s alone, I’m alone. Please come, please.’

‘Keep still, keep warm, keep together,’ said Control.

Cassie held the child close, the child kept breathing.

Control was talking. Phoning people, saying, ‘Doctor … police. Help. Hang on.’

Cassie folded her body over the tiny husk of a child. ‘Don’t die, don’t die,’ she said.

Her horse, warm against her back, shielded her from the wind.





two

Clare Hart held the narrow strip of plastic in her hand, but no matter how long she stared at it, the test in her hand remained positive. The uncompromising line across the centre confirming what the nausea this morning, yesterday morning, two whole weeks of mornings, had been trying to tell her. Physical evidence that she had ignored. She looked up at herself in the cracked mirror. She hadn’t slept last night and it showed.

‘Now what?’

Phone Riedwaan, that’s what. The thin blue line was his problem too.

In theory.

This was a decision they had to make together.

In theory.

In practice, Clare hadn’t seen him for two missed periods. She hadn’t spoken to him either. She hadn’t been able to. He’d gone undercover – Joburg, maybe further north. He should’ve been back last night. Clare would not admit it, not even to herself, but she’d waited up for him.

She scrolled through her phone. She knew all his numbers. Home number, office number, cellphone: she’d had them by heart before she’d slept with him. She’d slept with him before she’d known his first name.

She dialled his cellphone.

‘Faizal. Gang Unit.’ Voicemail. ‘Leave a message.’

But she didn’t. If he was back, he’d see she’d called. He’d phone her back. Maybe by then she’d have decided what to do with this thin blue line bisecting her life just like it bisected the narrow piece of plastic in her hand.

‘You OK, Doc?’ Major Ina Britz filled the doorway. Black belt, black beanie, grey brush cut: she was never going to win a beauty contest.

‘I’m fine.’ Clare turned round.

‘I thought you were talking to someone.’

‘Trying to,’ said Clare.

‘You look like shit, Clare,’ said Ina.

‘You were looking for me to tell me that?’ Clare dropped the plastic strip into the bin.

‘No,’ said Ina. ‘I’m looking for you to tell you the Mountain Men Control sent through a Section 28 special.’

‘What is it?’ The band of anxiety round Clare’s chest tightened. Past experience told her that a Mountain Men alert meant trouble.

‘A horse rider found a little girl on the Orange Kloof bridle path.’

‘Anyone report a missing child up there?’ asked Clare.

‘Not yet.’

‘How old is she?’

‘About three. Looks like she was there all night.’ Ina Britz handed Clare the note.

‘She’s alive?’

‘Only just,’ said Ina.

‘Christ,’ said Clare, scanning the sparse details.

‘You’d better get up there before the uniforms arrive and fuck things up.’

‘What about the Community Consultation Forum?’ asked Clare, watching the black Pajero turning into the muddy parking lot outside their makeshift offices. The new police minister’s advisor stepped out of the sleek black vehicle. Jakes Cwele. Leather overcoat. Snakeskin shoes. ‘It’s scheduled in a couple of hours, and there’s Jakes Cwele. What’s he doing here so early?’

‘He’s here to close us down. He told me he wants to wrap up your report on child killings at the meeting this morning, Clare. That’s what I was coming to tell you when this came through.’

‘Tell him no one’s getting the report until I’m done with it. End of June.’ Clare pushed her arms inside her damp coat. ‘That’s when my contract with Section 28 expires.’

‘I told him that,’ said Ina. ‘He wasn’t happy.’

‘I wasn’t employed to make people happy,’ said Clare. ‘Neither were you.’

‘No need to remind me,’ said Ina. ‘You get up there, get this case going, there’ll be no way he can publicly pull this unit if you’re in the middle of an investigation. I’ll be up there soon as I’ve told him.’

‘What’s he got against children?’ Clare was checking whether her iPad with its database of missing children was charged. It was.

‘Cwele doesn’t give a fuck about children,’ said Ina Britz. ‘It’s Captain Faizal and the Gang Unit he doesn’t like. So by association that includes you and me and the 28s.’

‘You going to cancel the Community Forum?’ asked Clare.

‘Not for one second,’ said Ina. ‘This’ll turn it against him.’

‘We don’t know what this is,’ said Clare.

‘Believe me,’ said Ina. ‘Whatever it is, this time it’s going to blow up in Cwele’s face. Now go. Not out the front.’

Clare grabbed her emergency kit and took the fire escape. The wind pounced, pulling at her clothes, her hair, her car door.






three

Clare drove up Orange Kloof until the gravel track ran adrift in the reeds. She parked and walked up the bridle path. This far up the valley, the path was narrow, seldom used. The reeds, fed by the recent rains, reached for each other above her head, enclosing her in their hostile embrace.

