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PART ONE




1

Miller’s Point. Fish Pescado opened the throttle. Slight twist of the wrist on the Mercury 800, eighty horsepower responded. Heard the engine cough and scream, the propeller churn, the Maryjane lift its nose. Grinned at the forward surge.

In the bow, cop neighbour Flip Nel glanced round, eyebrows raised.

‘Still cuts it, hey.’ Fish eased back on the juice to glide the rubber ducky out of the slipway shallows into deeper water. ‘Might be old but lots of kick.’

‘Ja,’ said Flip. ‘Just not too hectic, boet.’

‘What? You got a head? Too much policeman’s coffee last night? Drink better brandy, Flip.’

Flip, not looking round, giving him a raised middle finger. Fish laughed. ‘Some of you old guys’re losing the kick.’ Flip sitting up there with the anchor he was donating. Complete with a coil of rope. Brand new, classic, admiralty-style anchor. Must’ve cost him a good couple of grand. Crazy wasting money on an anchor.

Fish kept the revs low, slowly taking them out along the kelp edge towards Pyramid Rock. Even so, a chill blowback flicking at his curls. Made him hug into a long-sleeved hoodie under his life jacket. Made him wish he’d put on jeans not board shorts.

The day might be sunny but it was autumn: a cold haze on the ocean, the smell of seaweed, fresh, piquant. Strings of cormorants flying low across the water. The sea with a slight rise and fall along the tideline, breaking no foam. Days like this not a wave to be had around the peninsula. You’re missing nothing if you go fishing.

Fish Pescado’s a surfer dude: blond, his mother’s blue eyes in a tanned face. He smiles, the flash of white gives the ladies a thrill.

The thing amusing Fish that morning was Flip Nel pitching up with an anchor. He didn’t get it.

Shouted now over the thrum and bounce of the rubber ducky, ‘What’s with the anchor, Flip? Guy who owned this boat before never had an anchor.’

Flip Nel shifted round on his seat, held up the anchor. ‘You got to have an anchor,’ he said. ‘You can’t just drift.’

‘Drifting’s okay,’ Fish came back.

‘No, man. You’re out on the sea, you need an anchor, I’m telling you.’

‘It’s too deep out there,’ said Fish. ‘Never get that down to the seabed. You need a mile of rope.’

‘Sometimes there’re reefs. Sometimes you’re closer inshore.’ Flip not taking any argument. ‘What? You gonna tell me you don’t like my present?’

Fish smiled. ‘I like it.’ Man wanted to spend money on an anchor, that was his problem.

‘My present. Accept gratefully.’

Fish was no fisherman. Wasn’t for Flip Nel, he’d never use the Maryjane. Would get rid of it. But the cop liked to dangle a line. Would talk Fish into a couple of hours on the back of the bay from time to time. Fish went with it. Especially after Flip’s old lady died. Besides, earned him brownie points he could trade for a favour when he needed cop information.

Said, ‘Any place you wanna go especially?’ Waving at the wide horizon.

Flip Nel pointed towards Hangklip mountain, other side of the bay. ‘Just go. I’ll tell you when to stop.’

Yes, sir, Fish saluted.

Been out maybe ten times with Flip Nel over the past that-many months, he still couldn’t figure this fishing jig. Okay, peaceful, quiet, relaxing place to be. You could smoke a doobie, stare at the sky, the glitter of the sea. You could … drift, cradle rocking.

The doobie took Flip Nel a bit of adjustment.

‘Hey, man, I’m a cop. You can’t smoke that.’

Gave Fish huge amusement. ‘Chill, Flip. Out here ocean rules. Have another beer.’ Tossing him an ale from the cool box, a Jack Black Butcher Block. Flip flipped for artisanal beer. ‘Makes it easier,’ he would say. Never explained what it was.

Fish said, ‘Same with dope.’

That first weed moment the expression on Flip’s face was worth sacrificing a surf. Devil’s smoke, Flip called it. Said you got more kak from dagga than drink. Could make you woes, really off-your-head mad. Flip using the Afrikaans word, saying it voous like a beach break closing hard. All his years, Fish’d only chilled on the shoo-wah mellow vibe of the herb. His experience you had too much too often you got so laid back you couldn’t give a fig.

But Flip was adamant. ‘No, boet. Long-term it stuffs you up. Major-major.’

Fish let it end there.

Came back to the matter in hand: juiced the throttle, going in close past Pyramid Rock where the cow sharks lurked. Beyond was open water, glassy, flat. Kept the power on for fifteen, twenty minutes, till Flip held up his hand, shouted at him, ‘Ja, this’s okay. Right here.’

Right here. The middle of the bay. Right nowhere. One side Hangklip, a long way off. Other side the finger of Cape Point. Misty.

Okay. Fish cut the engine. A sudden quiet after the Mercury’s whine. Then water lap as the boat settled.

‘What you reckon we’re gonna catch out here?’ Fish shaded his eyes, looked across the sea’s surface, not a shadow of a shoal. No arriving gannets. No streams of cormorants. This was deep water. Without sand banks, without reefs. The depths. ‘You think there’ll be a passing tuna?’

Fish bent, fossicked in his bag for an Olympia deli special: ciabatta roll stuffed with salami, tomato, gherkin slivers. Bit into the crispiness, wiped a hand across his mouth. Wondered should he bring up the matter of his client straight off? Spend some brownie points on Caitlyn Suarez. Knew she was on Flip Nel’s case load. Just a decko at the file was all he wanted. Thirty minutes’d be enough.

Glanced up as the Maryjane wobbled. There was Flip balancing in the bow, anchor in hand.

Fish chewed, kept his eyes on the cop. Swallowed most of the mouthful. ‘You throw it over here, it’ll just dangle. Leave it.’ Pointed down at his bag. ‘What sort of roll you want? Ciabatta? Portuguese? Or a croissant? Bacon-and-egg croissant?’

Got no reply from Flip. Saw Flip bend over, fasten a cable tie to the anchor rope.

What the?

‘Hey! Hey, Flip, man. What’re you doing?’ Noticed the other end of a double-loop cable tie around Flip Nel’s ankle.

No answer.

Saw Flip Nel’s stare come on him. The skin white around the cop’s eyes. Dead, brown eyes. His face a mask. Flip seemed to say something then. A couple of words. Indistinct. Took off his life jacket, dropped it.

Fish stood, unsteady. Said, ‘Flip? What’re you doing?’ Crab-scuttled to the middle bench. ‘Flip.’ Realising.

Watching Flip Nel put down his cellphone on the forward seat, sling the anchor overboard, the rope snaking quickly into the splash. Flip Nel following.

‘Flip. No! No! Flip.’

Had to be sixty, seventy metres to the seabed.

