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“It sure packs a punch, as it moves from one violent outburst to the next, and the plot continues to unravel hard and fast. Give this a go if you’re in the mood for a quick read, or are interested enough in Shakespeare to want to know how Martin has reworked the Hamlet framework.”

— Kim Garner, Student Life
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— Niel de la Rouviere, Die Matie
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This Book
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THE YOUTH

In the hope that they will reject

The crappy values of their parents.
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No, in the 21st century you don’t get tragedy. Only sordid stories of disgraceful behaviour leading to predictable consequences.

No, no tragedy, because tragedy is supposed to elicit pity, not disgust. This is the disgusting story of Matt Dreyer’s short life and it begins with the murder of his father.

 




*

 



Houghton, leafy suburb of Jo’burg. On Google Earth the paved driveways leading to mansion roofs set in rectangles of green are evident everywhere. Each garden is big enough to be a public park, and there are blue pools and perimeter walls and gates and guardhouses.

It was March 2007, and the evening was warm and stuffy. It felt like there was a good chance of a late summer thundershower.

“That was Claude,” said Bruce Dreyer, returning to the room. He was referring to his brother, to whom he’d been speaking on the phone. “He’s got to get back to Cape Town in a hurry. Damn it!” He drained his whisky. “Look at the bloody time. I’m going to have to go over and get him to sign some papers before he leaves. I don’t suppose you want to come for the ride?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

Dreyer went to the study to fetch his briefcase and car keys. He was a slightly built man of 52. Although he was balding, his hair still had no grey in it. He had always kept himself fit and was determined not to let himself go to seed like so many of his slobbish peers. His brown eyes were humourless, and from the hard lines of his mouth and the irritable edge to his voice it was clear he was used to getting his own way in life.

Barbara was 34. She had been living with him for a year and a half. Most people called her ‘Barbs’ or ‘Barbie’, and she did indeed have the very long legs of a Barbie doll. She also had big tits, blue eyes and long blond hair. Trudy, Bruce’s estranged wife, referred to her as ‘Bimbo’. “How’s Bimbo?” she’d ask. Or, “Bimbo still around?”

“Actually,” she said, swinging her long legs from the couch and feeling about for her shoes, “I will come with you. It’s too early for bed, and I don’t feel like watching the box on my own. I’ll just go to the loo while you get the car out.”

The car was only a few months old. It was the latest in a long line of grand saloons he had acquired and disposed of over the years. He wasn’t as obsessed with cars as his brother was, but whatever he drove, it had to be of sufficient substance to make the right statement. Large cars confer status, and Bruce Dreyer believed in status. That’s why he would never consent to Claude acquiring a vehicle superior to his own.

He eased the long, gleaming shape out of the garage and backed it up to the entrance porch. Harsh floodlighting had turned the car’s finish from midnight blue to stygian black. The V8 purred almost inaudibly, and while he waited he got the surround sound to play some Norah Jones. Nineteen speakers, the car consultant had told him. Nineteen speakers and ten airbags. And four-zone climate control with air purifier plus pollen and smog filters – it was already cooling down nicely. Although he wasn’t bothered with the technical details, he knew that these features were of paramount importance. These were the features that put a car into a certain class and bestowed high social standing upon its owner. This was one of those possessions that made other men respectful and envious.

Another of Bruce Dreyer’s enviable possessions got in beside him. As she made herself comfortable in the heated, ventilated and electronically configurable seat he let the vehicle slide down the driveway through an avenue of trees and shrubbery.

The uniformed guard at the gate hurried from his sentry box, automatic rifle over left shoulder, two-way radio in right hand.

“All clear?” Dreyer asked, not bothering to greet the man.

“I check with the outside, Sir.”

He spoke into the radio in a mixture of English and Sesotho. The radio crackled and a voice came back loud and clear.

“All is 100 percent, Sir. I open the gate.”

As the gate began to roll back, the window completed its silent ascent, sealing off the driver and passenger from the hostile environment they were about to pass through. They could relax in sumptuous security for the duration of the short journey to Parktown East.

In the dark street they passed the two guards on foot patrol. One of them waved his flashlight in a kind of salute as the car swept by. What a state of affairs, Dreyer thought to himself. What a country. All this security just to be able to drive in and out of your private residence. You had to throw more and more money at it to keep ahead of the problem. And if you didn’t, you’d end up another dumb-fucker statistic.

Yes, the dumb fuckers were the ones who were negligent, or didn’t have the bucks to keep upgrading their security arrangements. They were the ones hijacked at their entrance gates because they didn’t have armed guards in the street as well as on the property. The ones murdered by intruders because they didn’t have a properly monitored CCTV surveillance contract. Or razor wire bolted to the wall as well as electric fencing on top of it.


 


*


 

Claude had a plane to catch. He phoned his brother to find out what the hell was keeping him, and got no reply. It was 10:30. Security confirmed that the boss and missus had left at 9:15. He could wait no longer. First he instructed the agency to drive his brother’s route. Then, as was correct, he informed the police. Maybe they’d respond, and maybe they wouldn’t. Panting with exertion, Claude was the last person to board the flight to Cape Town.


 

A passing motorist spotted Bruce Dreyer not three kilometres from his Houghton home. He was lying in an undignified position in the gutter, like a dog knocked down at the side of the road. The motorist was too afraid to get out. He phoned the emergency 112 and waited, engine idling, hazard lights flashing, headlamps playing on the sprawled shape.

The security firm’s patrol car was first to arrive, ahead of the ambulance and police van. The motorist got out and joined the two men in paramilitary uniform. In the glare of the headlights they stood looking down at the crumpled heap. One of the security men donned surgical gloves and bent over. The victim was undoubtedly dead, for the right side of his face and head was a bloody mess, all smashed in from the impact of several bullets. The man straightened up.

“This is no tramp got knocked down by a hit-and-run. This oke’s got money – check the shoes.” The almost-new black leather shoes shone with the soft lustre their designer had intended them to shine. “No, I think this could be the gent we’ve come looking for. This has got to be another hijack victim.”


 


*


 

So, in spite of all his wealth and the precautions he had taken not to become another crime statistic, Bruce Dreyer had been shot to death and dumped at the side of the road – for the sake of his grand saloon. Not that the motive mattered much: people were murdered for their cell phones. What mattered was that the criminals were able to take out such a high profile businessman. It was confirmation that law and order had broken down and that no one in the land was safe.

The press went to town with the story, giving it front-page, headline prominence and extensive coverage for more than a week. In a TV feature the crime was graphically re-enacted, and the talk shows and phone-in programmes were flooded with calls.

This was a loss to the nation. In bullshit obituaries and profiles Dreyer’s career was described in adulatory detail. From the moment he entered his father’s engineering firm he had shown hardheaded entrepreneurial flair. He had expanded the business and won lucrative orders from top mining houses. After the death of his father he and his younger brother had begun to diversify. By his mid-forties he was at the helm of an organisation with interests in mining, engineering, construction and retail. His political shrewdness was legendary, and had greatly assisted in the relentless expansion of his business interests as the country’s economy continued to grow. His dynamism and acumen would be sorely missed. South Africa could not afford to lose men of this calibre. The government must declare war on the criminals.

No mention was made of his less admirable qualities or the fact that many celebratory glasses had been raised to mark the news of his passing.


 

Although it was agreed that Dreyer had died at the hands of car hijackers – there was no dispute about that – there was a puzzling aspect to the crime. In the absence of broken glass or any other evidence of a violent hold-up, how had the car been brought to a halt, and why had the driver opened his window? After all, this vehicle was fitted with the latest security system. It included an anti-hijack radar device that acted as a double-layer force-field around the car. This would have automatically locked doors and closed windows and set off a siren if anyone had approached too close.


 


Two days elapsed and neither the car nor the female passenger had been found. A rumour began to circulate that the police were investigating the possibility that the woman might be implicated in the crime. Then on the third day she was found.


 


*

A man who worked as a gardener was trudging along the verge of the highway leading to his employer’s suburban enclave. The road passed through some open veld and was busy with 7am traffic. He had been feeling uncomfortable for some while, and now the need to defecate was urgent. He looked about and saw a clump of bushes some 20 metres from the road.

Buckling his belt after having relieved himself, he skirted the bush in order to rejoin the highway. It was then that he stumbled upon the naked body of a white woman.

On arriving at work he first had breakfast, prepared by the housekeeper, and only then did he request an interview with his employer. The Madam of the house let out a theatrical scream when he described what he had stumbled upon, and collapsed onto a nearby sofa. She had him relate his simple tale another three times, all the while repeating, “Oh my God, it must be Bruce Dreyer’s wife.”

She phoned the police and they promised to send someone; but they were short of transport. She kept phoning on and off throughout the morning until a battered police car arrived just before midday. The gardener repeated his story yet again, and then drove with them to the stretch of veld where the body lay.

First he led them to where he had performed his toilet, and pointed out the evidence that proved he wasn’t lying. Then he showed them the corpse.

A swarm of blowflies was hard at work. After two and a half days in the hot African sun she had lost her chief attribute, her figure. Distended with gas, she had become a bloated, middle-aged matron. And her lovely pale skin was ruined forever, having turned a blotchy grey and brown and black. It made her blond hair look white. As the primary biodegraders in the decomposition process, the blowflies were taking their job seriously and continued to lay their eggs, by the thousands. The first larvae had already hatched and were greedily consuming Barbara’s nutritious flesh.

One of the policemen went back to the car to radio for the detectives.

The blowflies were concentrated about the orifices. Mouth, ears and eyes, anus and vagina – these were the normal points of entry. Also, after having been repeatedly raped, she had been both stabbed and shot, thus providing additional access points for the industrious insects.

The gardener looked on with ghoulish fascination, and thought some heavy thoughts. Like, ‘Why such violence?’ and ‘Why such abandonment of restraint?’ And ‘Why such total surrender to the devil?’
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Trudy and Bruce had been acquainted since childhood. The fatal attraction for each other had festered for fifteen years before they decided to stand together in the presence of family and friends, an Anglican priest and Almighty God, and solemnly promise to love and cherish one another till death did them part.

As guilty victims in a benighted land neither of them had previously had the courage to talk of love or to contemplate an idealistic future. Instead they had mostly gone their separate ways, trying to fuck as many partners as they could while they were still young and ‘free’. Between them they must have acquired a whole medical textbook of STIs – everything except HIV, which was a miracle.

Then, on entering their thirties, they had come under mounting social pressure to settle down. She was being described, first hand, as an incurable nymphomaniac, and a rumour was doing the rounds that he was more orientated towards men than women.

They had a society wedding, and when they got to the exchanging of vows bit most of the congregation found it hilarious, as did omniscient God, no doubt.

She then gave up work, and along came little Matt.

This was in 1988, a particularly vicious time in the history of South Africa. Apartheid was a stricken beast about to be torn to pieces, and everywhere there was the stench of violence.


*


 

When Matthew Dreyer started life as a baby he was one of those mewling and puking types: somewhat sickly and runtish. In fact, during one of their frequent, verbally abusive altercations, his father Bruce had suggested to his mother Trudy that the infant was suffering from foetal alcohol syndrome. On account of all that wine and gin and tonic she had insisted on drinking during her pregnancy, little Matt would grow up stunted in stature and intellectually subnormal. It was a foul thing to say to a mother; just a cheap gibe with little to substantiate it. It had the desired effect though, which was to cause nagging guilt, mental anguish and emotional torment.

However, after a year or so the baby began to pick up weight and become more sturdy. The paediatrician assured her that all the child’s functions were normal, and by the time he was five years old it was clear there was nothing wrong with him at all. The spectre of foetal alcohol syndrome was despatched to the contemptible depths from whence it had sprung.

The Great Trek South was under way and they decided to buy a second house in Cape Town. Predictably, they chose the posh suburb of Constantia, home to a motley crew of rich rubbish (new and old), rotten politicians (of all persuasions), and brazen mafiosi (both foreign and local).

Matt was enrolled at the best of schools. It was one of those museum institutions that should have died out as a despicable anachronism once the sun had set on the British Empire. It was based on the English Public School model, and was steeped in all sorts of bizarre and archaic traditions that one would have thought had no place in the 20th century, let alone the 21st. But the wealthy elite who prosper at the expense of the stinking masses seem determined to have their offspring educated in just such old-fashioned bastions of privilege. Certainly the Dreyers did.


 

On account of business (and other) commitments, Bruce was required to spend most of his time in Jo’burg. It was his younger brother, Uncle Claude, who headed up the Cape Town side of things.

Unlike Daddy, Uncle Claude got on well with Mummy – very well indeed. He often came to stay and the three of them sometimes went for a drive or a walk on the beach together.