It was a relief to reach the clearing. Mandla Njobe, immaculate in his khaki-and-black Mountain Men Security uniform, raised a hand in greeting. He held the reins of a horse, his low voice quieting the nervous bay. Beside him was Gypsy, his wise-eyed Alsatian. Clare held her hand out to greet the dog, and the animal reciprocated with a single dignified thump of her plumed tail. A girl of about fourteen was huddled at his feet, a thermal blanket over her shoulders. Her face was white, her eyes dark smudges. There was a livid gash on her temple.

‘This is Cassie,’ Njobe said by way of a greeting. He had a wary gentleness that was at odds with his squared shoulders and a past as an ex-soldier.

‘I’m Dr Hart.’ Clare dropped to her knees beside the girl.

‘You don’t look like a doctor,’ she said. ‘Where’s the ambulance?’

‘On its way,’ said Clare, covering her with a thermal blanket. ‘Can I see her?’

‘You don’t look like a policeman either.’

‘I work with the police,’ said Clare. ‘When things happen to children.’

‘She knows what she’s doing,’ said Mandla Njobe. ‘Show her.’

The girl lifted her pink fleece, revealing an emaciated child clutched against the bare skin of newly budded breasts.

The child was naked except for a piece of filthy fabric. Her skin, taut over her ribs, her hollow belly, was so pale as to seem translucent. She was three, four at the most. Clare put her fingers against her neck. There was a flutter against her fingers. Breath, as light as a moth’s wing, brushed her wrist. Clare cupped one small foot in her hand. The sole so smooth, so unmarked, it seemed never to have been walked on. She lifted the dark hair: a heart-shaped face, a widow’s peak.

‘Who is she?’ asked Cassie. ‘Where’s her mom?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ said Clare.

She turned to Mandla.

‘Any sign of someone else, maybe?’ asked Clare. ‘A woman?’

She did not need to spell it out. Mandla Njobe would have looked for a woman’s body already, a mother’s body.

‘Nothing yet. No sign of a mother. The patrols saw nothing last night. No vehicles, no lights, definitely not a woman and child,’ said Mandla. ‘Cops,’ he said. ‘That’s what we need. More cops.’

Clare thought of Riedwaan, her hand on her phone. She had underestimated how little talent she had for waiting, especially for Riedwaan Faizal. But there was no point in calling him. He’d told her he’d get in touch with her when he was able to.

Cassie’s voice cut through her thoughts.

‘How did she get here, Dr Hart?’ Cassie’s eyes filled with tears, her own childhood not that remote.

‘Tell me how you found her while it’s fresh in your mind,’ said Clare. ‘That’ll help us work that out.’

‘I was riding down to the beach.’

‘Did you see anyone on the way?’ asked Clare.

‘The sun wasn’t up yet. I saw no one, nothing till I got here.’

‘That’s when you saw her?’

‘No, no,’ said Cassie. ‘My horse shied when I tried to do the jump. I fell. I hit my head.’

She put her hand against the oozing gash in her temple.

‘When I opened my eyes I saw her little feet. Not a mark, just like a baby’s. I pulled away all the plastic and I saw her. With nothing on, just this old red lappie. I didn’t know what to do so I untied her – ’

‘What do you mean, you untied her?’ Clare interrupted.

‘She was tied to that fallen tree. Here’s the belt.’

She handed Clare the twist of leather. Clare coiled it – malignant as a snake – into an evidence bag.

‘And then?’

‘Then I picked her up, held her against my skin.’ Her voice caught in her throat. ‘But she’s so light, it feels like I’m holding a ghost.’

From a distance, the roar of a helicopter. Cassie started to shake. The cold, the shock, and the realisation that other people, older people were taking charge. Mandla Njobe dug in his pocket and pulled out half a Mars bar.

‘Eat this,’ he said.

She stripped the wrapper and ate it, a little colour returning to her face. The helicopter was close, the whip-whip of the blades audible.

‘Anything else?’ asked Clare. ‘Did you see anyone?’

‘I rode from my house, through the forest and downstream. I saw nobody except the Mountain Men patrol on the other side of the valley,’ said Cassie. ‘The same as last night. I didn’t see anyone then either.’

‘What time last night?’ Clare’s voice was sharp; Cassie recoiled.

‘I know it was wrong,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell my mom, please. My dressage lesson was late, so I came this way. It’s the quickest.’