Fish stared at the bubbles. In time they popped, disappeared.
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Wembley Square. Vicki Kahn woke to sunlight. Lay still, her eyes closed, listened. Her training: check for sounds. Anything out of the ordinary. Heard voices in the street below. A car door closing, a man’s laughter, the car pulling away. Beyond that the city’s hum. Saturday morning. The world as it should be.

Remembered her winnings. Five grand. A game she joined from time to time. Really handy. Happened in one of the Gardens backstreets nearby, this hippie guy organised a table two, three nights a week. The cards’d talked to her last night. Halved the debt she owed the house.

Vicki Kahn smiled, opened her eyes. The room a diffused green, a shaft of sun slicing through the curtains. The luxury of waking late. Probably gone seven-thirty. She stretched for her cellphone on the bedside table. Eight-forty. When’d this last happened? Hitched onto her elbows, thought about her day. Nothing to consider but herself. A perfect day.

A croissant and latte at Vida E in the square. Drive over to the Biscuit Mill, mooch around the market, buy a few French sticks, a round of Époisses. At a bottle store pick up a couple of four-packs of ale for Fish, some Philip Jonker for herself. The brut: a Cap Classique Chardonnay/Pinot mix. Find a Spar, put down twenty bucks on the Lotto. Get to Rose Farm for a girlie lunch with friends. Nice place to sit on the terrace, gaze down the valley. Her life her own again.

This she could handle. Drift over to Fish’s in the afternoon. Maybe he’d catch something, for once. A yellowtail’d be good. Fried. She could fancy that. On a bed of creamed spinach. On a base of mashed potato. Fine sprinkle of parsley and sage along the top. Slice of lemon. Woolies choc mousse after. Some stinky cheese on bread rounds to end.

She could live with that. All those bubbles in a flute; Fish playing his wasted music. Who was it now: Bruce Springsteen? Some such. Very in-your-face. Nice sounds, though. Interesting lyrics.

Yes.

Vicki showered, dressed, not taking much time in the choice: jeggings, a long-sleeved, scoop-neck top, a leather bomber jacket she’d had for ages. Ages enough to give the collar sheen. Zip didn’t work any more either. Fish called it her joller jacket, when she was wild for a good time. Swung out of her apartment with only a small shoulder bag. Had a cupboard of clothes at Fish’s for this sort of weekend.

At Vida E, got herself settled at a side table. Not many people around. Two singles peering at their phones. A mom and dad with baby in a carrycot between them. Vicki still in the habit of checking out the scene. Was scrolling through the news on her phone when a hand softly squeezed her shoulder.

‘Well, this is grand.’

A familiar voice. Vicki thought, No. Not you. Not now. Not ever again. Looked up, poker-faced, said, ‘This’s a surprise. Hello Henry.’

‘It is. It is.’ Sitting himself down. ‘Rather pleasant here, I have to say. Not an establishment I have frequented before.’

Certainly not in the two years she’d known him.

‘Do you mind?’ Putting his Americano and bran muffin on her table. Not waiting for her reply. ‘This is where you stay, I seem to recall. Somewhere round here.’ He quartered his muffin, halved the quarters. Smeared a film of butter on each piece, joined them together. Reassembled his muffin into quarters. ‘There.’ Glanced at her. ‘It is round here? I am right? One of the apartments above. Yes? Very nice. Very nice development, Wembley Square. Ideal for people like you. The young professional. You know, I knew this place when it belonged to a printing company. Owner could throw a party. Goodness. Wonderful times, wonderful times. But times change, do they not?’ A smile. ‘How are you, Vicki? Enjoying your new life? You seem to be. As gorgeous as ever. Relaxed. Splendid. Good to see. Good to see.’ His hand patting her arm.

Vicki watched him lift one of the muffin quarters, delicately bite off a piece.

‘I am, thank you, Henry.’

‘Miss us?’

‘Strangely,’ – she smiled – ‘not at all.’

‘Ummmm. I wonder. Wonder if you are not just saying that. Time will tell, believe me.’ Henry Davidson swallowed, wiped his mouth with a serviette. Squinted at her. ‘You know the old adage, once an agent of the state, always an agent of the state, I fear. No getting away from it, is there?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m doing alright.’

‘Gets into your blood,’ Henry ignored her. ‘Impossible to purge it. Well, actually, impossible to live any other sort of life. Where else do you get that kick? The adrenaline rush when you pull off a quiet triumph. As you did, Vicki. As you did. Stopped the child trafficking. That was a worthwhile achievement. To your credit. Proof that even the president’s son is not above the law. A feather for our democracy, I would say. We are a necessary breed, you and I.’

‘Paranoid. Secretive. Always watching our backs. Speak for yourself, Henry. I’m not that type. That’s why I left. I don’t want people bugging my apartment.’

‘Who does? But nobody is, are they?’

‘Not as far as I know.’

‘Good, good. You are doing your housekeeping then. Sweeping for nasties. A useful habit. You should keep it up, Vicki. Reassuring to know they have let you drop off the radar.’

‘They?’

‘They. You know …’

‘I don’t know.’

‘A figure of speech.’

‘I’m out of it, Henry. I resigned, remember. You accepted my resignation. I’m not working for the state again. Ever. I’m not colluding with thugs and gangsters.’

‘Thugs and gangsters. A bit rich, my dear Vicki. Best to simply call them politicians.’ Henry Davidson finished the quarter he’d started. ‘They make a very good muffin here. Good coffee too. Although the baristas at the Vidas are too loud for me. All the hip jargon can be annoying. But tell me, how is the lawyering? For Legal Aid, is it not? Very worthy, very worthy.’

‘I’m enjoying it.’ Vicki sipped at her latte. ‘I can help people.’

‘You are good at that. And your boyfriend? What was his name? The surfer bloke.’

‘Fish.’

‘Fish.’ Henry Davidson shook his head. ‘Such a silly name. You are still an item then, as they say in the modern parlance?’

‘We are.’

‘Great catch for him. You could do better. Much better. Then again the human heart is unpredictable. As Alice said, “I’ve been in many gardens before, but none of the flowers could talk.” And then in one garden they did. Curious, that, eh? Life is so irrational.’

Vicki tore off the end of her croissant, popped it into her mouth. Contemplated Henry Davidson: his sun-livered face, his hairpiece, his cravat, his suede jacket. The master spy. The double agent. A communist mole in the apartheid intelligence agency. Henry Davidson had been around. Was still around. Had survived the witch-hunt after the attempted assassination of the president. Other top spooks had got the chop, but Henry’d come through. Toupee intact.

‘Why’re you here, Henry?’ Vicki washed down her mouthful with more latte.

‘I like to explore the corners of my city.’