Claude was different to Bruce in most respects. He was considerably taller and broader, had a fine head of hair, and wasn’t overly concerned about his growing paunch. He laughed easily, loved a party, and was generally more extrovert. Bruce was intense and astute while Claude was able to disarm and persuade with his oily charm.


 


*


 

The other relatives. Now Claude was married to Marion, who had a sister called Pat. When Pat married Ben Apollis in 1991 it was Bruce who spotted the gap and offered the new relation the position of Financial Director. Ben was a very bright accountant who lectured part-time at the UCT Business School. More importantly, his father was Freddy Apollis, who was a veteran of the Struggle and had been on the island with Mandela and co. This meant that Ben had all the right connections. And the fact that his skin colour was an affirmative shade of brown later opened up a whole range of BEE opportunities.

By the way, Marion and Claude were childless. They never bothered to establish who was infertile – maybe they both were. It was a sterile union in other respects too, and one day in 2004 she went to the garden shed and drank down a full 500ml bottle of pesticide. The consequences of this action were pretty horrific and they had to pull the plug on her two weeks later after most of her organs had packed up. It was all rather convenient for Claude.

Ben and Pat Apollis were reasonably happy together. They had twins: a boy and a girl. The boy was named Lawrence and the girl Ophabia. Ophabia was exceptionally pretty and near-as-dammit white, while Larry’s features were arranged in a disagreeable fashion and he had more than a touch of the tar brush in him.

Mummy and Daddy, Uncle Claude and Auntie Marion, Auntie Pat and Uncle Ben, Larry and Ophabia – this was Matt’s inner circle. Then there were the neighbours.


 


*


 

On one side was Family Sternkranz. She was a South African of German stock, very gifted, Professor of German Literature at UWC. He was a German national who had come to South Africa as a diplomat and stayed on as head of the BMW dealership in the Western Cape. They had two kids close to Matt’s age, Rose and Gilbert.

On the other side was the Horowitz family. Abe Horowitz was head of Farewell Funeral Services. Golda was a Constantia matron, heavily involved in charity work and fund-raising for the DA. Their only child was David, known to Matt as ‘Horry’. Horry Horowitz.

Up till the end of primary school he used to see quite a lot of these neighbourhood kids. Rose was slender and pretty, with long dark hair that hung in ringlets. She was a bit of a tomboy and liked to play practical jokes and shriek with uncontrolled laughter. She was often in trouble with her teachers and her parents, and there was something wild and reckless about her that alarmed Matt. Gilbert, a year and a half older than his sister, was tall, heavily built and very strong. He never laughed and liked nothing more than to beat up other boys. Horry had freckles and uncombable frizzy orange hair. He had a staggeringly high IQ and the Horowitz’s were advised that their son might one day turn out to be a genius if he applied himself. Which he didn’t.

They played with each other’s expensive toys, swam in each other’s pools, and ran about in each other’s extensive gardens. Sometimes the three boys, Matt, Gilbert and Horry, would climb up into Matt’s tree house and indulge in pubescent behaviour not usually spoken about by the adults. Rose would spy on them with her father’s telescope.

The pattern of life changed when they went into high school. Horry was sent to Herzlia, and Rose and Gilbert went off to the German School. Matt moved up a rung in the Museum Institution and saw less and less of his former playmates.


 


*


 

On the rare occasions Bruce paid them a visit, the encounter invariably ended with shouting, screaming and swearing, and Matt would shut himself in his room with the TV turned up loud. So most of the time it was just mother and son occupying the big house. So what if Prudence the housekeeper was there in the day, as well as that lazy devil Simon the gardener? It was supposed to be home but it felt unlived-in and cheerless.

Uncle Claude began to visit more frequently. One afternoon when he was about eleven or twelve, Matt walked quietly down the passage to the big master bedroom. Why was it called the ‘master’ bedroom? The door stood half open and he looked in. They were at it, copulating like dogs, Uncle Claude’s belly resting on the small of his mother’s back.

He withdrew his head and stood listening to the bestial grunting.

“Trudy?” he called out.

There was an abrupt cessation of activity within. (For a year he had been calling her Trudy, because it wasn’t fashionable to call her Mummy, Mommy, Mother, Mum, Mom or Ma.)

“Not right now, Matt.” His mother’s voice sounded very loud and penetrating. “Uncle Claude’s just giving me a hand with something.”

For a time after this incident he laboured under the false impression that to give someone a hand was adult code for having sexual intercourse. Hey, did you know that my uncle comes round twice a week regularly and gives my mother a hand in the master bedroom? While the master’s giving somebody else a hand in Johannesburg?

There was something repugnant about it, this image of them mating like animals. And it was adultery. Thou shalt not commit adultery. Even worse, it was incest.

When he told Horry about it (remember it was in the pre-high school era and they still hung out together), his friend was adamant: this was a heinous crime.

“In the Bible,” he said, “it states quite plainly, in the Book of Leviticus, that this is an unclean act and an abomination in the eyes of the Lord. If they were living in Biblical times your mother and your uncle would both be put to death.”

Matt already doubted his father’s love. Now he began to doubt his mother’s too. And the resentment and dislike he was beginning to feel towards his uncle was set to develop into a deep loathing.


 

Little surprise then that, when he moved up to high school, he elected to become a boarder. This was in spite of knowing that he would have to undergo all sorts of bruising and demeaning ordeals at the hands of the senior boys.

He didn’t realise it, but what he was looking for was a substitute for his own family. The rigid structure of the boarding school, with its strict hierarchy and sets of rules and regulations would replace the anarchy of his home life. He would willingly acquiesce to the authoritarian structure, enthusiastically participate in the rituals, ceremonies, traditions and customs, and determinedly seek out some real people he could look up to as role models.


 


 


 





3


 


 

Trudy’s feelings were only slightly injured when Matt said he wanted to be a boarder when he started high school at the end of the holidays. It was perfectly normal for a boy without siblings to want the comradeship of his schoolfellows. Over a G & T or two she thought about it and her maternal instinct was momentarily stirred to life. How could she help to protect him from the dangers that lurked in that pitiless environment? If he were unfortunate enough to be branded a sissy, a wimp, a suction or a traitor, the boys, the masters, the very system itself would conspire to destroy him.

Late one morning she threw a little cocktail party for half a dozen mothers whose sons had survived the first year or more. Drinkies were served out on the patio and there was an abundance of snacks, both sweet and savoury. In a convivial atmosphere the ladies put their heads together and produced some practical ideas and sound advice.

Trudy was mildly shocked at what they told her – clearly circumstances had changed radically since she had been at school – but she quickly resolved to follow their counsel. A training programme for the boy was drawn up there and then.

In the afternoon she went off to make some purchases. There was plenty of booze in the house – that was no problem. But she didn’t smoke anymore and neither did Claude. At Pick ‘n Pay she bought several packets of cigarettes of the stronger kind like Gauloise and Camel.

At the pharmacy she selected a range of condoms and got some KGB, which was good for hangovers. Then she drove to her friend Vicky in Southern Cross Drive. Vicky’s husband was a senior advocate who dealt in sex accessories. It was a lucrative sideline, unrelated to his profession. She came away with two dildos (one realistic, the other outlandish with batteries stored in the fake testicles), a vibrator, and a blow-up Britney.

At dinner that evening, with her at one end of the big table and he at the other, she told him what she had in store for him over the next few weeks.

“You see, darling,” she said, “it’s most important not to appear weak in any way.”

“Like how?” Matt wanted to know.

“Well, for example, they’ll offer you a cigarette and closely watch your response. If you refuse, or start coughing and spluttering, or don’t know how to inhale, you’ll be an object of ridicule. I’m afraid they’ll see it as a chink in your armour, my dear. Then they’ll look for other ways to test you and before you know it you’ll be a laughing stock and fair game for the bullies.”

Matt had stopped eating and was looking anxious.

“But don’t you worry, my darling,” she went on. “We’re going to give you lots of training over the next month. And it’s not that complicated, really. You’ve just got to be able to smoke, hold your liquor, and do drugs. Also you must know about sex.”

So, at the age of 13 he was given a crash course designed to equip him for the first stage of his steep journey through adolescence to manhood.

He learnt how to talk with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth, the smoke drifting into his screwed-up, smarting eyes. He inhaled deeply and held his breath despite the searing pain in his throat and the fire in his lungs. And gradually he became accustomed to the beneficial side-effects of the nicotine.

Soon after eleven every morning he would open his first beer. Most nights he went to bed drunk and woke feeling terrible. In the first two weeks he did a lot of vomiting. Beer, wine, whisky, brandy, gin, vodka, rum – anything and everything. She showed him how to down Tequilas. He developed tolerance and judgement, and by the end of the third week his hangover was little more than a headache.

They shared a joint together and sat on the couch dreamily listening to Michael Learns To Rock. She got him to pop some ecstasy pills and urged him to dance on the spot while she played very loud rave music. But he soon lay down in a corner, groaning and clutching his stomach. They experimented with tik, and that was more successful, even fun, sniffing the fumes with a straw dipped into a doctored light bulb that they were heating over a candle. Finally, just before the holidays ended, she let him try a snort of her precious supply of coke. He declared the effect to be superior to any of the other substances.

Right, so the smoke, booze and drugs side of things was dealt with over the four-week period and went rather well. On the other hand his sex education comprised only one lesson of about two hours duration. She found it strangely exciting while Matt suffered agonising, and almost nauseating, embarrassment.

With great emphasis she stressed the importance of using a condom. The girls he was likely to socialise with at parties were notoriously sluttish (this was rich, coming from her), and he was at risk of picking up syphilis, gonorrhoea, herpes, you name it. Even HIV! If ever he were tempted or pressurised into having sex with one of them, then he must, must, must protect himself.

She got him to hold the dildo, the realistic one, not the outlandish one, and showed him how to open the packaging and recognise inside from out.

“Try to put it on outside-in, and it’s a total disaster,” she warned him.

With consummate expertise she placed it atop the artificial organ and, while he tried to hold it steady, she rolled the latex down, one, two, three – as easy as that!

“There we are, darling. Now it’s your turn.”

She took the dildo, unsheathed it, and held it up for him to try.

“Matt,” she exclaimed, “you’re so red in the face! And look at your hands. You’re trembling like a leaf. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” Damn the pervy little monster. She raised her voice in anger: “I’m your mother, for Christ’s sake!”

It was a pathetic first attempt and he could only roll it halfway down the shaft.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” she said, flinging the fake phallus on the floor. “Try again just now, alright? And later, when you’ve calmed down, you can go to the bathroom and… You know what I mean? Now take a ten minute break and make yourself a brandy and coke.”

She poured herself another glass of Chardonnay and unpacked the cardboard box. Sipping her wine she read the instructions.

“Okay, Matt,” she called. “Come and help me here.”

He was on the patio, morosely staring out at the garden, cigarette in one hand, drink in the other.

They inflated the doll and marvelled at how realistic she was. Then Trudy began her lecture, explaining with the aid of the vibrator and the dildo (the outlandish one) how girls excite themselves and how they like to be aroused and what it meant to have an orgasm. Then, by pulling, lifting, contorting and manoeuvring the acquiescent victim she went about demonstrating the act of intercourse in conventional positions as well as more imaginative ones.

Matt observed his mother in silence, his face grey, his eyes filled with terror. When the performance was over and she had given him his ‘homework’, he went to his room and lay face down on the bed until dinnertime.


 


*


 

Uncle Claude was also able to help, for he and his brother had attended Matt’s school some decades earlier. The authoritarian structure that nurtured a culture of sadistic violence and intimidation, and enforced a strict pecking order hadn’t changed in a hundred years.

Claude said he would need to be ready for verbal abuse on a big scale. To toughen the boy up he would subject him to some unpleasant tongue-lashing. Just so he’d be ready for the type of thing coming his way.

“What did you say to me, you little cunt?” Uncle Claude’s nose was an inch from Matt’s. “What the fuck did you say to me, you fucking little shit?” And he gave him a sudden shove in the chest. The boy staggered back, his heel caught on the rug and he sat down heavily.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Matt!” his mother shrieked. “You’ve got to learn to keep your balance, or they’ll rip you to pieces.”

Matt soon learned to be on his guard whenever Uncle Claude was around. Extreme subservience and quick obedience and never answer back or try to be facetious. And stay well out of reach if he didn’t want an unexpected shove or thump.

It was also Claude’s idea that he walk about the house dressed only in his underpants. Even at mealtimes he should be in his underpants. At boarding school there’s no such thing as privacy for a new boy. There’s no room for modesty, shyness or diffidence. He must prepare himself for the communal showers and all sorts of other indignities.

So Matt had to get used to walking about half naked and carrying it off with a swagger to show that it meant nothing to him.

When the holidays ended and it was time to go to school he looked a wreck. He had a dry cough, his breath stank and he had developed a facial tic in the form of a spasmodic grimace and twitching of the left eyelid. There was a shiftiness to his eyes and the expression in them was akin to what one would expect to see in the eyes of a 28s gangmember: crafty, vicious and fearful.