‘No, no,’ said Clare. ‘That’s not what I meant. You said there was no one here last night. What about the little girl?’

‘It must’ve been five-thirty. It was almost dark.’ Cassie concentrated as if she were running a film in her head. ‘She wasn’t here.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ asked Clare.

‘When I did the jump I dropped my crop,’ said Cassie. ‘I had to get off to pick it up. There was nothing there.’

Thursday sunset till Friday sunrise. Clare had a time frame. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.





four

The red helicopter, its blades slicing the sodden air, landed in the clearing. Clare’s anxiety eased a fraction. The paramedics were off and running before it had settled properly, a stretcher between them. A man followed them, unfolding himself from the helicopter. Anwar Jacobs. Child trauma specialist. He and Clare had worked on a dozen or more Section 28 cases in the last six months. He was the fading child’s best hope.

‘Clare.’ He acknowledged his colleague as he got clear of the helicopter.

‘Hi, Anwar,’ she replied. The paramedics were easing the child out of Cassie’s arms and onto the stretcher.

‘We should meet in happier circumstances,’ said Anwar. ‘It’s a little girl?’

‘Yes,’ said Clare, walking with him. ‘Girl fell off her horse, found the child. The little girl would otherwise be dead.’

‘Was it you who found the little girl?’ Jacobs knelt next to Cassie.

She nodded. ‘I picked her up,’ said Cassie. ‘I put her against my skin. My mom does it with puppies if they’re born very weak.’

‘You did the right thing, Cassie,’ He gently touched the contusion on Cassie’s head. ‘Now you need to let us see to her. And you need to see to her head,’ he said to the paramedics.

Then he looked down, all his attention on the child he was laying out on the stretcher.

Anwar Jacobs smoothed the little girl’s hair. Her eyes were closed, pain etched on her chalk-white features in a way that did not seem possible in so young a child. It was as if her very dreams were a terror, worse than the nightmare of being abandoned to such a bitter night. His large hands were swift and deft. They dwarfed the spectral child as he tenderly unwrapped her. The tiny girl’s shallow breathing seemed as if it might crack her fragile ribs. Her parchment skin, bruised and filthy, was pallid with a greenish undertone.

‘I need to stabilise her here,’ said Dr Jacobs. ‘The heartbeat, it’s fading fast.’ They erected a tent over the narrow bed. A miniature field hospital.

The oxygen mask was easy, but the hunt for a vein took six attempts. Jacobs found a vein, the single dark drop of the girl’s blood swirling into the rehydration fluids the signal of success.

‘That list of yours giving you anything there, Clare?’

‘Nothing yet,’ said Clare, scrolling through the database on her iPad. ‘So far, no little girls fit her description. When I can talk to her –’

‘She’s not going to be conscious any time soon,’ he said. ‘So she’s not going to be able to tell you what happened.’

‘She’s going to make it, though?’

‘That I can’t say yet,’ he said, opening the girl’s tightly curled fists for the obligatory scrape under the fingernails.

‘Can you give me anything to work with, Anwar?’

‘She’s been starved,’ said Anwar Jacobs, glancing up at Clare. ‘Something I’ve never seen in a white child in Cape Town. But there’s other stuff here I haven’t seen before. I need to get her to intensive care now. You coming with us?’

‘As soon as things are sorted here,’ said Clare. ‘We have to search the area, get the forensics done, house-to-house questions.’

‘I’ll call you as soon as I have something,’ he said. ‘You call me when you have a name.’

‘Her family must be freaking out,’ one of the paramedics said, strapping the child onto the stretcher.

‘Unless it was them who did it,’ said Jacobs. ‘Family. Sometimes the most dangerous people a child can meet.’

The medics ducked under the whirling blades of the helicopter. In minutes, it was lifting. Then it hovered a moment, a red dragonfly above the trees. The pilot steadied the chopper in the wind, it tilted away, and the silence rushed back to fill the void.






five

An owl hooted, the sound tipping Clare back to last night’s darkness and a little girl too weak even to walk. She had been carried here, that much her unmarked feet had revealed.

Clare knelt beside the fallen oak, reading the tiny marks and disturbances to the soil in a way that another woman might read a book. There wasn’t much – just a flattening of the leaves, a frightened animal seeking refuge from the storm, perhaps. Clare looked up at the thick undergrowth that ringed the clearing. The bridle path was a narrow opening in the reeds; beyond, on the other side of the river, a forest where shadows shifted the shapes of the trees.

Clare examined the belt that had held the child fast to the fallen oak. She looked up at the bridle path. The arms carrying her had tired, perhaps, and so the child was tethered to the fallen tree, its branches providing some protection from the sleet.