‘Bullshit.’

He laughed. ‘Truth. Promise. You know me, always on the lookout for useful spots. For a quiet rendezvous.’

Like this, Vicki thought. Her phone rang: Fish’s name on the screen. ‘I’ve got to take this.’

‘Of course.’ Henry Davidson inclined his head. Clearly no intention of giving her privacy.
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False Bay. Fish stared at the bubbles until they’d gone. The surface of the sea become a mirror: blue on blue. Stared transfixed, pinned in the quiet. For long moments leant over the side as if there’d be an instant of clarity. An explanation. Imagined he could see the anchor in the sand, Flip Nel tethered to it, suspended. ‘You can’t just drift. You’re out at sea, you need an anchor, I’m telling you.’

Fish stayed like that until the world came back: the quiet broken by the suck of the sea against the boat.

Eventually said, ‘What the hell, Flip?’ Quietly said it to the sea. Turned his face to the sky, shouted it, ‘What the hell, Flip? Why’d you do that?’ As if Flip could hear him in the depths. Or in the sky.

Fish looked over at Hangklip, at Cape Point, the long horizon stretched between the headlands. How would he find this spot again? Impossible. No GPS chip, no GPS coordinates. No X marks the spot. No cellphone signal to call in Sea Rescue. Lost at sea. Flip Nel gone. Like Flip Nel’d considered all the angles.

Noticed then Flip’s Nokia. Scurried to it. The voice recorder running, had been for seventeen minutes. Fish shut it off. Why’d Flip done that? Cop like him did nothing without a reason. Always stirring shit. Waiting to see what floated to the surface. One person wasn’t gonna float to the surface any time soon was Flip Nel. Fish keyed it on again.

Engine noise. Flip’s voice, ‘Ja, this’s okay. Right here.’ Then softly: ‘Look under Caitlyn Suarez. You want the Suarez file it’s in my kitchen.’ The engine cut out. Fish’s voice: ‘What you reckon we’re gonna catch out here? You think there’ll be a passing tuna?’ A run of seconds that’d caught Flip’s breathing. Fish’s voice again as Flip’d hefted the anchor: ‘You throw it over here, it’ll just dangle. Leave it. What sort of roll you want? Ciabatta? Portuguese? Or a croissant? Bacon-and-egg croissant?’ His urgent, ‘Hey! Hey, Flip, man. What’re you doing?’ Some faint words from Flip, sounded like, ‘The file. See under S.’ His: ‘Flip? What’re you doing? Flip.’ The splash of the anchor. The splash of Flip Nel following. ‘Flip. No! No! Flip.’

Fish keyed off the recording. Had all happened in two minutes twenty-seven seconds. The rest of it’d be the purl of sea noise. Played it again.

Must’ve been serious shit going on in Flip’s life. Went to show: all these people around you, you’re still alone in the world. On your own, china. Comes down to the wire, you’re on your own.

Except Flip Nel had left a legacy. The Caitlyn Suarez file. Fish listened again: ‘You want the Suarez file it’s in my kitchen.’ Then the muted: ‘The file … See under S.’

‘So she’s not lying,’ Fish said out loud. ‘There’s something else happening.’ Glanced over the ocean towards the ridge of the peninsula mountain chain. Miller’s Point a couple of degrees to the right of the last peak. Best to dismantle Flip’s phone before going in. Pretend it’d gone down with him. Best nobody got to hear about the file. Fish powered off the phone, slid a fingernail under the back cover, took out the battery, the SIM card. Zipped the pieces into his hoodie’s pocket. Went back to his seat beside the outboard.

Seemed wrong to be leaving. Though probably he’d drifted off where Flip had gone down. Could be a hundred metres away, even on a flat sea.

Spoke aloud once more: ‘Yeah, well, Flip. What can I say, my friend? I hope you enjoyed the fishing.’ A prickle behind his eyes, a dryness in his mouth.

Fish triggered the ignition, brought the Maryjane round to face the peninsula. Opened up the power. Kept an eye on his cellphone until the signal showed two bars, then slowed to lower the engine noise, put his first call through to Sea Rescue.

Gave a concise spiel: out fishing, friend went overboard in the middle of the bay, an accident.

The operator came back with questions: name, boat’s name, location, time of incident. ‘You’re saying he’s drowned? Do you have his body? Have you tried resuscitation?’

‘Can’t do that. He’s gone.’

‘Stay there, we’ll be with you in twenty minutes. What’re your coordinates?’

‘No idea,’ said Fish. ‘Twenty minutes I’ll be at Miller’s. Just tell the cops, okay? The guy who went down’s one of them.’ Disconnected.

Got hold of Vicki next. Could imagine the flick of her hair as she lifted the phone. Probably smiling, thinking he’d tell her he’d caught supper.

‘Fish.’ Her voice quiet. Restaurant background. ‘I’ll call you back.’

Not what he’d expected. ‘No, wait, hang on, this’s urgent. Just listen, okay. In the drawer with keys there’s one for Flip Nel’s house. His back door. Go round there, over the wall. In his kitchen’s the Caitlyn Suarez file. You gotta copy it chop-chop.’

‘I’m in town, Fish.’

‘Fast, Vics. Please, man, fast.’

‘What’s happening?’

‘Flip’s dead.’

Fish heard the professional kick in. ‘I’ll phone you back.’

‘Just copy the file, Vics. The file.’
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Stonehurst Mountain Estate. ‘Nice place,’ had been Fish’s first words to Caitlyn Suarez. Fish staring into a long room, exposed rafters, bagged brick walls, a lot of glass. Looked like a grand hall. The walls hung with African art. Masks, carvings, abstract paintings.

‘A murder charge takes the fun out of it,’ she’d said, stepping away. ‘Close the door, won’t you? I have gawpy neighbours across the street.’

Fish did. His eyes now on her long legs in tight black jeans walking towards a set of leather sofas. Legs to rival Vicki’s. A sweet, sweet backside. Half obscured by a white cotton shirt, untucked, collar unbuttoned to almost show cleavage, sleeves rolled neatly to her middle forearms. Not often he saw competition for Vicki’s bod. Had to be about the same age. Mid-thirties. Late thirties. Auburn hair pulled back in a short ponytail. Sharp features. Nothing slack about her face.

She stood barefoot among the couches on a zebra skin, lighting a cigarette. Held out the pack to him.

Fish shook his head.

‘You don’t mind?’ Blew out a stream through luscious lips.

Again Fish shook his head. ‘Your house. Your rules.’

‘I shouldn’t. I didn’t. I’d stopped. For years.’ Blew out a stream of smoke. ‘Until this fucking nightmare took over my life. The murder. The threats. The phone calls. The weird stuff sent to me.’