Trudy commented on it but Claude assured her that in a year or two the lad would be able to look at you with steady confidence, smiling broadly, jaw thrust forward, shoulders back. Even if inside there was an apprentice criminal, a budding sexual pervert, a nascent murderer, or just a quivering jelly – you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

“That’s what the school’s good at, Trudes,” he said, splashing Scotch onto the rocks until they floated and became icebergs. “They’ll convert him into a gentleman with all the social skills to make his way in life.”


 


*


 

The day arrived, school began, and Matt Dreyer walked through the gates of hell with dread in his heart.

Yes, it was bad, it was tough. But not that bad. By the end of the first term the worst was over. He’d survived; he’d be alright. With some bitterness he realised that he had been able to withstand the onslaught and win through only because of the coaching he’d received. Grudgingly he admitted his indebtedness to his mother and his uncle. But he never forgave them.


 

He scored a little above average in academic ability and achievement. English and History were his favourite subjects, he was indifferent towards Economics and Accounting, and he struggled with Maths and Science. All in all, he was an unenthusiastic but competent student.

On the other hand, he was passionate about sport, especially rugby. ‘A healthy mind in a healthy body’ was a motto, or mantra, he heard every day of his school career, and it was used to justify the emphasis placed on physically competitive games. The adulation and glory bestowed on those with sporting prowess quickly seduced him. He wasn’t a ‘natural’, but when he discovered he was good enough to make the B team, and sometimes the A when they were beset with injuries, his eyes were opened to a new self-image – he could be an individual of some value.


*


 

The first four years of high school were relatively happy ones. He bonded with his mates and even entertained sentimental illusions that involved things like friendship, loyalty, honesty, purpose, meaning and fulfilment.

He learnt about physical courage and the joy of battle. He trained hard and became a feared tackler. Tackle to kill, he was exhorted. In Grade 9 the coach said he was on the light side and needed to bulk up. They put him on a course of steroids (don’t talk about it) and gave him a bucket of high-protein food supplement. Three to four times a week he did an hour and a half of weight training, and on alternate days he ate a double breakfast. The transformation was astonishing.

After 3 months he’d put on 8 kilos of muscle and after a year he was barely recognisable. Now he was one of the iron men and the respect and admiration, not to mention fear, that he saw in the eyes of the other guys gave him a sense of omnipotence and calm euphoria.

He liked nothing more than to stand naked before a full-length mirror and admire his muscles as he slowly masturbated. When he ejaculated against the glass it seemed so comical he would laugh with genuine affection and feel deeply satisfied.

Not that it was all plain sailing. In Grade 8 he broke his nose. In Grade 9, a broken collarbone and two ribs. Grade 10, a broken arm and then his neck in a brace for 6 weeks. In Grade 11 the season was brought to an abrupt end with a knee op. And not to mention any amount of concussion, cuts and contusions.

He was a battle-scarred hero, man amongst men, walking tall, shoulder to shoulder with the other warriors in the macho brigade.

Then, towards the end of Grade 11, 2005, a seed of doubt was sown in his mind and began to grow with alarming vigour, as if it too was on steroids and double breakfasts.
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The main honcho from the Sports Science Academy was coming to give them bereavement counselling. Bereavement counselling? You may well raise your eyebrows and ask what the fuck’s bereavement got to do with rugby. Matt did.

All was made clear when the learned doctor addressed the boys assembled in the hall. Because it was so important to win, be it in sport or any other endeavour, it was understandable that a great deal of energy and passionate devotion was invested in achieving the ultimate prize. It was also recognized that if, after making a supreme effort, one was to suffer the ignominy of losing, the effect could be devastating. The psychological and emotional trauma inflicted by defeat was equivalent to the suffering associated with bereavement. This was the logic.

To help the boys cope with failure on the field the sports psychologist would lead them through a process of healing similar to that which took place after the death of a close family member. If they worked through the stages of denial and isolation, anger, depression, and then acceptance, their recovery would be quicker, and mental scarring would be minimized. They’d be able to hope again.


At the time, Matt felt faintly puzzled but didn’t think about it much. He didn’t think about much at all. It wasn’t an environment that encouraged introspection. In fact it actively discouraged critical analysis and other forms of independent thought. But after a week or so the vague sense of bafflement revisited him and he began to wonder about it.

He took rugby seriously and loved winning and hated losing, yet the disappointment of defeat rarely remained with him for more than a few hours. And the other guys? They all got pissed after the game, anyway, whatever the outcome. Where did this arsehole come with ‘bereavement’?

Bereavement, as he understood it, was in a totally different league. If your mother or father died suddenly you’d be bereaved. You’d experience shock and grief and intense sadness. He didn’t feel anything like that after his team had lost an important game. Anger, disappointment and humiliation, yes. But not grief and bereavement. Christ, did anybody really believe this crap? The coach seemed to, and none of the other boys made any comment. Were they all brain dead? This was a form of indoctrination; brainwashing to make you try harder, take the sport even more seriously. This had to be an Australian idea. Not even the Americans would sink to such delusional depths.

Then he began to think about genuine bereavement and it occurred to him that he was probably incapable of it. He hardly ever saw his father and when he did, there was never any display of affection. There was no emotional bond between them, so there’d be no sense of loss if Bruce was to kick the bucket. And Trudy?

His feelings for his mother were more complex. He knew she was a typical rich bitch, through and through – loud, domineering, incredibly rude to domestic staff and shop assistants, dishonest in word and deed, foul-mouthed, lazy, quick to complain, callous, sexually promiscuous, badly educated, opinionated, bigoted, pompous, pretentious and, above all, supercilious. In short: a real Constantia matron.

And yet she was his mother, and he was her only child. Did she love him in her own degenerate way? Was she capable of it? And did he not love her regardless of her many flaws? Wasn’t he obliged to love her? The way the little prince was required to love his flower, not in spite of her weakness but because of it?

He pondered on this for a while and then snorted in disgust. He didn’t believe in sentimental fairy tales. His mother was a self-centred cow and if she died tomorrow he’d feel some bitter anguish and confused regret but no serious grief. Nothing a two-week holiday with a few of his mates wouldn’t sort out. Somewhere like Croatia or the Seychelles would do.

Accepting that he was unloved and loved no one, it followed that he must be a withered freak living in an emotional desert. He began to critically examine his other relationships – with relatives, friends, schoolmates, teachers – and found them all to be hollow. And suddenly he could see through the insincerity, the hypocrisy and the humbug that masked his world. Behind the mask lay a fetid-smelling emptiness.

He lost the fierce concentration that inter-school rugby demanded and promptly stuffed up his knee good and proper. Surgery, two weeks in hospital, five weeks on crutches – that marked the end of rugby for Matt Dreyer.


 


*

 



He stood naked in front of the full-length mirror and looked at what had become of his body. The extravagantly sculpted pectoral muscles had lost their tone and now sagged like flabby breasts. The square shoulders were rounded, his arms dangled heavily, their rippling contours flattened and blurred. No trace remained of his famous six-pack, and where there’d been a flat expanse of iron belly a misshapen tyre of fat had been deposited. Below it, his thing hung limp and despondent, contemplating the carpet in one-eyed apathy.

He was finished with sport. This consuming obsession with games, especially rugby, and the fanatical pursuit of victory were just too absurd. All that energy, for what? The backslapping bravado, the belligerent heroics now struck him as puerile and entirely ludicrous. As did all the other mindless rituals that went to make up the school’s proud tradition.

He felt revulsion for the image before him. He also felt ashamed of the person he had been, the willing participant in this authoritarian system. A model of conformity, he had accepted the necessity for cruel discipline and sadistic punishment. How often had he stood here before the mirror, cock in hand, and dreamed of the time when he would wield power as a senior? He’d have his revenge, not on the system but on the ranks below him.

His favourite fantasy had involved an imagined fag, snivelling with fear and humiliation. He’d shout abuse at him, slap him, shove him about like Uncle Claude had done. He’d make him perform demeaning tasks and tricks and then, finally, he’d have him strip off and he’d sodomize the succulent little swine with his steel-reinforced, seven-inch erection. (Strange how erections haven’t gone metric.)

What a joke! Now that he was nearing the end of Grade 11 and about to inherit the power he had craved, he no longer had the stomach for it, figuratively speaking. It was all just a stupid farce and he wanted no further part in it.


 


*


 

The end-of-year exams drew dangerously close. If he didn’t make a move he’d fail and have to repeat the year. The prospect of extending his stay in purgatory galvanised him into action. With the aid of a crate of Red Bull and handfuls of Lert he crammed late into the night, night after night.

The final examination was behind him and he was satisfied with his performance. The period of intensive study had paid off and he was confident he was through. But instead of joining his classmates in noisy, drunken celebration, and then collapsing into bed for sixteen unbroken hours of delicious sleep, he began to pace.

There was something inside him that was being stretched and tightened, stretched and tightened. The moment he lay down the ratchet began to turn and he could almost hear the clicks. He had to keep moving.

Only at 5 in the morning did he finally lie down and sleep fitfully for two hours. When Trudy arrived to fetch him she was shocked at his appearance.

“Darling!” she shouted. “You look like a bloody ghost! What’s the matter with you, my poor little lambkin?”

The matter with him was this: he was having a nervous breakdown. At home she gave him two Stilnox, and two Zopimed for good measure and packed him off to bed. That evening she looked in on him and he was still asleep.

By 9 the next morning she decided he’d had more than enough sleep and it was time to get up. She put her head round the door and called his name. No response. Irritated, she strode into the room and yanked open the curtains. He was lying on his side staring at the wall.

Dr Sarah Bellum, another of Trudy’s friends, said it was too soon to make a definitive diagnosis but she prescribed anti-depressants, a mood stabiliser, and something for anxiety. It might take a couple of weeks before the drugs began to take effect, though.

“Oh my God, no!” Trudy cupped her face in both hands, her eyes large with horror. “Sarah, I just can’t can’t can’t bear the thought of having him staring into space like a zombie for two weeks. I just couldn’t stand it.”

So it was decided to take him down the road to the clinic, attach some electrodes to his skull and treat him to a series of shocks. It was called ECT, which stood for electro convulsive therapy. As it turned out, these electrical convulsions proved most therapeutic and, when he came home after a week, a glimmer of light could be discerned in the dark depths of his eyes.

He made a rapid recovery. Dr Bellum said this was on account of the ECT and the drugs she’d prescribed. She would say that, wouldn’t she? Still reluctant to put a name to his problem, she warned that his condition would need close monitoring. At R750 an hour. Not bad, hey? No wonder all psychiatrists take an oath of allegiance to the profession, swearing never to permit a patient to escape the lucrative medication trap. They have a cynical little motto that goes like this: ‘Once a nut, always a nut.’


 


*

He recuperated through the school holidays and in that time he had some visitors. Very few of them were his school friends – most of them were away on exotic vacations to trendy destinations; and anyway, they wouldn’t have wanted to waste their time in the company of such a loser. He couldn’t even play rugby anymore.

Rose and Gilbert called in. He was sitting in the lounge with the TV on but not watching it – it was all a lot of shit and he had given up hope of finding something worth staying with. The endless zapping exhausted him.

“Hi, Matt. Remember us?” Rose said, leading the way into the room.

He hadn’t seen her for nearly a year and she had changed. She’d always been pretty, but now she really was something to look at. Now that her body was mature. Her laugh was the same – just short of hysterical – and she smoked and swore a lot. She was also going into Matric: what a fucking bore!

Gilbert was bigger than ever and Matt thought he looked like a bouncer, with his barrel chest, cropped hair and grim expression. He’d been out of school a year now, and was starting his own Internet company, something to do with camera phones.

They didn’t stay long.


 

By contrast, Horry Horowitz was there for over two hours. He’d grown tall and scrawny, and his frizzy orange hair looked more wildly outrageous than Matt remembered it.

“Hey, man,” he said, throwing himself into an easy chair and stretching out his legs. He examined the patient’s appearance with intense curiosity. “So the mother-fucking system got you, did it?” He was a Kevin Smith fan and at times assumed a phoney American accent and the conversational style of Jay (Silent Bob’s partner). “Fucked you in the head, did they? Now your brain knows what the concubine’s cunt felt like after the Benjamite mob had finished with her.” This biblical reference (Judges Ch 19) alluded to the nauseatingly atrocious behaviour of some of God’s chosen people living in the city of Gibeah. It was lost on Matt but he kind of got the drift.

“Jesus fucking Christ!” Horry went on. “The psychological terrorism us post-postmoderns are being subjected to! Fascist indoctrination accompanied by electrocution and toxic chemicals to further numb the mind. This is war, man!”