A movement drew Clare’s gaze. A porcupine breaking cover. The creature paused at the edge of the clearing and looked back at Clare, then it turned and ran, dropping a quill as it disappeared into the reeds.

From the other side of the reed bed came the sound of car doors slamming. The voices of the uniformed officers floated above the reeds.

‘Jirre, fok. You uniforms could fuck up a crime scene in your sleep. Why your mothers didn’t drown you at birth is a mystery.’ Ina Britz had arrived, the hapless uniformed police straggling in her wake. ‘Secure the place; don’t act like a herd of hippos on Viagra, for fuck’s sake.’

A constable looped crime-scene tape around the trees in a wide arc. There was a photographer, someone from forensics. The 28s fanning out, searching. A crime scene, not made to order, as on TV, but a good enough approximation.

Ina was stomping over to where Clare stood.

‘You managed to get rid of Cwele?’ Clare asked.

‘How many chances you think snowballs get in hell?’ Ina said. ‘We’ll have a press conference. This is going to be big news. Maybe it’ll shut Cwele up long enough for you to finish what you started. What does she look like?’

‘Look through those.’ Clare handed her camera to Ina.

‘I’ve seen a lot of sick stuff,’ said Ina, scrolling through Clare’s photographs. ‘But what the fuck is this? Who is she? Where does she come from?’

‘It’s as if we found a ghost.’ Clare spread her map out on a nearby rock, but it writhed in her hands, agitated by the wind. Mandla Njobe and Ina held the map steady. From the river, there was a radial fan of bridle paths and dirt tracks. Across from it there was a pine forest. Beyond was the expanse of nature reserve that stretched from Judas Peak across to Hell’s Gate, the narrow entrance to the series of dams along the spine of Table Mountain. The waterfall was visible from where they stood. In this weather, with this amount of rain, the area would be almost impassable.

‘Did your Mountain Men report anything, Mandla?’ asked Clare.

‘They had two patrols out on the contour path. The storm was bad last night, even the gangsters stayed inside.’

‘The security logs,’ said Clare, ‘there might be something there.’

‘Not many cameras this side of town,’ said Mandla Njobe.

‘Call them in,’ said Clare. ‘Everything. CCTV from the whole area. Alarm signals. There are number-plate recognition cameras in quite a few areas now. Get those too – anything that might come up this way. Someone must have seen something. Also a house-to-house search for this whole area.’

‘Won’t take that long,’ said Ina Britz. ‘These plots are so big you could fit a whole township on each of them.’

Gypsy cocked her head and whined, looking in the direction of the trees. The roar of the river on the other side.

‘Somebody carried her here,’ said Mandla Njobe. ‘I’ll see where Gypsy takes me.’

Ina lit a Lucky Strike as she and Clare watched Mandla Njobe disappear into the trees, Gypsy at his heels. Man and dog moving as one.

‘Kak place to leave a laaitie to die.’

‘If that’s what the intention was.’ Clare held out the length of leather. ‘She was tied to the tree. She couldn’t have got away, even if she’d wanted to.’

‘What the fuck?’ said Ina.

‘That’s what I want to know,’ said Clare. ‘Like you’d tie up a puppy so it won’t wander. To keep it safe, maybe.’

‘Or a lamb if you’re going to slaughter it.’ Ina looked up at the expanse of mountain. ‘We’ve got to search this whole fucking area now, and it’s just trees and shit.’

‘It’s nature, Ina,’ said Clare. ‘It’s beautiful.’

‘I grew up on the mines on the East Rand,’ said Ina, turning her back on the mountain. ‘I fucking hate nature.’

A mud-splattered truck appeared, bumping down the track. A man driving, next to him a woman bundled up in a blanket. The driver pulled over and got out. A weather-worn face. Ina Britz blocked him at the edge of the clearing, the crime-scene tape snapping between them.

‘I’m sorry, sir. No further.’

‘I have to get through,’ the man said. ‘We live up the valley. The Mountain Men come our way sometimes. What happened here? Was there an accident?’

‘A horse rider found a little girl here this morning.’

‘Dead?’ he asked.

‘Not yet.’ Ina turned to a warrant officer. ‘Let them through.’

The bakkie went on towards the scatter of permaculture farms and retreats that had survived the suburban sprawl of Hout Bay. A couple of beehives, a child’s red scooter on the back, the woman’s face in the window, turned towards them until they vanished in the trees.