Fish saw movement down the far end of the room. A young woman. Short-haired, fit body, wearing a black one-piece costume. Said, ‘I’m going to do a few laps. I’ve checked the place over.’ Opened a glass door in a glass wall, headed towards a swimming pool. ‘Who’s that?’ Fish pointed at her.

‘My muscle,’ said Caitlyn Suarez. ‘On the ball. Swims a lot. Reads a lot. Doesn’t say much. ’

‘A bit different.’

‘Everything’s a bit different now.’

‘You want a more traditional presence? I can get you a steroid-popper. Shaven head. Grim jawline.’

‘No thanks. Don’t be deceived, Mr Pescado. You wouldn’t want to take her on.’

Too true, Fish thought. Vicki’d be upset. Accuse him of acting like a paedo. The girl looked about sixteen. He brought his eyes back to Caitlyn Suarez. So many distractions in one house.

‘Something to drink?’ she asked. ‘Beer? Rock shandy? Water? Something stronger?’

Fish said he was fine. Noticed no coffee or tea on offer. An espresso would’ve been good. But not a request he could put through at this point. Best behaviour for the new client. Who’d been referred by her bank. Turned out she handled the bank’s forex accounts. Was a woman of the world. Had worked in New York, London, Paris, Hong Kong, Singapore, Dubai, Tehran. Turned out she had the ear of people at the World Bank. Turned out Caitlyn Suarez was internationally well connected. Flew in and out of the country as if planes were Uber taxis.

They sat on sofas separated by a coffee table. On the table two of the morning’s newspapers folded on a pile of Manila files. Also a brass ashtray, a clutch of remotes for a forty-eight-inch flat-screen on a wall arm. The sound muted, financial data scrolling.

‘You know the background?’

‘Yeah.’ Fish’d done his research. For three years, Caitlyn Suarez had been in a relationship with Victor Kweza, cabinet minister, energy portfolio. Interesting combo. Cracked profiles in You magazine, Marie Clare. Glamour. Cracked the social circuit. The suave politician. The international banker.

Victor’d been beaten to death in his golf-estate home. A home with climbing roses on the patio walls, potted bay trees either side the front door, faux shutters at the sash windows. Forensics decided the murder weapon was a golf club.

Said golf club a nine iron. Belonging to Caitlyn Suarez, found in her golf bag in Kweza’s house, her fingerprints on the handle. A speck of his blood in the head grooves.

Enough to match with Kweza’s blood type. Enough to get Caitlyn Suarez held for twelve hours. Not questioned. Her passport withdrawn. Released, on a cautionary: there’d be questioning, don’t leave Dodge. Caitlyn Suarez returned home to death threats. The harassment of journalists.

‘I want you to find out who killed him, Mr Pescado.’

‘Fish.’

‘Fish.’ Her careful gaze appraising him. Her fingers tapped ash off the cigarette. She took a short pull, stubbed out the rest. ‘What’s your real name?’

‘Bartholomeu. Only my mother calls me that. After the explorer.’

‘A name is never just a name.’ A quick smile. ‘Perhaps, while you’re at it, you can let me know why I’m a target?’

‘The death threats were, what, phone calls?’

‘Not only. Emails. Facebook. Twitter. A present of a wax hand. I mean, what’s that all about? Who sends a wax hand? Is this some sort of crazy symbol? Then “bitch” written in blood on the windscreen of my car. Very dramatic, a bitch to clean. After that I got protection. Having someone follow me is’ – she paused – ‘unsettling.’

‘How long ago? The graffiti.’

‘About three days.’

‘The murder happened two weeks ago?’

‘Yes.’

‘The hand came when?’

‘A day before the blood message.’

‘Anything since then?’

‘Nothing except I’m followed everywhere. Professionals, according to my protection. Change cars. Track me from the front.’

‘They’ve got money.’

‘So it would seem.’

Fish listened to the regular splash of the swimmer in the black costume. ‘How’d you get the hand?’

‘In a box, nicely gift-wrapped. Dropped off with security at the main gate. Legitimate courier company. Delivery arranged at a city branch. False name and address on the delivery bill. That much I know, thanks to my guardian.’

Fish pointed at the woman in the pool, the flash of her arms visible with each stroke. ‘Her?’

‘None other. She can be persuasive. Also found out that a mixed-race man brought it in. A well-dressed dude, apparently. Quote, unquote.’

Fish pulled a notebook from his back pocket. A crumpled, wire-bound flip-up. Extracted a pen from the pocket of his jeans. ‘You’ve taken down the social media?’

‘No, actually.’

‘Not?’ Fish clicked the ballpoint, scribbled on a page to get the ink flowing. ‘Why not?’

‘Thought it might be useful.’

Here was someone different. His experience, harassed people got off social media fast. The vitriol not something most could handle. ‘It doesn’t bother you? Got to be people slagging you off.’

‘I don’t have to read it. No, it doesn’t bother me.’

Caitlyn Suarez sitting there on her leather sofa, relaxed. Calm. White linen calm. Middle of the week, she looked on holiday.

‘Why’s it taken you this long to get an investigator?’

‘I thought the police would find the killer. So did my lawyer. High-profile case. You’d think they’d pull finger. Victor lived on a golf estate, for heaven’s sake. There’s security. CCTV. Somebody must’ve seen something. But no. I’m what they come up with.’

Had to be a reason for that, thought Fish. Went with: ‘You’re still going into your office?’

‘Not any more. Not after the blood message. If there’s documents that need a wet signature, they send out a driver. The rest I can do on my laptop. Sitting right here.’ She got up. ‘I need a water. Something I can get you?’

‘A coffee would be good.’ Fish deciding they’d reached the point he could make a demand.

‘Sure. Espresso? Cappuccino? Americano? Latte?’ Caitlyn Suarez crossing to the open-plan kitchen galley: serious gas hob and oven, marble tops, nifty high-end coffee machine on the counter. ‘You don’t mind pod coffee? It’s not Truth.’

‘Pod’s fine.’ You didn’t over-water it, a pod could be okay. Other hand, Truth, well, Truth was snob heaven. Fish knew about Truth. You lived in Cape Town, you juiced the city, you knew about Truth. One of Vicki’s hangouts, in walking distance of her apartment. ‘Single espresso’d do it.’

‘Answers I want are: who got him? And why? Has to be some deep dark reason. We’re not talking a random Cape Town murder. We’re talking politics because Victor didn’t feed at the trough.’

Caitlyn Suarez took a sparkling water from the fridge, twisted the cap off carefully, letting gas escape. Drank straight from the bottle. Dabbed at her mouth with the back of a hand. Only then Fish realised, no lipstick. Caitlyn Suarez didn’t need lipstick.