 

One Sunday the Apollis family came to a lunchtime braai. Well, actually, not the whole family. Auntie Pat wasn’t feeling well, ostensibly because her new medication didn’t agree with her. Anti-depressants are funny things: for some people it’s dead easy, for others it’s a never-ending battle to find some sort of equilibrium. This was her excuse for not joining them, but the real explanation was that she still bore Claude a grudge, for some strange reason. After all, it was more than a year since her sister Marion had swallowed the pesticide. Surely in today’s world you don’t need more than twelve months to get over anything?

It was a nice day and they were out on the patio overlooking the pool. While Claude did the Kebabs and sausage on the gas, Ben kept him company, beer in hand, and they talked business. That’s about all they ever talked: business, cars and sport.

Trudy bustled between the kitchen and the patio, for it was Prudence’s day off. She also replenished snacks and drinks, especially her own. And as usual her phone was forever ringing.

The youngsters sat in the sun at the poolside. Larry had grown tall and his features had rearranged themselves into an almost flawless symmetry. His dress sense, his choice of jewellery, indicated a case of chronic narcissism. Was he gay? Was he metro? What the fuck, he was a moron. He had plugged his head into his MP3 player and every now and then the rhythm would cause him to raise his hands and wave them in the air. And now for Ophabia.

Fuuuuck: Christ, man! And he thought Rose had turned into a beaut? Obviously the onset of puberty had been early, because at 15 she was fully developed. From her builder’s boots her lovely legs rose a long way and ended under the shortest of black leather skirts. She wore a loose white T-shirt. Printed in discrete grey lettering on the back was the slogan I LOVE DONKEYS. On the chest (Oh what a chest! What a pair of pomegranates!) was a donkey’s head. He sported sunglasses and a toothy grin. When she sat down and opened her legs he could see she was wearing the yellow Beetle panties Trudy had given her for Christmas. He even caught a glimpse of the VW emblem. For the first time in months he felt himself stirring and he had to sit forward on the edge of his lounger.


 


*


 

Later, when Trudy told her about the transformation, Dr Bellum’s eyes dilated and then she snapped her fingers in the air.

“Bipolar disorder!” She said this with triumphant conviction and began to rummage in her bag for a prescription pad. “Just as I thought. First the episode of deep depression and now the accompanying bout of mania. Exactly as you’ve described, Trudes – all the symptoms of mania: euphoria, increased psychomotor activity, rapid speech, flight of ideas, decreased need for sleep, distractibility, grandiosity, and poor judgement. A textbook case.” Oh yes?

They say love’s a form of madness. And the neuroscientists claim that everything can be reduced to chemistry. Electro-chemical impulses determine animal behaviour. Well, there’s no doubt that Matt’s chemistry was getting a thorough shake-up. A superabundance of testosterone, an over-supply of dopamine and norepinephrine, and a cutback in serotonin were having to compete with all the chemical shit Dr Bellum was pumping into his system. So it’s hard to say whether the shrink was right in her diagnosis of his new symptoms – which presented themselves so soon after Ophabia’s visit.

You be the judge though; was his new behaviour a symptom of bipolar disorder, or was it a case of lovesickness?
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Two years later, roughly. January 2008. The same venue – the Dreyer residence in Constantia – only now it was early evening, just getting dark. A party was in progress and there must have been a good fifty guests in the house and spilling out onto the patio and into the garden.

The occasion was the marriage of Trudy and Claude, the two friends who had decided to turn their backs on the loneliness of widowhood and spend the rest of their days together in… yes, yes, yes.

Matt was on the lawn beyond the pool talking to Horry Horowitz and the Sternkranz’s, Rose and Gilbert. At his side was Ophabia Apollis. He was in a funny mood: cheerful, even animated at times, and then he’d go silent and look distracted. What was on his mind?

“Uh… no, I’m okay. It’s just that I haven’t slept so well for the last few nights.” This was in response to Ophabia asking him if he was alright. She rubbed one of her nipples against his arm in a show of affection.

There were some screams and shouts from the group on the patio and two rats the size of small cats scooted along the side of the pool and disappeared into the shrubbery.

“Well, fuck me up the anus if that ain’t the biggest pair of rodents I ever clapped eyes on!” exclaimed Horry.

Trudy was shouting at the top of her voice calling for that lazy devil Simon. Brandishing a knobkierie he soon came running.

“More rats, Madam?” he asked. “Where is he? I kill him straight away.”

The three rats had been up on the counter at the braai feasting on a platter of canapés and other savoury delights. They’d even been at the hot and spicy dip, the cheeky bastards. Now one of them had unwisely chosen to take refuge between a pot plant and the wall.

“Larry. You chase him this way,” Simon told Ophabia’s brother. “When he come out I hit him op die kop.”

The young man was wielding the pool’s long-handled leaf scoop. He banged and rattled it to one side of the pot. The rat broke from cover, and the women screamed and instinctively clutched their groins and put their knees together. Simon’s cudgel smashed down on the rat’s back, fair and square. It gave some piercing squeals and thrashed about in what could have been its death throes. Simon wasn’t taking chances and this time he really did get it ‘op die kop’. Stick in one hand, the lifeless body dangling by its tail from his other hand, he strode off with a self-satisfied look on his face. Spots of blood showed red on the pale-coloured tiles; then they turned brown. The party resumed.

“Ah fuck, man!” said Horry Horowitz. Sparks flew in all directions as his eyeballs somersaulted in their sockets. “Isn’t this just the most incontrovertible evidence that we’re living in apocalyptic times?”

Rose and Ophabia giggled. They both liked Horry and thought of him as amusing and interesting in a provocative way. Gilbert waited impassively. He actually liked what Horry came out with, even though he considered the guy to be harmlessly insane. Matt grinned at the prospect of another Horowitz tirade. Since his illness their friendship had developed. He felt proud to be the buddy of such an iconoclastic oddball.

(You’re probably wondering what happened over the past two years. Well, briefly then, before Horry gets going with Rattus rattus and Rattus norwegicus: With the aid of medication Matt survived his final year at the museum institution and matriculated at the end of ’06. He was undecided about his future. Then his father Bruce surprisingly took an interest in his future and suggested – no, insisted – that he enrol at Wits and study for a B.Com degree. He, Bruce, was probably motivated by some sort of half-baked patriarchal vision as well as delusions of immortality. Family name and all that crap. He bought Matt a smart new VW Polo and set him up in a flat in Melville, not far from campus. Then the stupid arse went and got himself hijacked and murdered. As next of kin, it had been Matt’s unpleasant duty to go to the police mortuary and identify the remains of his father. He had stayed on at Wits till the end of the year, and passed three out of four subjects. But he didn’t like the course and found the Commerce students tiresomely shallow and conformist. Boring, man, boring. Instead, he applied to Rhodes and was accepted to study Journalism. B Jrn, a four-year course. That should be more stimulating. Change of scene, too.

Without doing a stitch of work Horry had finished school with straight As and gone to UCT to study a combination of Sociology, Economics, Law and Politics. It was his stated intention to start a radical new movement to restructure human society on a global basis and in accordance with a universal value system. He still stayed with his parents, and whenever Matt came home on vacation they saw a lot of each other. You could say Matt was one of Horry’s disciples.

Rose was studying Fine Art at Stellenbosch and had developed a substance abuse problem. Horry said this problem was an expensive one, and she and Gilbert had a ‘special understanding’. Oh yes? Yes, and Horry had made a hand signal internationally recognisable as the male act of masturbation. Gilbert made good money from his cell phone pornography business.

Larry and Ophabia were going into matric at their co-ed school, which was very expensive, very larney. It was run just like the museum institutions, with the same abhorrent code of ethics. Everything was state of the art and brand spanking new, which was said to more than compensate for the school’s lack of tradition.

Right, so there we are, up to date, January 2008. Now let’s get back to the wedding bash.)


 

“When it comes to vermin,” Horry was saying, “only man is more destructive than the rat. We’ve colonized the entire planet, every square centimetre of it, and everywhere we’ve gone we’ve taken the rat with us. It’s as if their survival is linked to ours. And the more we fuck things up, the more rats there are to kind of put the finishing touches to the mess.” He glanced at the faces of his small audience and saw he had their full attention.

“This plague that’s hit our lousy neighbourhood,” he went on, “isn’t a localized problem. Fuck no. This is a global phenomenon with humans having to expend more and more energy and resources in fighting the rat population.”

“Is it as serious as that?” asked Gilbert, somewhat sceptically.

“It’s bad, man, bad,” said Horry. “The UN estimates that more than a fifth of world food production is consumed or spoilt by rodents. And, apart from food supplies, they cause billions of dollars worth of damage by chewing the shit out of anything and everything else. Countless fires are caused by them stripping the insulation off electrical wiring, you know. Like us, they’ve got a strong vandalistic streak in them.”

“Oh, I hate them!” said Rose with a shudder and a grimace. “They’re so sinister and aggressive and determined, just like the criminals.”

“Are you talking about the roof rats?” asked Larry, who had just joined them.

“Well, I don’t think this one is the roof rat. That’s Rattus rattus,” said Horry. “I think this is the Norway rat, Rattus norwegicus. It’s bigger and sturdier than the roof rat. Unless these are roof rats that have grown fat and sleek on Constantia fare. That wouldn’t surprise me: there’s so much wastage that goes on around here: tons of perfectly good food thrown away every day.”

“The Constantia rats have probably got high cholesterol, heart disease and diabetes,” said Matt, and the others laughed.

“But rats are cool, man,” said Larry. “Last year we studied the rat in Biology. It’s amazing how they can adapt to different environments. They even survived nuclear weapons testing on atolls in the Pacific. No sign of genetic deformities either. They really are tough.”

Ophabia was nodding her head in agreement, for she too had done the rat project, and the text-book details were still fresh in her memory.

“You know,” said Larry admiringly, “the average rat can wriggle through a hole the size of a 20c piece, and can climb a wall as if it’s running up a ladder. And it’s not afraid of water – it’s been known to swim a kilometre without a problem, and it can tread water for up to three days. It’s got these chisel teeth that can gnaw through stuff like lead pipes and cement blocks. The jaws exert a pressure of 24 000 pounds per square inch. Incredible, hey? Also, you can throw a fucking rat out of a five-storey window and the fucking thing’ll hit the pavement and get up and scamper off totally unharmed.”

“And they breed like crazy,” said Ophabia. “They reach maturity at three months and can produce seven litters a year, each with 6 to 22 young. In just 12 months the rat population can grow from one male and one female to more than 10 000 descendants!”

They all agreed that rats were amazing creatures but extremely loathsome.

“We don’t only detest them because of their destructiveness, though,” said Horry, returning to his central theme. “Nor for their ability to infect us with 20 dread diseases like plague and typhus and Lassa fever – you know that the rat spread Black Death in the 1300s and wiped out a quarter of the people in Europe? But there’s another reason why we find them so fucking obscene; a psychological reason. When we see a rat and shudder in revulsion it’s partly a feeling of disgust for ourselves. Our base impulses, our revolting habits, our treacherous nature, our murderous inclinations, and our systematic degradation of everything we touch. The rat is our nemesis: a reproach and a reminder of how vile we really are.”


 

They all hung their heads in shame, briefly. Then Matt looked up and spoke:

“Talking of base impulses and revolting habits, I suggest we all turn our attention to the wedding party and observe the guests’ behaviour, especially that of Dick the Prick.”

The guests had separated into two gender-based groups. The women were closer to the house and the men stood in a knot at the end of the patio. A burly individual in his late forties had just undone his belt, dropped his trousers, and bent over to show the ladies a brown-eye.

“That guy thinks he’s hilarious,” said Horry. “I must point out that this specimen is known as a Financial Consultant and has a lot of money in the bank and the stock exchange as well as illegally stashed away overseas. He’s married and has two sons at the institution. In fact, he’s just made a R40 000 donation towards upgrading the pavilion and is in good standing with the community. Also, his eldest son, a lumbering oaf with two left feet and no hands, is now ensured a place in the First team. Jesus, he can hardly stand!”

Indeed, the man had nearly fallen over while trying to buckle his belt.

“Yes, Matt,” said Horry. “This is the kind of behaviour I was referring to. The kind of thing that makes God peer down from the clouds above and beam with pride and pleasure. Shall we move a little closer and eavesdrop on some of these walking sacks of shit?”


 


*


 

There were two sacks of shit standing at the poolside. One was called Michael. He owned a wine farm, a game farm and a sheep farm. The other was Conrad, who owned a factory that produced razor wire. He also had a 51% stake in a high-class escort agency. Before Dick the Prick had dropped his pants they’d been discussing chlorine, Ph, black algae, Kreepy Kraulys and marbelite.

The jongspan moved in, ears flapping.

“He’s not a bad sort, really,” Michael was saying. He explained that he and Dick were related by marriage. Michael’s wife Meg was Dick’s sister.