A Land Rover rounded the corner. Inside, a couple. A woman with a tumble of hair, black as Cassie’s, opened the door and ran across the clearing. The girl fell into her mother’s arms, able to cry at last. The woman helped her child into the vehicle, as the girl’s father led the horse away.

A straggle of onlookers: riders, dog walkers, drifters. The tabloid that miraculously materialised at every accident and crime scene, the writer and photographer like some nicotine-stained yin and yang.

‘You and you,’ Ina was bellowing at the uniformed officers closest to her. ‘Get rid of these people. Block the access road. Tell the journalists there’s a Community Forum later that’ll double as a press conference, but for now they can fuck off.’

Clare’s phone vibrated, Mandla Njobe’s name flashing on the screen.

‘Mandla,’ said Clare. ‘Found something?’

The uniforms had blocked the gathering crowd and were moving forward, herding them back down the path.

‘Looks like someone – maybe a couple of people – were up on the contour path last night.’

‘Can you see which way they went?’ asked Clare, walking away from the noisy onlookers.

‘No tracks, Doc,’ said Mandla. ‘Not after all that rain.’

‘Give me the exact position,’ said Clare. ‘I’m coming up.’

‘What’s Njobe found?’ asked Ina as Clare tucked her phone into her jacket pocket.

‘Looks like someone, maybe a couple of people, were up on the contour path last night,’ said Clare. ‘Says he saw a place where they seem to have hung around a while. The rest of the tracks were washed away by the rain.’

‘Njobe can track anything,’ said Ina. ‘Says the Bush War taught him.’

‘Ja, though he never says which side he fought on.’

‘Don’t think it matters any more,’ said Ina.

Clare walked swiftly between the trees. She took a footpath that vanished up Judas Peak, where Mandla and Gypsy were waiting. An unfurling of crows caught Clare’s eye, and she glimpsed turrets protruding from the pine forest. The replica of a Black Forest castle, a rich man’s folly that had recently changed hands, according to the People’s Post.

The surrounding terrain was a nature reserve, with a ravine that led up the back of Table Mountain. Further down, an exclusive estate, each house positioned for privacy as well as security. Razor wire twirled atop perimeter fencing that backed onto the forest and the river. Clare paused to catch her breath. Had the little girl perhaps wandered away from the estate?

She filed the thought for later, pushing on through the trees, soon reaching the firebreak that cut into the face of Judas Peak. Clare checked her orientation and took a short cut towards the contour path, a neglected track where encroaching undergrowth scratched at her. A gate with a gleaming new padlock blocked her path. She ran her hand along the chain, its links icy to the touch. The electric fence spat like an angry cat. The fence was also new, as impenetrable as a game fence. There was live current running through it, the voltage lethal, said the warning signs.

‘You looking for something?’ The man’s eyes were as cold and grudging as the sky. His right hand rested on his holstered gun with the familiarity of a husband’s hand on his wife’s thigh. The Jeep parked on the other side of the fence was camouflaged, though Clare should have seen it.

‘Yes, I am, in fact. A child that was found down the valley this morning.’ Clare fished out her ID and handed it to him. ‘Clare Hart. This road is public access.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Joburg accent. ‘But Mr Savić has security issues.’

‘Did you see anyone last night?’

‘No,’ said the guard, not too quick, not too slow. ‘Just the helicopter this morning. The cars. The dogs – and you, Miss Hope,’ he said, handing back her ID.

‘Hart,’ said Clare.

‘Miss Hart,’ he said. ‘Can I open for you? Drive you through?’

‘Thanks. That’ll save me time.’

‘And effort. The terrain is rough here.’ The guard unlocked the gate. There was a spider’s web of scars at the back of his neck, the skin puckered and pink in places. He turned his collar up. ‘After you.’

The track looped up towards the back of the castle. Two women were walking through the trees. With the forbidding turrets against the heavy sky, they looked medieval. Perhaps it was the long coats, the capes pulled up against the rain.

A gate appeared, opening at the touch of a button. They drove along a road that had been freshly graded, alongside the electric fence.

‘There’s your colleague,’ said the guard.

‘Thanks,’ said Clare.

Clare scrambled down the hill to where Mandla Njobe and Gypsy were waiting. She could feel the man’s eyes on her, between her shoulder blades. It was a relief to hear the Jeep’s engine start up.

‘There was somebody here.’ Njobe squatted down. A chocolate wrapper glinted in a nearby bush. ‘You got some gloves?’

Clare handed him a pair, her size, but he got them on. He picked up the cigarette butts and examined them ‘Someone who sat here for a while. Two people, maybe. And not too long ago.’

‘Could be anyone,’ said Clare. ‘Hikers, walkers.’