‘What I fear is there’s going to be no outcome. Just another unsolved.’

She brought over an Illy demitasse for Fish, put it down on the coffee table. ‘And why me? Why’m I the scapegoat?’ Lowered herself into a sofa, legs stretched out, ankles crossed. Bottle of fizzy water in her hand. ‘Oh, I know, I’m the lover, I’m the first suspect. Murder weapon’s my golf club, yaddah, yaddah, yaddah. But why the wax hand? The threats?’

Exactly what Fish was thinking. Said, ‘There’re things I’m going to have to ask you. Personal things about you and him, Mr Kweza.’

‘Such as?’

‘How you got involved. How long’s it been? Family. Friends. Enemies.’

‘Lots of enemies,’ said Caitlyn Suarez. ‘Starting at the top.’

‘You mean?’

‘The president.’
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The Blue Route. Vicki Kahn kept the MiTo at the speed limit down the highway. One hundred kph. You never knew who was waiting with a speed camera. Got Fish on the hands-free.

‘About time. Chrissakes, Vics.’

Ignored the sarcasm, the fluster. Not like Fish to be anxious. ‘Where’re you now?’

‘Miller’s. Coming into the slipway.’

‘You phoned the cops?’

‘Sea Rescue. Told them to phone the cops.’

‘Have they pitched?’

‘No. No welcoming committee. Yet.’

‘Good. Rather wait for them there. Don’t go to the police station.’

‘I wasn’t going to, Agent Kahn.’

Vicki thinking, oh shit. Back off. Stand down. Said, ‘Sorry.’ Left it there, hearing the whine of the outboard, throttled low.

Fish saying, ‘You’re still driving?’

‘Almost at your place. Can you tell me what happened?’

Listened to Fish’s story. Sequential details coming out in a rush. Ended with: ‘The guy throws the anchor over, just steps into the sea. Fuck. Just like that. Kersplosh. Bye-bye, Flip Nel. Goes down fast.’ A click of fingers. ‘Fast, a blur. Gone. Hell, man, why’d he do that? So bloody radical.’

Vicki thought better to let that question wait. Get to the issue. ‘What’s with the Suarez file?’

‘Flip said he’d taken it home. Left it for me.’

‘He told you this?’

‘Left a message on his phone. On the voice recorder.’

The new form of suicide note. Vicki came off the highway, went fast towards the main road, catching the lights on amber. Fish saying, ‘I need to know what’s in it, Vics. But there’re gonna be cops all over his house when his name’s out.’

‘Anything else?’

‘On the voice recorder? The whole bloody soundtrack of his departure.’

‘Jesus!’

‘Bloody right.’

‘I mean anything else, other files?’

‘I don’t know. Check what’s there. Maybe he left a proper goodbye note.’

‘Give me half an hour.’

‘If I can. I see a blue light flashing along the road.’

‘Stay cool. Don’t get them uptight.’ Vicki disconnected. Other things than Fish’s problems on her mind. Other things such as cops all over Flip Nel’s house. Nice. Also, Flip Nel was proud of his hidden cameras, what he called his mommy cams.

Which was why she’d fetched her burka. You’re pulling a B&E, you don’t want anybody to know it’s you.

Which was why in the Vida E she’d keyed off Fish’s call, with a cryptic ‘I’ll phone you back’, then smiled across at curious Henry Davidson.

He’d said, ‘You are going to tell me you have to go.’

‘I am.’ She’d finished her latte. Stood. ‘Nice seeing you again, Henry.’

‘Likewise. I do hope the urgency is not trouble.’

Typical Henry Davidson, always fishing.

‘No. A case of food poisoning. The runs.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘The man needs some Imodium, love and attention.’

‘Men always do, Vicki. Certain types of men. You hurry along.’

Vicki’d not responded to the barbs in Henry’s tone, picked up the remains of her croissant. Given him one final glance, the old spook looking up at her. Ever the Cheshire cat. Likely to fade away, leaving only his toupee. Had rushed to her apartment, cancelled the lunch date with a multi-SMS. ‘Really, really, sorry, guys. I owe you all.’

Grabbed the Muslim gear, headed for Fish’s place thinking, so much for the perfect day.
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Stonehurst Mountain Estate. The story Fish got from Caitlyn Suarez.

She’d met Victor Kweza at a Davos shindig – her word. Three years back. At the time Kweza a deputy minister in the energy department. Specialising in nuclear. Pebble-bed reactors. A year later in a cabinet shuffle landed Minister of Energy. Major support from the president. The president big on nuclear, especially Russian nuclear.

Personal life: He, divorced, three children, all below ten. His parents both dead. As were hers. A brother teaching at Harvard. She, US citizen but not lived there in a decade, no siblings, no children, no previous marriage.

He kept a house at Steenberg wine estate, another in Tshwane, you know, Waterkloof, Pretoria. She, just the one. This one. For convenience. Twenty minutes to town out of rush hour. Thirty minutes to the airport. And the lifestyle. Very important, the lifestyle. Great gym on the estate, indoor heated pool, good security, quick access to hike the mountain. Round the corner to the beaches. Could you ask for more? Yes, the views right across the Constantia Valley. Stunning place.

Cape Town: Why not? Apart from the forex trading, was offered a five-year contract to build a portfolio of high-net-worth clients. Never worked south of the equator, that was the clincher. And soon loved the city, loved the lifestyle, as mentioned. Then along came Victor Kweza.

Their relationship: ‘Good. I would say.’ Said after a swig at the bottle of water. After taking a cigarette from the packet, looking round for a lighter. After saying, ‘I’ve got to stop this.’ Caitlyn Suarez put the cigarette in the ashtray, an ashtray made from the base of a heavy-calibre shell.

‘Look, our careers are …’ She stopped. Rephrased: ‘His job was demanding. It suited us to live separately. Also I’ve never lived with anyone, had no intention of changing that. Nor did Victor want to. This suited us. A ready date if and when. Someone to share a wet Sunday afternoon in front of the fire. We were in the process of buying a getaway together. Putting some TLC into an old farmhouse.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Out in the winelands. There’s a picture here somewhere.’ Caitlyn Suarez waved a hand at a file on the coffee table, made no effort to retrieve it. ‘We’d put down a deposit. Sign of our commitment.’

Fish hearing but not listening, needing to bring the topic back to the president, Caitlyn Suarez’s accusation. ‘You said the president …?’ Fish let it hang. While she spoke had written two words in his notebook: For real. Doodled an exclamation mark shaped like a surfboard.

She took her time. Fish aware that the swimmer had stopped. Saw her standing beside the pool, pensive. Alert. Listening.

Wondered if there was something not on point with Caitlyn Suarez. No grief. Then again, it’d been two weeks. Add one tough lady. Very professional.