“It’s just that he’s got this devil in him. Drink.” And he raised his own can of beer and shook his head at it, reprimandingly. “And it’s about a year ago they had that rape thing.”

“Oh yes?”

Conrad obviously wasn’t familiar with the story.

“Yes, he was supposed to meet his wife Carol in town. They had this appointment: 6 o’clock in the parking garage. She waited and waited; couldn’t get hold of him – he’d left his phone in the car, stupid cunt. About half past six these three coloured rubbish grabbed her. They had her totally kaalgat and the one ou was literally six inches away from giving it to her when these two guys came out of the lift for their car. Luckily they had their firearms with them.”

“Where was Dick?”

“Where do you think? The stupid poes was getting pissed in the clubhouse. Clean forgot he had to pick her up. And it’s left Carol shell-shocked: that’s why she isn’t here tonight.”

“What a jerk,” said Conrad who, being a jerk himself, felt entitled to pass judgement.

“Yah,” Michael agreed. “But now he’s paying big time. She’s gone frigid like the Antarctic. Won’t let him near her.”

The poor sucker in question staggered over to join Michael and Conrad. He began to talk incoherently. Every sentence he uttered seemed to contain at least one ‘fuck’, or one ‘kak’, and often multiples of both. Like: ‘Fuck it, man. I told this fucking cunt he was talking a fucking lot of kak.’

Trudy and Prudence appeared. Between them they were trundling a trolley loaded with a four-tier wedding cake. It was bad timing, for just at that moment there came a clamour from the street beyond the trees, on the other side of the wall. Voices shouting and at least 20 gunshots. Then a young man waving a pistol came running from the house.

“Dad, Dad!” he shouted to Conrad. “The Audi. They’ve taken the fucking Audi!”

Sirens started up and security lights flooded the place in 1000W krypton brilliance. Now in the distance they could hear the staccato stuttering of automatic rifle fire.

Every man present, even Dick the Prick, even some of the women, was brandishing a firearm in one hand, a cell phone in the other.
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“Don’t worry, Conrad,” said Claude. “Armed Response got them at the corner of Meadow and Parish. Car’s a bit of a mess, though. Full of holes and blood.”

Conrad and his son hurried off, dark looks on their unlovely faces.

The cake was cut and the booze began to flow again. Fortunately there was no garter- or bouquet-throwing crap. Anyway, there were only two unmarried females present – Rose and Ophabia. The rest were in their forties or fifties, mostly gym-slim, Botox and silicone jobs dressed like little tarts, trying to stay young and compete with their daughters. Of course there were some fatties too, the ones whose vanity had been conquered by gluttony and sloth.

The music was turned up and some half-hearted attempts were made at dancing. Then Conrad returned, looking even grimmer than when he had left.

“This is the last straw,” he said to Michael, knocking back the glass of whisky he’d picked up on his way through the house. “I’m putting the house and the business on the market and we’re emigrating. Australia. We can’t live like this any longer.”

“Is the car badly damaged?” Michael was sympathetic, knowing form experience what a pain it was to have a vehicle stolen. “If it’s a write-off you’ll lose on the insurance.”

“Did they get the fucking black bastards?” asked Dick, joining them. “I hope they killed the fuckers.”

“They killed two of them. The other…”

“Hey, I like this number,” Dick interrupted, his attention diverted by the music. “This has got fucking good beat. Maybe one of those bitches will dance with me.” And he wandered off in their direction.

“Well, I wouldn’t blame you for leaving,” Michael said to Conrad. “Lots of people are going – more and more. I’d have gone long ago if I could get my money out. Most of the Jews have already gone.”

“The Jews saw the writing on the wall 15 years ago,” said Conrad. “But that’s the Jews; they get nervous and I suppose you can’t blame them. But when you see the Portuguese packing up and going, that’s when you’ll know it’s two minutes to midnight. Damn it, here’s this prick again.”

He was referring to Dick, who was about to rejoin them after his humiliatingly fruitless attempt to find a dancing partner. He had a disconsolate look on his bloated face.

“Fuck it, man,” he said, rather predictably. “Those fucking bitches won’t…. Not a damn. Not even that fat cow over there.” He pointed. “Told me to piss off. Fuck, look at her! How do you get to fuck something like that? Need a cock three foot long!”

“That’s my fucking wife, you bastard!” Conrad’s face was white and his eyes were popping out of his head. Without further ado he drew his pistol, aimed and fired.

Dick the Prick had dropped his beer. Now he screamed and clutched his crotch.

“My balls! My fucking balls!”

He staggered backwards. The blood, and there was a lot of it, was Hollywood crimson. He crashed into the pool fence, then fell forward onto his face and lay still.

Now that lazy devil Simon really would have some cleaning up to do in the morning.

The party was over.


 


*


 

Matt had a dreamless night and was able to sleep until after 9. It was Sunday. Around eleven he took a walk down Wycombe Avenue and across the common to Constantia Village.

As usual the mall was busy and the car park was full. It occurred to him that here there must be more cars valued at R300 000+ than in any other parking area in Cape Town.

Horry was seated at the most remote table in the Seattle coffee shop at Exclusive Books.

“I treat this bookshop like a reference library,” Horry had once said. “The manager can recognise a besotted bibliophile when she sees one, and she tolerates my habitual presence because she understands the addiction. And I do buy a book once in a while.”

“What are you reading now?” Matt asked, as he sat down opposite his friend.

“Dawkins,” Horry replied, and closed the book to reveal the title: The God Delusion. “It’s a self-indulgent waste of time, actually. I should be reading something more challenging.”

“Isn’t it any good?” Matt was mildly surprised. “It sounds right up your atheistic street.”

“No, it’s a good book,” said Horry. “I love his humour, and his intelligent sense of decency, and the way he passionately detests the stupidity of religious believers. But he’s preaching to the converted. To me, this is merely entertaining. But to you it would be far more rewarding.” He gave Matt a withering look, the way people do just before delivering an insult. “It’d help you to get off the fucking fence.”

Horry was alluding to Matt’s agnosticism, which was so wishy-washy it could hardly be called an opinion, and definitely not a belief or a conviction. As a small child Matt had believed in God out of fear; then he had wanted to believe, but was becoming sceptical, and developing an antipathy towards religious people in general; and now he was inclined towards atheism but didn’t care enough about the subject to take up a stance.

Horry found this apathy despicable, and blamed it largely on an educational ethos that had discouraged critical thinking in order to perpetuate the status quo.

“Want some coffee?” Horry asked. “I’m going to have another cappuccino. And something to eat – the cheesecake looks good today.”

Reluctantly, Matt declined the cheesecake. His weight problem was forever forcing its way into his consciousness and exacerbating the chronic anxiety from which he now suffered. He attributed this obesity tendency partly to the bulking-up he had undergone in his rugby days. Maybe the steroids had messed up his metabolism, or something. And of course his psychiatric medication didn’t help. He really should get the shrink to add an appetite suppressant to the cocktail.

“Yes,” said Horry, returning to the subject of religion. “I shouldn’t be reading Dawkins. I should be reading computer science – you know that in my Utopia humans will allow themselves to be governed by a super computer? But computer science can be a bit dry. I get far more fired up by religion, because it’s one of the major factors contributing to our inability to sensibly organize and regulate ourselves.”

“You really do seem obsessed with the topic,” said Matt. “You must have been subjected to a lot of religious indoctrination at school. Are Jews as fanatical as Christians and Muslims?”

“Fuck yes,” said Horry. “Some of them. The Orthodox ones are real fundamentalist freaks trapped in the past and believing in all sorts of archaic junk that should have been thrown out 2000 years ago. And then, tied to Judaism is this Zionism crap. The Promised Land, for fuck’s sake! Look where that idea’s got us.”

“You mean the state of Israel?” asked Matt. He had enjoyed History at school and was thinking of taking it at Rhodes. “But after all the persecution Jews have suffered you can’t blame them for wanting their own homeland.”

“Ah, kak man.” Horry didn’t agree. “Look, what makes a Jew a Jew? You can’t tell me it’s genetic – that’s the Nazi way of thinking. No, it’s the fucking stupid religion that makes a Jew a Jew. The same with Christians, Muslims, and Hindus. God, or the belief in a God, or in any supernatural power, has failed the world. For there to be any hope for the future the eradication of religion should be tackled on a global scale, the way one would fight AIDS, or avian flu, or malaria. No man, if the Jews had all become atheists there’d have been no need for a Promised Land. All over the world they could have been assimilated by intermarrying with other atheists and the problem would have gone away.” To show how sincere he was about his anti-religion policy he added another statement. “I personally have no desire to be labelled Jewish or anything else, so I’m looking out for a nice black chick. She must be intelligent, broad-minded, well educated and an atheist. And she must not only have turned her back on Christianity but also all that ancestor bullshit.”

“I bet you don’t talk like this in the synagogue,” said Matt.

“Jesus no; they’d crucify me.” Horry laughed. “But hey, I haven’t been inside a synagogue in five years. The last time I went was just too nauseating: this sado-paedophilic rabbi hacking away at some screaming little kid’s foreskin.”

Matt was amused and chuckled with pleasure. Horry always had something entertaining to say about the latest idea passing through his head. Even if it was an outrageous load of shit.

The middle-aged couple at the nearest table didn’t look amused at all. They must have overheard some of the antitheistic pronouncements and were now scowling angrily, thereby accentuating the ugly lines that time and natural disposition had conspired to draw on their faces.

They gulped down their coffee and gathered their parcels together. As they were leaving the woman glared at Horry and said, her voice loud with indignation, “Young man, you have no right to speak so offensively about religion. Have you no respect for anything? My husband is going to complain to the Manager.”

But the Manager wasn’t available. At the door they glanced back and Horry was able to wave goodbye.

“Stupid old fossils,” he said. “‘Have I no respect for anything?’ Well, certainly not for the likes of them. And you, Matt? Have you any respect for your parents’ generation? Behaved beautifully last night, didn’t they?”

The cheerful light that had been shining in Matt’s eyes was quickly doused. His shoulders sagged, the corners of his mouth turned down and his eyelid began to twitch. Dejection was back in residence.

“Appalling, wasn’t it?” he said. The fingers of his right hand were fiddling with the tablecloth. “The way they carry on… Jesus… I can’t think of anything, any quality, nothing… there’s nothing to admire.” He looked up and said flatly, “I loathe them.”

Horry gave him the thumbs-up sign.

“It could be,” he said, “that a whole lot of historical factors have come together to produce the most ineffectual, bungling, short-sighted, unimaginative, avaricious, obdurate and reckless crop of humans of all time. And as the situation steadily deteriorates they behave with increasingly vile desperation.”

“It’s a hopeless mess,” said Matt, and his voice trembled and nearly broke. Horry gave him a pitying look. And to think that this used to be the iron man who tackled to kill.

“Yes, it’s an almighty motherfucking mess,” he confirmed. “But not entirely hopeless, Matt.” Damn it, why doesn’t the guy pop one of his pills? “We must confront the problems and then use our grotesquely enlarged cerebral organs to devise a way out of this shit-stinking quagmire we find ourselves in.”

“But you yourself have said our parents have destroyed our future.”

“Yes, I know,” said Horry. “The bastards have failed us on every count and at every level. But if there was a world revolution and we changed the way we look at politics, economics and population levels there might be a way forward.” He could see that Matt didn’t share his guarded optimism. He decided to lighten up the conversation. “Hey, you’ve heard of Stephen Hawking?”

“Uh… Is that the guy who talks like a robot?”

“That’s him,” said Horry. “Voice simulator. Well, he’s just come out with a statement about space travel. He says it’s a matter of extreme urgency to find somewhere that could support human life. And this is because he believes disaster on Earth is imminent: the main dangers being global warming, nuclear conflagration and biological warfare. Can you believe it? This is one of the most respected scientists in the world today!”

“Typical,” said Matt. “Sounds like fucking voortrekker mentality: forever looking for somewhere to trek to once you’ve fucked up the last place you trekked to. Instead of fixing the problems where you are.”

“Yes,” said Horry, “it shows a miserable failure of imagination and lack of courage. It’s about as idiotic an idea as trying for immortality with cryogenics. You know, having your dead body placed in a deep freeze sarcophagus in the hope that one day scientists will be able to bring you back to life. Hey, what’s the problem? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

The look on Matt’s face was almost laughable, it was so ghastly. His mouth had fallen open, his bulging eyes stared to hell and gone, and all colour was drained from his pasty complexion. For a long moment he sat rigid like Lot’s wife after she’d been punished for her trifling transgression. Then his hands began to vibrate with a coarse tremor.

“It’s just that…” he stammered hoarsely. “J… J… Jesus… It’s… it’s just that talking about… about frozen corpses reminded me of my recurring dream. It’s a nightmare that’s been haunting me for weeks now.”