The view down to the bridle path was clear. They could see Ina Britz and the others moving purposefully round the crime scene. Mandla Njobe stood up and flicked mud from his trousers.

‘Hikers don’t smoke ten Stuyvesants, Doc.’






six

The beggar weaving in front of Clare at the red light was wearing a cap. He held his handmade sign aloft – No work. No Fingers. Plees help – his stumps pointing to a rough drawing of a fishing net shearing off all eight fingers.

‘Next time,’ said Clare, holding up her palms to show that she had no change. Sharp eyes in a ravaged face. Memorising her features, her meagre promise. ‘I’ll be watching for you, lady.’

Her phone beeped. Riedwaan. Her stomach knotted around her indecision – and unexpected delight at the thought of cells splitting, folding themselves into life.

She opened the message. Sorry 4 silence. Delayed. Will explain. My mother is bad. Back tonight. Will find U. xx R

What would she say? Once she’d told Riedwaan, the decision about this baby or not-baby would no longer be hers alone.

The lights turned green. The taxi behind her hooted and she lurched across the intersection.

She turned into the parking lot outside the 28’s offices, three converted shipping containers. In front of her, three expensive government cars. The bureaucrats wanting her report profiling crimes against children, against the women who cared for them. Wanting her to make her data tell a different story. One of success, rather than social failure. To her left, a couple of old cars: the few remaining journalists’ jalopies. The Community Consultation Forum. She should gather her wits, gather the sparse facts she had, and be there already.

Yet Clare didn’t move. Instead, she sat in the car and stared unseeing at the clouds writhing above Chapman’s Peak, her phone in her hand.

She had to talk to him. She had to tell him. She had to set the future in motion, but she was unable to do so.

She knew what Riedwaan would want; she’d seen him cradling Yasmin, his only daughter, in his arms. Seen, too, the acrimony between him and his ex-wife. She didn’t know if that’s what she wanted – to be part of that.

Mother, father, child. It messed with her head; she couldn’t think straight. And she had to, she had to. She had to decide. She had to tell him what she’d decided. That was the courtesy a woman owed her lover. It was the least she could do, but fuck it. She couldn’t. Not now, not with the job ahead of her, and the child abandoned on the icy mountainside.

She put her phone away and grabbed her bag, got out of the car, and strode across the muddy parking lot to her office.

Ina Britz had a sea of paper in front of her, her glasses slipping down a nose that was dished like that of a prizefighter.

‘Those are the missing persons’ files?’ asked Clare.

‘I’ve pulled up all the missing little girls I can find.’

Ina Britz laid out the photographs of the lost girls, their eyes fixed for ever in the grimace of a pre-school portrait or happily snapped birthday party. Cake, crown, a proud mother’s lap.

‘It’s none of them,’ said Clare, flicking through them. She knew each face intimately. They lived in her now, folded into the other faces that populated her dreams. ‘What about the international cases?’

‘Here’s what I’ve got from FindKidz and Interpol.’ The same eyes, the same poses, the same routine of childhood interrupted.

‘Where’s the mother?’ asked Clare. ‘That’s what I want to know.’

‘I’ve got nothing that shows a woman and a child missing together,’ said Ina. ‘We’re looking up some that could match, but so far nothing.’

Clare’s gaze moved from one woman’s face to the next. Looking for something that might trigger recognition. Pale skin, dark hair, widow’s peak. She picked up one or two photographs, but there was nothing. She put them down again.

‘I’ve never dealt with a child that was never reported missing,’ Clare said.

‘Look at these. The Mountain Men incident reports.’ Ina Brtiz handed Clare a list of incidents that the security company had dealt with. Barking dogs, vagrants, break-ins, smashed car windows, a domestic, alarms activated. Lists of phone numbers of the houses that had called in. No sightings of untoward movement in the valley.

‘Whoever put the child here knew the mountain well,’ said Clare, studying the report. ‘There’s nothing here.’

Clare closed her office door behind her. She threw the rest of the coffee out of the window, swallowed the wave of nausea and opened her laptop, found the database of missing children. Abandoned babies, wiry kids, teenagers. On the cusp of adulthood, their photographs had the posed stiffness of the school portrait or the graininess of a cheap cellphone shot. Most of them were South African.

With the sparse details she had, she sent out the standard alert.

She dialled Dr Anwar Jacobs, closing her eyes against the headache building in the base of her skull. The momentary darkness was a relief but not an escape. When he answered she could hear the electronic beeps, the clink of metal, the muted voices of nurses, other doctors. The comforting orderliness of the Intensive Care Unit.