‘After the attempted assassination of the president, Victor was sidelined. His nuclear strategies archived. Once upon a time we were going to supply the world with pebble-bed reactors. Next thing they’re history. It’s zazdarovje to the Russians.’

‘Why?’

‘Why what? Why’d they junk the pebble-beds? No idea. Lack of scientific know-how these days. Who’ve we got left can build a power station? Could also be the price tag. Could definitely be the price tag. Though it’s nothing like the Russian deal. That’s eye-watering.’

‘No, I meant, why was he sidelined? Victor Kweza?’

She shrugged. Took another gulp at her water. ‘Paranoia. I don’t know. Who’s seen the president lately? He’s gone underground. Lives in his bunker. You want to talk to him, you use the phone these days. Or Signal. He’s big on encryption apps, I hear.’ She paused. ‘Thing was, Victor was anti the Russian deal. And I mean strongly against it. Outspokenly against it. Actually was tending towards renewables, even forsaking his beloved pebble-beds. He’d worked out you put solar panels onto every house in the country it’d be cheaper than the Russian deal. But where’s the skim? The Ruskies come with commissions, offsets, agents’ fees, black economic tickets to ride.’

Fish glanced at her, the sudden bitterness in her voice.

She smiled. ‘I’m no fan of black economic empowerment. BEE’s a rip-off. You heard that joke about the power stations?’

Fish opened his hands. ‘Maybe.’

‘The one about why’d the apartheid government worry to protect them from ANC sabotage. They needn’t have bothered. ANC’s still managed to do it.’

‘Yeah,’ said Fish, ‘I heard that one.’ Thinking, you put Caitlyn Suarez on your board you’d have a bunch of unhappy oligarchs. Shifted forward on the leather couch. ‘One other thing. It was you who found Victor Kweza?’

‘Yes.’ Her eyes off towards the empty pool. The swimmer nowhere in sight. ‘I emailed you my statement to the police.’

‘You did. But. I’d like to hear it from you rather.’

Another go at the water. ‘I’d phoned him a couple of times from about seven-thirty onwards. I was home early, had bought a takeaway lasagne and salad. Popped some red wine. Seemed like a good idea to kick back and relax.’ The sort of scene Fish knew well with Vicki. ‘About half past eight I was still getting his voicemail. Victor lives, lived by his phone. You left a message you got a response the moment he could. I checked with the guys on the gate, they’d logged him in at nineteen fifty-five. Okay, maybe he’d taken a shower before phoning, but chances were not. He’d do his messages first. I thought this was odd.’

‘You could’ve sent the guards round?’

‘I could’ve. But I wanted to see him anyhow so the best thing was to go over there. Hardly a major trip. Inside two kilometres. Which is what I did. I was there by before nine. The exact times are on my statement. I let myself in, I have a key, called out his name, walked through to the lounge. He was lying on a rug next to a couch, the back of a couch.’

‘Facing away from the front door, you said.’

‘That’s right.’ She stopped.

‘Like he was walking into the house?’

‘Yes.’

Outside, the young woman stepped into the shade of the stoep. Dressed now in jeans, a T-shirt, no gun visible. The movement distracting both Fish and Caitlyn Suarez.

‘There was no blood. Very little. A contusion on the back of his head. I didn’t even see it at first.’

Fish brought his eyes back to the woman in the white shirt.

‘I thought he’d passed out, fainted. I bent down, grabbed his hand. It was soft, puffy. That was when I thought he’d had a heart attack.’

‘He was lying face down?’

‘Sort of half and half.’ She stopped.

‘Yeah? What then?’

‘I pushed the panic button to get help. You know the rest.’ Caitlyn Suarez looking at him, cool, measured. ‘It was an assassination. A hit. Nothing was stolen. Whoever did it came in right behind him. Maybe they’d been waiting. Maybe it was someone he knew.’

‘Why?’

‘As I said, Victor was becoming a political problem.’

‘Why a whack job? Could of just kicked him out the cabinet.’

‘Of course. But dead men don’t talk. I can’t imagine the ghost of Victor Kweza haunting the Steenberg fairways, trying to get a hearing.’
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Ermington Road. At Fish’s house Vicki found Janet in residence. Dozing in the backyard in the sun. Coming quickly out of the chair as Vicki pulled up. Teetering a little, Vicki thought.

‘You got such a smart car, Miss Vicki. Alfa Romeo’s mos tip-top.’ Janet caressing the bodywork. ‘Feel the fire in the colour. When you want to sell it to me?’ Her standard opening. Had been for six months.

‘Now.’ Vicki’s standard retort.

‘Yous got the wheels, I got the deals.’ Janet letting fly with spit and laughter, smacking her thigh. Staggered back to the chair.

Ever since she’d known him, Fish’d kept a chair for vagrants round the back of his house. BWB hot spot, he called it. Bergies without borders. Janet was there most often. The woman had a thing for Fish, Vicki reckoned, getting a waft of wood smoke and wine as Janet came past.

‘Mister Fish isn’t here, Miss Vicki,’ she said, one eye open, the other a swollen blue. No Maryjane. ‘Gone fishing.’ Cracked her crazy laugh at the wordplay. ‘Yous think Mister Fish’ll catch a fish maybe for us? A nice snoek?’

‘Inshallah,’ said Vicki, slipping the burka over her head.

‘Oo la la, Miss Vicki. I didn’t know you was a Slam.’

‘I’m not,’ said Vicki, unlocking the house. ‘Hang on here, I need your help.’

Heard Janet calling after her. ‘A cup of tea would be nice. Also jam toast.’

In the key drawer found a remote with the initials FN, a single latchkey attached. Took off her rings, left them on the kitchen table. Was pleased she wasn’t wearing nail varnish. Adjusted the eye slot of the burka. Could see why some women liked the garments. You disappeared. You were invisible. Went outside to a gawking Janet.

‘Oh no, Miss Vicki, what’ll Mister Fish say? Ag, shame, he can’t see your L’Oréal hair.’

Vicki thought, Interesting, Janet wouldn’t know if she was smiling or scowling. Said, ‘Help me over’ – pointing at the Vibracrete wall that separated Fish’s backyard from Flip Nel’s.

‘Ooooh.’ Janet clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Yous going to fall in that dress.’ Janet taking the end of the ladder Vicki’d dragged from the outside storeroom. ‘Isn’t anybody over there, I can tell you, the policeman’s gone with Mister Fish.’

‘I know. Just help me.’