“Man, this is bad,” said Horry. “So this is why you’ve been looking like shit of late. You know what a dangerous sign insomnia is to a guy in your condition? And visions?”

“No, no visions,” said Matt. “It’s just the same dream every time. You know when my father was killed by the hijackers and I had to identify the body?” Horry nodded. “Well, it’s the same scene in the mortuary. This cop opens the fridge door and pulls the gurney halfway out. He turns back the plastic sheet to reveal my father’s shot-up face. I look at him and realise he’s looking back at me. And then his lips begin to move. He’s trying to tell me something.”

“Yes?” said Horry, leaning forward, eager for more. “What does he say?”

“That’s it,” said Matt miserably. “It’s at that point that I wake up every time.”

“That’s it? Oh for fuck sake!” Horry sat back, visibly disappointed, even annoyed. For a few moments he remained silent, scowling at his friend, or his friend’s predicament. Then he spoke again.

“You’d better see that psychiatrist of yours.”

“More drugs?” said Matt, bitterly. “All she does is write prescriptions. Maybe I should rather see a psychologist. Somebody who can analyse the dream.”

“Huh!” Horry was contemptuous. “They’re just as fucking useless as psychiatrists. My mother’s got one. She sits in a chair and he lies on the couch and tells her about his son, who’s a white-collar criminal, and his wife, who’s an unsympathetic bitch, and talks about his bleeding ulcer and his strangulated haemorrhoids. No, keep away from those useless fucking bastards. Just as bad as psychiatrists. They’re all a bunch of lazy, unprincipled, incompetent bloodsuckers.”

They sat for a while looking at their empty coffee cups. Both cups had a high tide rim of brown scum on the inside and disgusting lip marks on the outside.

Suddenly Horry sat up straight, as if he’d been yanked upright by some invisible rope tied to his neck. His eyes burst into flaming enthusiasm as inspiration exploded somewhere in the cerebral background. He snapped his fingers to show he’d just had a eureka moment.

“Tshabalala!” he shouted, causing everyone in the coffee shop to turn their heads. “Dr Godknows Tshabalala: that’s who you must see. The best sangoma in Cape Town.”
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“Sangoma?” Matt looked startled. “You mean a traditional healer? What the racist pigs used to call a witch doctor?”

“Yah man,” said Horry. “But this dude’s a 21st century sangoma. This is a healer of mind and body, a man of cultural depth, wide learning, global savvy, and uncanny insight.”

“Well, shit man, I don’t know.” Matt was sceptical. “If you think he might be able to help me… Maybe he can interpret my dream. I mean, does he throw bones; and would I have to drink lion piss and eat the gall bladder of a baboon that was mated with a hyena? That kind of thing?”

“Oh for Christ’s sake!” Horry was scandalised. “Don’t be an idiot. This is a sophisticated sangoma, a modern man of the world.”

“What did you say his name was?”

“Godknows Tshabalala,” said Horry. “His rooms are out at Crossroads. He actually works from home.”

“Oh.” Mat looked and sounded unimpressed; far from convinced. “How did you get to hear about him?”

“His younger brother is my Political Science lecturer. Fucksakes introduced me to him about six months ago.”

“Who?” Matt couldn’t believe his ears.

“Yah, I know.” Horry laughed. “Cool, hey? Godknows and Fucksakes Tshabalala. Now these are real names. The darkies have got imagination and humour. Not like us. David!” He said it with disdain. “They went and named me David. Every second Jew boy on the planet’s called David. And you: Matthew. How many million Matthews, Marks, Lukes and Johns are there in Christendom? But we’re getting sidetracked. Dr Godknows Tshabalala offers conventional Western psychology, or traditional African methods of divination and appeasement of the ancestors. Or a blend of the two. It’s up to you to choose how you want your psychosomatic disorder treated. He’ll only throw the bones if that’s what you think is necessary.”


 

Matt was nervous about driving into Crossroads. Horry had drawn him a map and given very precise directions, and assured him it was perfectly safe in the hours of daylight. Nevertheless, he had taken a fully loaded firearm with him, just in case. He didn’t want to end up like his father.

It wasn’t far from the highway, but it felt like the hinterland of darkest Africa. The potholed track led into a jungle of shacks and took a turn. He was immediately engulfed by walls of wood, iron, cardboard and plastic. Most of the hovels were closed up, the residents away at work or school, or off foraging for firewood, or scavenging for bits of rubbish that might be of some use, or out and about breaking into houses and stealing washing from clotheslines, or off to town to do a little shoplifting and begging. He saw a woman, some small children in rags, an old man. A skinny dog barked a warning: if he stopped it would piss on at least one of his wheels. Some chickens; a goat. Everywhere the smell of human excrement.

Up ahead was a palatial shack, or collection of shacks, painted bright turquoise. He stopped behind what he took to be a client’s vehicle: a brand new R700,000 Touareg. Pigmobile. Two little boys were having fun slowly approaching the vehicle until, when about a metre or so away, it began to emit clicking noises and a metallic voice said “Back off! Back off!” They would shriek with glee and scamper away, only to repeat the game yet again.

Dr Tshabalala met him at the front door. He was a slim, bespectacled man in his forties. He wore neatly pressed trousers and a Madiba shirt. His shoes shone and around his left wrist was an expensive-looking watch. They exchanged greetings and shook hands and Matt was led into the doctor’s office.

It was a surprisingly spacious room panelled with tongue and groove planking painted the softest of pinks. The plasterboard ceiling was a little low but what could you expect in a shack? Doctor Tshabalala sat in his executive chair behind the desk and the patient seated himself in a comfortable wingback armchair.

For a few minutes they chatted about the weather and formed an initial impression of one another.

There was a filing cabinet and a large bookcase. Framed certificates on the wall; even some artwork. In the far corner was another door. Matt became aware of a woman’s voice, monotonous and saying something repetitious.

“I understand,” Dr Tshabalala said, “from what you told me on the phone, you’re being treated for bipolar disorder. Your medication has allowed you to function normally for the last two years, but now you are suffering from insomnia.”

“Yes doctor,” said Matt. “For a few weeks now I’ve been having this dream. It’s always the same.”

And he gave a detailed description of the mortuary scene. The 21st century sangoma listened attentively and made some notes in a case file.

“I’m worried about my condition,” said Matt. “My state of mind isn’t good. What do you think is the significance of this nightmare of mine?”

He immediately realised that he had overstepped the mark. This was a serious breach of protocol: you never, never, never ask a psychiatrist or psychologist a direct question. Even general practitioners resent being put on the spot. But to his surprise Dr T didn’t seem offended at all.

“It’s quite clear,” he said, in his pleasantly polite fashion, “that there’s a conflict that needs to be resolved. There is something that you do not wish to acknowledge, but you know you must. The dream serves as a subconscious manifestation of what it is you must confront. You see, your father is trying to tell you something that you already suspect but do not have the courage to bring to the surface and examine in the full light of day.”

“Oh?” said Matt. “And what could it be that he wants to tell me?”

Just then there was a knocking at the door in the corner.

“Enter!” called Tshabalala.

The door opened and a frightening apparition stood there. It was a black savage scantily clad in the regalia of a witch doctor. He wore a skirt made of grass, tails of monkeys and strips of animal hide. At one hip were some inflated pig bladders. Anklets, bracelets and a necklace of assorted teeth. His face and torso were daubed with ochre and white clay. As a headdress he sported the skin and tail of a juvenile baboon, the skull perched atop like a crown. Oh yes, and even a bone through the cannibal’s big Negroid nose, for Christ’s sake!

The barbarous creature uttered words in the English language.

“What now, doctor?”

“Please excuse me, Matt,” said Tshabalala, getting to his feet. “I must just give my intern some instructions and ensure that the ritual cleansing is being performed in accordance with standard operating procedure.”

Matt was left on his own. The door was ajar and he could hear the woman’s voice more clearly now. What was she saying? It sounded like ‘No more shoes’. No more shoes? Unable to contain his curiosity he jumped up and tiptoed across the room. Peeping through the two-inch gap he was rewarded with an outlandish spectacle.

The room was in semidarkness, lit by candles and a paraffin lamp. It was the interior of a shack: the walls and ceiling were lined with flattened-out cardboard boxes. On rough shelving and scattered about the room was a clutter of African bric-a-brac: earthen pots, wooden carvings, spears and a shield, big glass jars with the internal organs of animals, even humans, a calabash or two, all sorts of bones, a big pestle and mortar, a panga and a chopping block, carved drum and drumsticks, several knobkieries, animal hides – that kind of thing. And dangling from the ceiling were bunches of dried herbs, strangely shaped bulbs and roots, several skulls of monkeys and baboons and a buck. Also the skull of a cow complete with horns.

In the middle of the room were two 20L plastic drums set about a foot apart. Standing in these drums was the patient, a white woman in her forties. She was stark naked except for a blindfold. In each hand she held what looked like a large wooden phallus. They must’ve been hollow with beads inside, for each time she shook them they rattled.

She was slowly trudging, bent forward, legs apart, shaking the wooden phalluses, repeating as she went, over and over, “No more shoes, no more shoes, no more shoes.” Each time she lifted one foot it made a sucking, sloshing sound, while the other foot descended with a splash and a squelch. The buckets must have been full of some thick, sticky substance; something vile like goat’s blood mixed with pig shit – a nauseating stench reached his nostrils.

He nipped back to his chair, just in time. The doctor stood in the doorway talking to his apprentice.

“She is now in a trance-like state, without a doubt,” he said with confidence. “Another five minutes and then please be so kind as to insert the pessary.”

The door was closed and Godknows Tshabalala returned to his chair on the other side of the desk.

“Sorry about the interruption, Matt,” he said in a relaxed, conversational way. “Mrs B has an obsessive-compulsive neurosis which my white colleagues have been unable to treat. She has a phobia for old shoes, fearing that any hint of shabbiness in her footwear would be socially devastating. She feels compelled to wear only brand new, out-of-the-box shoes. Even though she knows her behaviour is irrational she has been unable to help herself. It has brought her husband close to financial embarrassment.”

“Gee, it sounds bad,” said Matt. “So that’s why she keeps saying ‘no more shoes’, and has to stand in a bucket of pigshit?”

“Exactly,” replied the sangoma. “In cognitive psychology we describe the treatment as “flooding”. But there is also an underlying sexual element in this kind of neurosis and it too must be addressed. But this is a digression. Let’s return to your dream: do you read the newspapers regularly?”

“Well… er… yes.” Matt was taken aback by the abruptness and apparent irrelevance of the question. “I try to follow what’s in the news. I didn’t used to, but in the last six months or so I’ve been trying to follow what’s going on in the world. Current affairs and…”

From next door there came a moaning scream, stretched out long and low as if it possessed a visible shape.

Must be inserting the pessary, he thought. What the hell’s a pessary? He mustn’t forget to ask Horry – he was bound to know.

“In that case,” said Tshabalala, ignoring the background noise, “you must have followed the media coverage of your father’s death and the subsequent analysis of other information that came to light.”

“Well, yes,” said Matt. “But not in any great detail. I’m afraid I’m not all that interested in what goes on in the business world.”

“I see.” Tshabalala raised his eyebrows as if he found this lack of interest somewhat remiss. “If you had followed the investigative journalism carried in the Financial Mail, Sunday Times, Mail & Guardian, Business Day and Noseweek you’d probably have a shrewd idea what it is your dead father wants to tell you.”

Matt felt confused and embarrassed. There was a suggestion of disapproval in the doctor’s voice.

“I know that my father was involved in all sorts of shit,” he admitted. “But isn’t that what it’s all about? My whole life I’ve been hearing about some sort of intrigue going on in the background. There was always a devious scheme being hatched; threatening phone calls, secret appointments. It was going on at home and all around me: wheeling and dealing of every kind. How many times have I seen bundles of cash, cardboard boxes of it, changing hands at a pool party, a braai, even in the car park at school? Laughing about the stupid ANC and affirmative appointments and BEE deals, and backhanders and board memberships. And tax! Jesus, I’ve heard so much about tax: amnesty, grey areas, offshore assets, undeclared income, fraudulent claims. It’s all they ever talked about: money, money, money. Money and cheating, and what money can buy. Fuck, I hated it. What do I want to read about it for?”

The psychologist looked at his client for a few moments and then leaned forward.

“Matt,” he said, “you can choose to bury your head in the sand if you wish. But then you mustn’t try to make sense of the world or ask why you are troubled by strange dreams. On the other hand, if you want to understand what goes on, you must read the papers and engage with society. If I didn’t do this myself I would be of no use to my patients.” He sat back and rested his elbows on the padded arms of his chair.

“Because I have followed your father’s story in the press,” he continued, “I have been able to form an opinion, only an opinion, of what might really have happened. And of course it is just speculation.”