‘How’s she doing?’ asked Clare.

‘The staff have named her Engeltjie. The little angel’s alive, she’s fighting,’ said Anwar. ‘But I need the mother to come forward. I need to know what her history is, so that I can work out how to treat her.’

‘I’ve got a press conference right now,’ said Clare. ‘I need some detail.’

‘I have so little,’ he said. Clare could hear exhaustion in his voice, he sounded close to defeat.

‘Give me what you have,’ said Clare. They’d worked on many cases together. Clare admired his thoroughness, his astuteness, and his compassion for his helpless little patients.

‘She’s alive, but she’s not going to be conscious any time soon. I’ve induced a coma because her vital signs are so fragile. She has hypothermia and long-term malnutrition.’

‘How old is she?’ asked Clare.

‘By weight, two or three, but if I look at her teeth, bad as they are, then I think she’s five, even six. Her growth is stunted in a way I’ve never seen before. And the pallor, it’s as if she’s never been in the sun.’

‘Sexual assault?’ asked Clare.

‘Nothing visible.’

The rain running down the windows blurred the world outside.

‘Have you got any idea yet who she might be?’ the doctor asked.

‘Nothing,’ said Clare. ‘You’ve got to give me something else, Anwar.’

‘But I’ve never seen anything like this,’ he said. ‘I’m thinking maybe she’s been poisoned. I’ve sent off for every test you can imagine.’

‘I need those results as soon as you get them,’ said Clare.

‘I should have them this afternoon,’ said Anwar Jacobs.

The door opened. Ina Britz was standing there. She had taken her beanie off in deference to the formality of the occasion.

‘You ready, Clare?’ she asked. ‘To be thrown like a Christian to the lions?’

‘You shouldn’t speak of my former colleagues like that.’

Clare closed her laptop, put on red lipstick, brushed her hair, and changed into a dress and a pair of heels.

‘Standing on tiptoes helps you concentrate?’ asked Ina.

‘Can’t think otherwise,’ said Clare.

‘The press pack is sniffing the bones of a story that could run for weeks,’ said Ina Britz. ‘Everything’s upside down – missing child, no reports, half-dead kid, no weeping mother or suspect stepfather. They think we’re hiding something.’

‘I wish we were,’ said Clare. ‘There’s so little to go on and I don’t like the feel of what there is.’ A wave of nausea washed over her again, nausea and a fatigue so deep, so in her bone marrow, that she wanted to lie down and sleep right where she was.

‘You go on, Ina,’ she said, heading for the bathroom. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’

Ina Britz raised an eyebrow, and left. Clare ducked into the bathroom and retched, but there was nothing. She had to eat, but the very thought of it made her want to be sick again. She drank some more water instead. When she looked out of the window a battered blue bakkie was turning in. A man at the wheel – a dog beside him – gesticulating to the security guard at the gate.
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Jakes Cwele was out of his 4x4. He blocked her path, a life’s worth of anger in his tensed shoulders.

Clare had to stop herself from stepping backwards. He was too close, right inside her space.

‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m here to help you.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a big thing, this press conference.’

‘We don’t need your help,’ said Clare.

‘Cape Town is my command now.’ A blaze of anger in Cwele’s eyes. ‘But it would be much better if you would cooperate with me while we get this province to focus on the things that matter if you want law and order. It’s tough for you. You’re a civilian. You’re a woman. You’re out of your depth. You just tell me when you need advice. About being a cop. I hear that Faizal gives you advice about how to be a woman.’

‘Rumour mill, the police,’ said Clare. ‘Some of us prefer facts and evidence, now get out of my way. I have a job to do.’

‘Dr Hart,’ Cwele put his hand lightly on her arm. ‘By Monday your captain’s going to be gone. Then there’s no one watching out for you. This is not a place for a lady, and you’re not a cop.’

‘I’m not a lady either,’ said Clare. ‘So that balances things out.’

A taxi boomed kwaito music. It throbbed, then turned a corner, leaving silence in its wake. Clare stepped past Cwele, and then she was in the cramped conference room, corralled behind the podium, no water in the jug. Microphones and flashbulbs and cameras and people saying her name – Dr Hart, Clare, Dr Hart. She scanned the crowd. In front of her were bemused Neighbourhood Watch members and others who had tried to stitch connections between the economic gulfs that divided Hout Bay. In front, a group of mothers who campaigned for the right-of-way for horse riders, and at the back three women whose children had vanished in the dunes above Hangberg.