They carried the ladder across the yard, leant it against the wall. Vicki went up, contemplated the drop. Two metres maybe onto thin vlei grass clumped in sand. Trick would be getting back. Some trelliswork in the corner where Flip’s wife had grown vegetables might do it. Would have to do it. Said to Janet, ‘After I’m over, you come up, keep watch. You see anybody in the street, you shout.’ A narrow line of sight to the street down the side of the house.

‘Anybody like who, Miss Vicki?’

‘Cops.’

‘Nay, I’s scared of cops.’

‘Just do it, Janet, okay.’ Looking down at her, a fear in the woman’s eyes. Vicki eased herself off the ladder, dropped into a crouch. Suddenly felt like being back on the spook training circuit. Once upon a time. Brushed sand from the burka, walked quickly to the back door. Keyed off the alarm. Glanced up at camera number one watching her unlock, enter the kitchen. Felt certain she’d move into frame on another camera. This one hidden. She paused there. A bowl, mug, spoon in the sink. Packet of Weet-Bix, cup of sugar on the counter. Flip must’ve stood here at the window to eat his breakfast.

Pervading stink of cigarette smoke, a musty dampness. She listened: the old house losing its silence to fridge-rattle, the drip of a tap, a clock’s steady ticking. Outside, distant traffic, a dog barking some way off. Only then shut the door, locked it, leaving no prints. A Spy 101 rule kicked in: don’t do the obvious. Ignore the files on the table, search the house.

Went through the rooms efficiently: a bathroom next to the kitchen, the basics in a medicine cabinet over the basin, the bath’s enamel stained, chipped, the loo with a high cistern and chain pull. On the floor, a copy of the horseracing magazine Parade. Hadn’t taken Flip for a punter.

Spare room next: the bed piled with dresses, blouses, slacks; an exercise bike in the corner. Not a room Flip used much. The curtains open, Vicki could see a worried Janet on the wall. In the passage a half-moon table, the surface greyed with dust. New big-button telephone on it, the message light flashing, a number on the screen. Call had come through about the same time she’d been talking to Fish. Vicki tapped the number into her phone’s notes.

Got the feeling there’d been someone mooching round before her. A sense, nothing definite. Went into the main bedroom. Flip’d straightened the duvet, as far as his tidying up went. Yesterday’s clothes draped over a chair, socks stuffed into a pair of leather lace-ups. Behind a rack of jackets in the clothes cupboard, a safe. The door closed, but not locked. Nothing inside. No ways Flip would’ve taken his gun on a fishing trip. Should’ve been in there with ammunition, probably also some personal documents, maybe his wife’s jewellery. Checked through the drawers of the dressing table: perfume bottles, nail varnish, lipsticks, packets of photographs. Nothing that was Flip’s.

Caught sight of herself in the mirror – black, formless. Her dark stare. The way she seemed to float across the carpet. Some apparition from an ancient time. Ominous. Induced a sense of power. Of impunity.

Moved out of the mirror to the sitting room, the curtains closed, the air grey, gloomy. A room of hypermarket furniture: big chairs, big sofa. Too large for the room. Fifty-inch flat-screen on a wall bracket. Along the top of the mantelpiece some china figurines: a ballerina, a boy with a fishing rod, couple of dogs. A room Vicki had been in once or twice when Flip’s wife was alive. A room she couldn’t wait to leave.

Saw now an ashtray full of butts on the arm of the couch. Open cover of a CD next to it. On the floor an almost finished bottle of brandy, empty two-litre Coke. The CD in the sound system: Roger Lucey’s Now is the Time. Now was the time for Flip Nel. You could imagine the story of his last night.

There’s no time like the present

No life left in the past

Roger’s song about lovers with a future. Not something Flip had.

The phone in the passage rang.

Vicki took a last look at the room: a place of despair. Gave her the rittles. Then again Flip Nel’d been marginal since his wife died. Taking the plunge not a surprise to Vicki. What was a surprise, it’d taken this long.

Going now to the ringing phone. A different number to the earlier one. Vicki typed it into her notes, headed for the kitchen. Time for the Suarez file.

Except it wasn’t there. Three murder files, yes: a protection racket stabbing; a gangster drive-by; a businessman dead in a hijacking. Nothing about the investigation of Caitlyn Suarez.

She phoned Fish. Heard voices, Fish saying, ‘One moment, let me answer this.’

Saying to her, ‘You got it?’

Said, ‘There’s no file.’

‘Flip said in the kitchen.’

‘There’s files on the table. Three. I’m staring at them. Just not hers.’

‘Search. Top of the fridge. Under the fridge. In the rubbish bin. I dunno, wherever …’

‘Someone’s been here, Fish. Taken the file.’

A pause.

‘You think?’

‘Um hmm.’

‘They leave traces.’

‘No.’

‘Have a quick look.’

Vicki did. The places Fish’d mentioned, also inside the oven, under the paper linings in the saucepan drawer. Told Fish, niks.

Out the kitchen window could see Janet waving, pointing at the street.

‘I’ve got to go. Someone’s here.’

‘Haven’t given the cops his name yet.’

Vicki disconnected. A rap on the front door. The ding-dong of the bell chime. Voices. Men’s voices.
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Stonehurst Mountain Estate. The day before Caitlyn Suarez disappeared.

At the time, the story Fish’d got from Caitlyn Suarez about Victor Kweza’s murder sounded par for the course. High stakes, high risks. That Caitlyn Suarez hadn’t been arrested yet didn’t mean squat, police work being what it was, haphazard, but they were closing. They had the murder weapon, could place her on the scene. Had no motive, the timeline was a bit out, but what the heck, it could be massaged.

At the time Caitlyn Suarez became Fish Pescado’s client, Fish thought the killing pointed to the shadowy world of deep state crime. That being the case, finding out who popped Victor Kweza wouldn’t be easy.

As it’d turned out.

Which meant, after two weeks, for his first report back to Caitlyn Suarez he had zip. Almost zip. He had the forensic report from an inside contact. Only DNA found in the place belonged to Kweza, Suarez, the domestic cleaner. That was all he had, plus his invoice.

This listing a hire-car charge, an air ticket, overnight accommodation at a City Lodge hotel, billed hours for two days.

She’d given him a curious glance, a light in her eyes, said, ‘And?’

And. They’d been sitting in her impressive lounge, the morning sun bright on the floor. Outside, the security woman doing lengths.

And.

He’d been to Victor Kweza’s Waterkloof house. Big double-storey behind a high wall, fringed with electric wiring. A government property: security pillbox at the gate. The guard not inclined to conversation.

Had told him, ‘Please leave, sir.’

When Fish stepped round him to get a look at the house, took his arm in a vice grip. ‘Please return to your car, sir.’

Fish shook himself free, backed off. Had noted a tended garden, rose beds, mown lawns, row of almond trees along the driveway. A gardener skimming leaves from a pool.