“You mean…” Matt was having difficulty grappling with what Tshabalala was trying to tell him. “You mean he might not have been killed by hijackers? Then…”

Tshabalala held up a hand, interrupting him.

“Look,” he said, “you came to me with a psychological problem. I’m not a business consultant or a private investigator or a lawyer. You want me to treat the underlying cause of your insomnia. Well, I can offer you a choice of two types of therapy: Western, or traditional African. Because you are of a generation without cultural depth, because your psyche is stunted and your imagination malnourished, you are probably incapable of terror. Therefore I would not recommend the sangoma treatment. The ritual and mystery would be wasted on you, for you would see it merely as special effects. You’d compare it to some game on your PlayStation.”

Involuntarily Matt glanced over his shoulder to the door behind which lay the silent aftermath of orgasmic catharsis.

“No,” said the doctor. “Instead I shall deal with you bluntly and without subtlety. Matt, I want you to go away and read the reports about your father’s death and what has happened to his business empire. Then you are to ask yourself this question: who has benefited most from Bruce Dreyer’s death?”


Matt sat staring at the therapist, his mouth open in astonishment. The scales were already falling from his irritatingly obtuse eyeballs. And not a single bone had been thrown.
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“The King of Bhutan?”

“Yes.”

“Bhutan?”

“Yes,” said Horry. “It’s a small country, a kingdom, somewhere in the Himalayas between India and China. Just below Tibet.”

They were back in the coffee shop at Exclusive Books and he was telling Matt about his crazy mission.

“What the hell do you want to go and see the King of Bhutan for?” asked Matt.

“Gross National Happiness,” said Horry by way of reply. “Ever heard of it?”

Matt shook his head, so he went on to explain:

“It’s a play on GNP. Gross National Product, the measure of incomes of the residents of a country. I mean, you did this crap in Economics 1 at Wits, didn’t you? Per capita, GNP in the US is $36,000, the UK $27,000, and South Africa $2,300. In Bhutan it’s a miserable $690.”

“So it’s a poverty stricken place,” said Matt. “Right near the bottom of the pile. Doesn’t sound a success story.”

“Not in quantitative terms,” said Horry. “But GNP is a measure of consumption. It doesn’t necessarily tell us anything about the quality of life; the well-being of the citizens of a country.”

“Ah, I see,” said Matt. “That’s where Gross National Happiness comes in, doesn’t it? But how do they measure well-being? Very subjective.”

“That’s what I’m going there to find out,” said Horry. He glanced past Matt and the light of battle flared in his eyes. “Well, fuck me up my auntie’s cunt if it ain’t Mother Superior and Friar Fuckface again!”

Matt turned to see the same middle-aged couple about to sit down at a nearby table.

“As Dawkins points out,” Horry said in a very loud voice that carried right into the bookshop and made even the browsers prick up their ears, “the Christian shitheads – the ones who believe in Creationism – are convinced that God created the Earth some time after the dog had become domesticated. Now that’s delusion for you! Ha, ha, ha!”

The couple abruptly turned and made their way to the furthest table; the one in the corner next to the door.

“Now what were we saying before we were interrupted?” asked Horry. “Yes. It’s difficult to put a quantitative value to well-being. The mastermind behind GNH was actually the former King, who recently abdicated in favour of his 26-year old son because he was intelligent enough to see that senility was just around the corner. Anyway, his idea is based on four principles. For there to be a high level of well-being for all, socio-economic development must be equitable and sustainable, accepted cultural values must be preserved and promoted, the natural environment must be conserved and, finally, a system of good governance must be established and maintained.”

“Makes good sense,” said Matt. “So you’re going to check it out and see how it works in practice?”

“Yup,” said Horry. “And if I’m suitably impressed I’ll invite the King of Bhutan, the young one, to join the Foundation and attend the conference in September.”

Matt knew all about the Foundation. The Fifty Fifty Foundation. They were supposed to halve the world’s population by 2050, bring about a whole new order, and save humanity and the planet. Yah man, right on.

“And who’s paying for this trip?” he asked.

“The old man,” said Horry. “He’s making big bucks out of processing dead meat. Burials and cremations are booming, man, booming. Especially with AIDS. He’s even started manufacturing cheap cardboard coffins for the poor. No, he can well afford to sponsor an overseas trip for one of the living.” He laughed. “Actually, he offered me a holiday for two to a destination of my choice. I think he hoped I’d do something incredibly banal and bourgeois like taking a chick skiing in the Alps. Fuck that!”

“How long are you going for?”

“Just over a week,” said Horry. “I’ve got to be back to register for the new academic year. But hey, Matt, why don’t you come with me? Something totally different: it’ll be great therapy.” A wicked glint came into his eye. “We could go as a gay couple. Stick our pricks up each other’s bums like we used to in the tree house as kids.”

“For God’s sake, Horry!” Matt’s bloated features flushed red. Horry laughed with delight.

“No, but seriously,” he went on. “Why don’t you consider it?”

Matt was silent for a while. Maybe it would be good for him. It was a crazy idea, a bizarre destination. And Horry’s company was never dull – he’d never known anyone so wildly unpredictable. But he sighed resignedly.

“Afraid not, Horry,” he said. “It’s Ophabia’s eighteenth next week and we’ve made all sorts of plans.”

“Ah, young love!” said Horry. “Oh well, if you’ve made a commitment you must stick to it. I understand, although I’ve never been in love myself. I’ve only ever been infatuated; yearning, craving and lusting after the ripe flesh of a cock-teasing slut who had absolutely no sense of the ironic, and possessed the intellect of a Cro-Magnon hominid.”

Matt chuckled. But the grin was wiped off his face when Horry changed the subject and asked him about his visit to the sangoma. Almost reluctantly, he recounted his conversation with Dr Tshabalala.

“So you see,” he said, looking the picture of dejection, “he didn’t say it in so many words, but he made me aware of what seems obvious to him: my father’s murder wasn’t a hijack at all. It was a carefully planned execution.”

“No, hey?” said Horry, and went on as if addressing a mental retard: “And who do you think could be behind it, Matt?”

Matt sat looking at Horry. Fuck it, if it was so obvious why hadn’t anyone told him? And why hadn’t the police done anything about it?

“Jesus, Horry!” he said. “Do you think my mother was part of it? Would she have agreed to having my father assassinated?”

“Afraid so,” said Horry quietly. “That’s what it looks like. They’ve just got married, haven’t they?”

Matt’s tremors, twitches and tics were starting up again. He felt in a leg pocket, produced a plastic pill container, and knocked back two Alzams for the anxiety. The coffee in his cup wasn’t enough and it was cold.

“If you have these suspicions,” he said, “and Dr Tshabalala seems to share them, then everybody in the world of big business must be of the same opinion. It must be common knowledge. So why hasn’t anything been done?”

“Because it’s only a suspicion,” said Horry. “And there are all sorts of other factors influencing the situation.”

“Like?” asked Matt.

“Well, like the fact that your father had a lot of enemies. Some people considered him a ruthless manipulator capable of some pretty devious tricks. And then again, your uncle has some friends in high places: like the chief of police; even some cabinet ministers.”

“But,” said Matt, “my father and Claude were partners in the same organisation. All deals would have resulted from a joint decision.”

“Not really,” said Horry. “You must remember that your father was the older brother and he had a very autocratic style. Since his death Claude and Ben Apollis have made some big changes. They’ve spent a lot of money placating your father’s enemies and looking for new partnerships. So you see, Matt, just about everyone thinks Bruce Dreyer got what he deserved. Who would be interested in digging about to find his true killers? Tell me that.”


 

A couple of days later Matt drove Horry to the airport. Although they left in plenty of time they nearly got there too late. In the main road outside Constantia Village there was a traffic jam.

“Looks like the road’s flooded up ahead,” said Matt.

“But it hasn’t rained for ages,” said Horry. “The fucking sewers must be blocked again.”

Yup, the fucking sewers were indeed blocked again. Flashing lights, Council vehicles, and workers dressed in oilskins and gumboots. The engine of a big mobile pump was thundering away and belching diesel fumes into the air. Axle-deep, they slowly made their way through a twenty-metre wide lake.

“Jeez, it stinks, hey?” said Horry. “That’s the stench of affluent effluent.”

“That’s our shit you can smell,” said Matt.

And then, after speeding over the highway, jumping a red light at Paradise Motors, they got onto the N2… and phut.

It was the same thing again. Just after the cooling towers the traffic backed up and ground to a halt.

“Isn’t this wonderful?” Horry was waving his hands about, working himself into a rage. “Here we are, at the ‘Gateway to Cape Town’, 10AM in the middle of the week, and the traffic’s standing still. It isn’t moving, for Christ’s sake! Can you imagine the monumental fuck-up when 2010 comes round?”

The traffic crept forward and they made their way through another lake of human waste.

“Jeez, what a stink, hey?” said Matt this time. “That’s the stench of slum effluent. Spot the difference?”

“No difference,” said Horry. “Rich or poor, we all shit the same revolting shit. You know what a disgrace this is?” He pointed to the sea of shacks lapping the side of the freeway. “Forty percent of the world lives like this. That’s nearly 3 billion people living in slums. Cape Town’s a glaring example of unstructured, unregulated urbanisation. Not only is the sewerage system antiquated and unable to cope, the water supply is hopelessly inadequate and power blackouts are a daily way of life. The road system can’t handle the volume of traffic, and the trains and stations provide the muggers and rapists with unlimited opportunities. And the people just keep coming. Seventy thousand new arrivals a year, and the housing backlog grows and grows. What must conditions be like in the rural areas if this way of life is preferable? Look at the piles of rubbish along that fence. All the landfill sites are full. You know, there’s not even any space left to bury the dead. I should know – my father’s a fucking undertaker. Hey, check that guy crapping in full view of the passing motorists. Shit, that looks like serious diarrhoea! Hey, who the fuck’s hooting at us?”

Matt had pulled out to overtake a 16-wheeler and a big Beemer 7-series had come up on them at high speed. The chauffeur was flashing his lights and hooting at them to get out of the way.

“Bastards!” said Horry. “Hey, watch it, Matt! They’re taking you on the inside.”

He put his head out of the window as the luxury saloon leapt into the gap. Two middle-aged business types in suits sitting in the back. The one nearest them glanced sideways at Horry’s middle finger.

“Jou ouma se poes!” Young Horowitz screamed the insult at close range and then the big car had pulled ahead and continued its way towards the airport.

“You see that, Matt,” said Horry, rolling up his window. “That obscene display of arrogance is what really gets me. How can they sit in the back of a vehicle that costs over a million bucks and pass through all this poverty and not feel a twinge of conscience? No, fuck them, we need a revolution, a new world order. That’s why I’m going to Bhutan.”

Ophabia’s birthday was on the Friday. The party was held at the Apollis residence and it was a big bash with lashings of everything, and dancing and carrying on till late. All very nice.

On the Saturday she told her mother Matt was taking her out to dinner. Somewhere classy for her birthday; somewhere romantic. Afterwards they might go to a club or a party. It might be late. Maybe she’d only be back in the morning.

She didn’t tell her father, because he was a bit old fashioned and might start asking for more detail. Ben Apollis was too intelligent to be overly religious, but he’d been brought up by authoritarian parents who were members of a Pentecostal sect – Oh dear sweet Christ Jesus, save me from the sins of the flesh! Amen! May the spirit of the risen Lord stand guard in the vaginal vestibules of our wives and our daughters! Hallelujah! Some of it must have rubbed off on him and at times he could be irritatingly ‘moral’.

Matt called for her after seven. She looked ravishing. Fabulous. A red evening gown? OK, like Chris de Burgh’s Lady in Red. The sight of her took his breath away and he was consumed with pride. Perfectly normal to feel proud to be seen with such a beaut on your arm, but dangerous. Pride is one of the seven deadly sins, along with Wrath, Envy, Lust, Gluttony, Avarice and Sloth. So maybe he shouldn’t have felt pride, but what can you expect – typical bloody stupid male ego at work here.

He didn’t look half bad himself. Almost dashing, if an out-of-condition ex-rugby player can ever look dashing. What he wore was not exactly a tux, but black jacket, charcoal trousers, shiny shoes and a fancy white shirt. Very smart.

They took the road over Constantia Neck and down into the Hout Bay Valley. Then the long climb to Suikerbossie. No, they weren’t going to eat at the Suikerbossie Restaurant. They passed Suikerbossie and came out above Llandudno and the sea was spread out before them in the starlight.

They followed the rugged shoreline back towards Cape Town, the mountain buttresses towering up on their right. No human habitation to blight the dark slopes. Then up ahead they saw lights. The Twelve Apostles Five Star Hotel!