She knew the journalists; some she’d seen that morning. Jakes Cwele came in too, flanked by a trio in sharply tailored suits. There were a couple of other cops too. Allies. Colonel Edgar Phiri, Riedwaan’s Gang Unit boss, raised a hand in greeting. Clare was glad to see him there.

At the back of the room sat an old man in a black suit. Holding a hat on his knees, he did not take his eyes off Clare, not for a second. His unblinking gaze unsettled her, the still point in the heaving tide of journalists around her. In the front row was a woman who had tackled Clare on a previous occasion.

‘Dr Hart,’ she stood up before anyone could stop her. ‘The 28s? Why are you called after a prison gang?’

‘Section 28. It’s a clause in the Constitution that guarantees children their rights.’

‘What does it promise them, pray tell?’

‘A name, a nationality, safety, security. Love, too,’ said Clare.

‘All the things that the United Nations likes,’ she sneered. ‘Ironic, don’t you think, that the 28s is also the name of a prison gang? This fact seems to have bypassed the minister completely.’ Her voice was rising, she was just getting started. ‘Let me tell you what these children get. They get a bullet in the back. But what can you expect from a government like this?’

Ina Britz moved over to the woman.

‘We’ve been over this before, Mrs Sheridan,’ said Clare. ‘We know how you feel, but we need to move on.’

The woman sat down, but Ina remained close, one black, beady eye on her.

Clare gathered her notes. No lynch mob ever wanted facts, but she was going to give them some. She listed the few that she had and then the questions machine-gunned.

‘Is it true it’s a white child? Is that why there was a helicopter?’

‘Is this to do with drugs?’

‘Is it true that the mother was an addict?’

‘Is this about drugs?’

‘Gangs?’

‘Paedophiles?’

‘Was the child sodomised?’

‘Bewitched?’

‘Is our community safe?’

‘Who’s next?’

‘You’ve got no clue, have you?’ A reporter writing down his own question.

Clare could picture tomorrow’s tabloid headlines that would whip readers into a profitable frenzy. Nothing sells a paper better than a missing child. The old man slipped out, his black-suited back a column. There was a concentration to him that caught Clare’s attention. She watched him go across the parking lot towards her office.

‘Any arrests yet?’

The question – repeated – brought her attention back to the room. No, no arrests yet. No suspects yet. Priority being the child’s welfare.

‘Dr Hart, is it true that Section 28 is being dissolved?’

‘Perhaps the minister’s advisor would like to take that question,’ said Clare.

Everyone turned to look at Jakes Cwele, taking in the leather coat, the fedora.

‘Expertise in this area is being redeployed,’ said Cwele. ‘The new minister is taking the president’s instructions to heart. Economic stability is everything. We know that crime is a result of poverty, therefore this must be addressed first.’

A tabloid journalist turned to Clare. ‘Your views, Dr Hart?’

‘Section 28 was set up by the previous minister after a Community Consultation Forum like this one. You know this,’ said Clare. ‘The minister laboured under the illusion that voters are owed explanations as to why so many children and their mothers die. She was removed during the last cabinet shuffle, but the 28s are still here, unwanted and unwelcome.’

‘For how long, though?’

‘I am contracted till the end of June,’ said Clare. ‘Major Britz is permanent. The Gang Unit – Colonel Phiri is here too – are our partners. We’re not going anywhere. And now we have an investigation to complete.’

It was over, and the journalists were shepherded out.

The old man who had caught Clare’s eye during the press conference was waiting for her when she and Ina Britz went outside.

‘Dr Hart?’

‘That’s me,’ she said.

‘I know of your work, Dr Hart, Section 28. It’s in the papers, on the TV. You find them, the stolen ones. You’ll bring her back to me.’ The old man’s eyes were hollow. Clare knew that look. ‘She’s gone. My little girl is gone.’

‘Do you know something about the little girl we found this morning?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m so sorry for her, but she’s not the one I came for, Dr Hart. I came for you. She phoned me.’ He was fumbling with a cellphone, the instrument apparently unfamiliar in his work-worn hands. ‘Listen.’

Rosa, Oupa, it’s Rosa.

There was a flaying purity in the terror of the girl’s voice.

Oupa. There’s trees outside. Get me help, Oupa, Oupa, come. Please.

A scream, high-pitched as a cat’s.

Oupa. Find me, Oupa. Find me please. He’s –

The phone fell from the man’s hands.

Clare picked it up and checked the log.

‘The call came at five this morning,’ said Clare. ‘It’s eleven now. That’s six hours ago. Since then there’s been nothing?’

‘Nothing.’

‘There’s no number,’ said Clare, handing the phone to Ina.
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