Then driven some three hundred kilometres to a village among giant boulders. The village a patchwork of smallholdings, the homes a mix of plastered breeze-block structures with metal-frame windows, mud huts, shacks. A burnt-out school, a clinic, spaza shops. Red-earth roads knitting it together between the boulders. From the clinic been directed to a house, three-bedroomed ranch style under cement roof tiles. Wire fence round the property. No garden in the front, except a sad pawpaw tree, bare earth neatly raked. The property of Victor Kweza’s grandmother, Gogo Makatu.

‘You found that out how?’

‘Google.’

‘Go on.’

‘Nothing more to tell. The woman couldn’t talk. Hadn’t talked for years. Couldn’t even make sounds. They had her sitting there on a couch, clutching wads of cloth, like her hands had stiffened into claws. Her face a mask, you couldn’t even tell if she knew I was there. A young woman fed her with a spoon. Thing was, as I drove away, a man stopped me. Asked me what I wanted with the gogo. I told him I was an insurance assessor checking Kweza’s estate. He said, even the cobra has to fear the tlhame. Cool saying when you know what it means. I didn’t. At the time. Nor was he gonna tell me. Just spat in the dirt, walked away. Though I kinda worked out he thought Kweza was a snake.’

‘So what is a tlhame?’

‘That I have found out. Tswana name for a secretary bird. A big bugger. If you’re lucky, you see them striding through the veld. They find a snake, even a cobra, they stomp on its back, swallow it whole.’

‘Not lucky for the snake.’ She’d toyed with a bottle of water. ‘You’re saying this guy thought Victor was a snake?’ Waited him out, Fish flipping through his notes, wondering if she’d want more. Then: ‘That’s it? You’re not going to tell me what it means?’

‘I’m not, because I don’t know. Not exactly. I mean it’s pretty clear as a metaphor type of thing. You know, symbolic. Ja, he thought Victor Kweza was a snake. Why, I don’t know. Not sure who he thinks is the secretary bird. Maybe there’s more. Anyhow, I’ve got it under review.’

‘I’m pleased to hear that.’ Caitlyn Suarez stirring the air with her hand, asking for more.

Fish relented. ‘There’s a guy I know, an academic, historian, a professor, knows stuff like you can’t believe. I’ve left it with him.’

Had gone on to tell her he’d gained entrance to the house at Steenberg wine estate. Only thing he’d found was a listening device in the lounge. Inside a wall light. How the cops had missed it, why whoever hadn’t retrieved it, a mystery. What it did mean was somewhere there might be a recording. Chances of getting that, nil.

As had been the chances of viewing the estate’s CCTV footage. Cop evidence. Just so happened that he knew the detective working the case. Chances were he’d get a look-see.

Had had no luck with the minister’s office. Except for a few minutes face-time with the secretary. An unfriendly woman with hair like a cloche hat. Wore long-drop pearl earrings.

‘Mrs Ntzebeza. Sharp-tongued.’

‘Her, herself.’ All the same had managed to photograph a page in Kweza’s diary behind her back: the day he died. Gave Caitlyn Suarez a printout. Showed a three-hour cabinet meeting in the morning, 09:00–12:00; working lunch with members of the energy cluster in his office, 12:30–14:00; staff meeting in his office: 14:00–14:45; dentist appointment, Foreshore, 15:15–16:00; diplomatic cocktail party at the American consulate, 18:30.

‘Across the street from Steenberg Estate,’ Fish added for good measure. ‘You didn’t know about the cocktail party?’

‘No, I didn’t.’ A sharp retort. ‘We didn’t live in one another’s pockets.’

‘Okay, we know he was there for about an hour twenty, an hour fifteen. Strange he didn’t have a security guy with him.’

‘That’s because Victor hated babysitters. Any excuse he’d get rid of them. A diplomatic party five minutes from his home, he’d tell the guy to have an early night.’

Fish closed his notebook. ‘Only other thing I’m sensing from my cop friend is they’re closing. Reckon they’ve got enough to charge you now.’

Caitlyn Suarez had stood up, walked into the centre of the room, looked out at the security nymph, arms on the pool edge, watching them. ‘So my lawyers tell me.’ Had waved at her guard, then turned to Fish, smiled. ‘It’s a concern, I’ll admit,’ she’d said. ‘Being set up isn’t nice. Do me a favour, talk to your cop again. Especially about the security-camera video.’

Which Fish had done. Pulled over on Boyes Drive, made two calls. The first to Professor Summers for an update on Kweza.

Was told. ‘Mr Pescado, patience. You may be the Sugarman, you may be the friendly dealer and bring that most treasured of herbs to ease the long dark night of the soul but there are some things that take time. And would you believe it, inconvenience of inconvenience, I also have an obligation to my university, to my students? Small detail, I know, but it does mean finding esoteric factoids about wax hands and secretary birds for surfer-dude PIS is not a high priority. Might come as a surprise to you to learn that I have had to make enquiries. Very discreet enquiries. In the sort of dusty corners where you don’t want to disturb the dust, if you get my meaning. In short, Fish Pescado, I have stuck my neck out for you.’

‘And learnt what, Prof?’

A sigh. ‘What did I say? Patience. All in good time. My joe – I believe is the term – will get back to me. When he does, you and I will not have this conversation over the telephone. Compreendo?’

Fish said yes.

‘Sometimes I have to wonder if you are simply reckless or unbelievably naive. The latter seems improbable, despite your unworldly ways, so I must believe you choose to ride bone-crushers, to use a surfing metaphor. So here is more in that metaphoric vein: the wave you are on could close out at any moment. Goodbye, Mr Sugarman. I’ll be in touch.’

Fish disconnected, keyed through to Flip Nel.

‘Don’t tell me you’re jacking tomorrow. I don’t wanna hear that, hey.’ A weariness in Flip Nel’s voice.

‘Bad day?’

‘You don’t wanna know.’

‘Look,’ Fish began, stopped. ‘You know what I’m going to ask.’

‘Yeah, I do. Don’t. The answer’s no.’

‘Please, man. Eyes only.’

‘Fuck’s sake, Fish, no.’

‘Okay, tell me how serious are we talking.’

‘We’re not even talking.’

‘Very serious? Serious? Not serious?’

‘Bloody serious. Arrest serious.’

‘Like when?’

Silence. Then: ‘Soon.’

‘Soon-soon?’

‘We’re going fishing, Fish. Tomorrow’s another day. See you then.’

End of.

Fish had stared over the city sprawl: from the white marina below to the grey haze of distant townships. What was Flip saying? The cops planned to take her tomorrow? Or he’d let him see the file tomorrow? Either way, Fish thought, you wouldn’t want to be Caitlyn Suarez.
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