Actually, this hotel should never have been built there. Some filthy developer had spotted a legal loophole, greased the appropriate palms, gone ahead in the face of public outrage, and planted this cancerous growth in the midst of unblemished pristine nature. Fantastic setting for a hotel though, with the sea a stone’s throw away and the Twelve Apostles looming in the background.

Oh yes – another reason why it should never have been permitted was that this was Muslim sacred ground. The graves of several imams were situated in the area. Well, if maniacal Taliban hordes ever get to take over the world, let’s hope they dynamite this Western abomination, just like they did the Bamian Buddhas, with the scumbag financiers locked inside.

Classy, man, classy. The cuisine was worthy of some sort of merit award from a gourmet guide, the service was so good it was almost embarrassing, and there was a top-class cabaret act. Earlier on Matt had been prudent enough to take some extra anti-inflammatories and they were able to dance together on the crowded dance floor. How wonderful it was to hold her close, smell her fragrance and feel the contours of her body, the silkiness of her bare shoulders and arms.

Midnight came. The diners, a mix of locals and tourists, were getting to the tipsily merry stage, and the cabaret artist crooned a little louder. When Matt suggested it was time to go he was relieved and flattered by her eagerness.

Their room had a balcony looking out to sea. A strong moon, almost full, had risen from behind the mountain and was now overhead, making the surface of the ocean shiver with patterns of silver and black movement.

Ignore the cold, unromantic facts about biological function and the genetic imperative that was driving them to participate in the mechanics of bisexual reproduction. No, that’d be uncharitable and a little tasteless. They were in love, damn it! It’s perfectly accurate to say that they made love. They did so with passion and tenderness and nothing nasty or cynical should be said about it.

In the early hours he woke. Moonlight was streaming into the room and a faint summer breeze form the sea was stirring the curtains at the open balcony door. She seemed even more beautiful in sleep. Her lips were parted, her features were in gentle repose. So innocent and young, almost childlike.

As it was getting light they made love again and then dozed, drifting in and out of a warm, blissful state where everything was as it should be. He lay there, savouring the effects of this magical opiate deep within him, and it occurred to him that he had never been this happy before. This was the ultimate. And he was right. But what he didn’t know was that it was a once-off achievement. He’d never be this happy again – nowhere remotely near it.
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Right, so to recap the story this far: Matt is born in Joburg, 1988. His father’s a rich businessman, his mother a society bitch. Mama and Papa and baby Dreyer move to Cape Town and set up house in Constantia, oink, oink. Trudy and Bruce can’t stand the sight of each other, and Bruce soon pisses off back to Joeys. From then on Matt rarely sees him.

Matt is sent to a posh school where he’s taught how to behave like an arrogant shit and get away with it (maybe). His fat uncle is soon humping his mother wholesale. He has some neighbourhood friends: Horry Horowitz and Rose and Gilbert Sternkranz. Also two distant cousins: Larry and Ophabia Apollis. But home life is kak, so he chooses to go to boarding school.

Formative Experience: witnesses his mother and uncle fucking like dogs on the bedroom carpet.

Another FE: boot camp training to prepare him for life in high school and the hostel. Yah, useful grounding, good toughening-up process, but leaves him with wounded psyche.

Reasonably content for four years. Acquiesces to bullshit indoctrination, kind of enjoys the vicious fanaticism of playing rugby – but ruins himself physically. Anabolic steroids, excessive working out, over consumption of supplements stuff up his metabolism. Also repeated concussion leaves him with headaches and God knows what other brain damage. Chronic painful inflammation of graunched knee results in a permanent limp.

And yet another FE: Sports psychologist equates losing a parent with losing a game of rugby. Matt sees the light and starts to doubt the system.

End of Grade 11 he cracks under stress of exams. Onset of mental illness. While convalescing he falls in love with Ophabia. Wow!

Finishes school. Goes to Wits in 2007, but not long after arriving in Joburg his father is murdered by hijackers. Hijackers? Matt has to identify the body (FE no. 4). Finishes first year and decides to switch to Rhodes.

January 2008 Trudy and Claude get married. Matt receives nocturnal visitations – the ghost of his father is trying to tell him something (real kopbefokt, hey).

Horry (clever chap, Horry) recommends a sangoma. The worthy diviner interprets the dream – Bruce baby wasn’t killed by hijackers after all. No, no, no. Guess who?

Horry confirms horrible truth – naughty Uncle Claude.

Horry jets off to see the king of Bhutan, and Matt gets laid. Oh lucky man.

All the stuff about rats, walking sacks of shit, atheism, the king of Bhutan, and unjust societies is there for a reason to be made evident at a later stage of the story.

Now let’s get back to the odious narrative: Matt is in for a shock.


 

The shock Matt’s in for revolves around a certain cultural phenomenon. We all know what culture is, don’t we? Anyway, the culture Matt was familiar with was largely worthless culture of the West, heavily loaded with influences from the US of A. Some call it postmodern culture, or post-postmodern culture. Whatever. The main feature of this culture is its worthlessness.

You see, everything in this culture has been trivialized and robbed of value and meaning. Even history has been trashed. For eegee, take the gormless British prince who went to a party dressed as a Gestapo officer, complete with swastika armband.

Nobody at the party raised an eyebrow, because they too were victims of the same culture that had deprived them all of historical perspective. If the royal parasite had been got up as Christ in loincloth with crown of thorns and bloody nail holes, their response would have been similarly bland. “Hi, Jesus. Howzit? Cool, man.”

But when a picture of the nazi holding a drink and puffing on a fag appeared in the tabloids, there were some who took exception to the choice of fancy dress. They said it diminished and blurred the significance of the uniform, which was a hated symbol of a particularly evil human perpetration, the holocaust. Prince Dickhead was helping to obliterate the memory of a dreadful crime against humanity. Do they have a point? Or do we sympathize with the party-goers and say ah, come on, man, WTF?

OK, so we’re up to speed with a certain aspect of pomo culture. Let’s get to the specific cultural phenomenon that had a shocking effect on young Mr Dreyer.


 

A few days before Matt was due to leave for Grahamstown he received a visit from Gilbert Sternkranz. Gilbert had a business proposition to make.

“You know I’ve got this adult images Internet company?” he said. “It’s called SweetFanny.co.za. Well, I was wondering if you’d be interested in acting as an agent for me when you get to Rhodes?”

Matt was only mildly interested. He didn’t see himself as a salesman, and he didn’t need the money. His mother and Claude paid for everything, and his father had left him a pile, which he’d come into when he turned 21. But he was naturally curious about the porn.

“So how does it work?” he asked.

“I can offer the client two products,” said Gilbert. “He, or she – the chicks also go for this – can receive images on their cellphone, or they can log onto the website where there’s a much richer range of options. Costs more, though.”

He had brought a laptop with him and now he opened it up on the dining room table and switched it on. For half an hour they sat clicking through image after image. From tame shots of topless babes through to hardcore, full-on fucking, fellatio and even some bestiality and fetishism.

Matt’s heart pounded and for a while he was titillated and felt the urge to go off to his room and masturbate. Then his excitement dwindled and he began to lose interest: it was all rather repetitious and limited. Tits and cunts, cocks and balls. There were only so many sexual acts to perform, so many positions to try out. And there was no trace of wit or humour, no subtle emotions, and definitely no challenge to the intellect. After 30 minutes he was beginning to get bored.

“I encourage people to take pictures with their camera phones,” said Gilbert. “You’d be surprised at what I get sent. Especially the school kids. Check these pics taken at a rainbow party.”

TA-RA-RA! THE CULTURAL PHENOMENON!

“What’s a rainbow party?” asked Matt.

“You haven’t heard?” Gilbert was surprised. “This is another cultural import all the way from the US of A. It’s a form of group sex, a little party game where the girls line up, each with a different shade of lipstick on. The boys throw dice or play cards until there’s a winner. The lucky guy then presents his dick to the ladies. Look.”

He pointed to the screen. It wasn’t good resolution but Matt could make out young people in a dimly lit room. A boy without trousers was facing a row of girls, his penis standing stiffly to attention. Gilbert clicked through several more shots showing girls taking the lucky lad’s cock in their mouths.

“You see,” explained the purveyor of porn, “the competition is to see who can get deepest penetration. You can tell the winner by the colour of the lipstick. That’s why it’s called a rainbow party.” There was a close-up of the multi-hued organ. “The winner gets to complete the rainbow by sucking the guy off.”

Matt suddenly sat forward. His heart had stopped beating, having turned into a lump of concrete. He couldn’t breathe because his airway was being compressed by a giant vicegrip. The contents of his bowels had turned to liquid.

“Go back one,” he managed to say in a dying man’s croak. “Blow it up.”

“Hey man!” Gilbert had enlarged the picture where Matt’s shaking finger pointed. He too leaned close. “Isn’t that Ophabia? And that other chick, that friend of hers?”


 

It was all over.

When he wouldn’t take her calls she got her father to bring her over. At first he wouldn’t say anything and just sat glaring at the flickering of the TV. Finally she persuaded him to go out into the garden with her.

“I didn’t know you were a slut,” he kept saying.

“But, Matt, you don’t understand. It means nothing.”

“Sucking somebody’s cock means nothing? Is that what you’re telling me?”

He was pacing up and down between the pool and a big plant bed. How he hated these dragon trees. Not to mention the tree ferns and the cycads. And that potted palm at the pool. What a fucking cliché! Every pool in South Africa, every pool in the world, had to have a stupid potted palm next to it.

“What you’re telling me,” he said, “is that nothing means anything at all.” His fists were clenching and unclenching as he walked. For a fleeting moment he contemplated attacking the potted palm, snapping it in half, toppling it into the pool. “Our night at the hotel means nothing to you. You know what that makes you? It makes you a fucking whore!”

She was crying and pleading with him to be reasonable. She loved him. Their night had been the most perfect, the most precious night of her life. He mustn’t destroy it. Please, Matt. Please, please, please.

But to no avail. There was something slightly old-fashioned about Matt Dreyer. Maybe his crappy upbringing had left him with a deep longing for stability and meaning. He had allowed himself to fall in love with her on the assumption that her feelings for him would be equally strong and true. What a fool he was! He should have known that such a prize piece of poes would have been bombarded with temptations. And what did she see in him, anyway? He was a physical and mental wreck at the age of 20. She had just been playing games with him.

Well, he wasn’t prepared to accept that there could be no depth to a relationship. Long ago he had made the decision that he wasn’t going to become like his parents and uncle, callous and calculating and without any intensity of feeling.

What else had she been getting up to at these parties? Christ, and she was still at school! Some fucking school. Just like his own school – shallow people with trashy values. Desperate to be cool and abreast of the trends. Mindless conformity for conformity’s sake. Rainbow parties now; what would be next? What a fool! For the whole year at Wits he hadn’t so much as touched another chick. No man, fuck it, it was over.
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Horry Horowitz got back on Friday night, and Saturday morning he came over to see Matt. He was all fired up and eager to talk about his amazing trip to the kingdom of Bhutan. But one look at his friend stopped him in his tracks.

“Now hold it a moment, old pal,” he said, once he’d heard the bad news. “Don’t be too hasty. You must think with your brain here, not with your wounded prick.”

But what he went on to say sounded pretty close to the line taken by Ophabia: social behaviour had to be seen in context.

“Sucking a man’s cock doesn’t mean nothing just because it was sucked at a stupid rainbow party,” Matt objected. “Cocksucking is cocksucking.”

“No it isn’t,” said Horry. “When she sucks your cock, if she does, she feels entirely different emotions to when she sucks some stranger’s cock at a rainbow party. You must remember, Matt, the kind of peer pressure these kids are under. If they don’t conform they get ostracized. It’s a pretty vicious world they move in.”

“Oh,” said Matt, “so I suppose it’s alright for her to also fuck other guys as well as suck their cocks? Just as long as she feels nothing for them?”

“Well…” Horry was hesitant. “You might have a point there. Where does one draw the line? Tricky.”


 

That evening – it was after 8 and already dark – Ben Apollis rocked up in an agitated state, wanting to talk about Ophabia and Matt. The guard opened the gate for him and he rode up the driveway and parked his fancy BMW Obscenemachine next to Claude’s brand new Mercedes Benz Varkmotor. If he’d glanced in his mirror at the right moment he might have seen a figure dart inside the closing gate.

Matt was lying on his bed dozing. His mother knocked and called out.

“Matt, are you awake? Can you come to the sitting room please? Uncle Ben’s here. It’s about Ophabia.”

God he felt terrible! Frowsy and unable to focus his eyes. And his head was pounding away again. He went to the bathroom and splashed cold water in his face. Shit, he didn’t want to have to listen to a whole long story about Ophabia. He was through with Ophabia.

By now the guard was lying on a bed of variegated ivy under the giant Strelitzia. He was quite dead, his chest having been punctured several times with a long sharp object.

When Matt came downstairs the three of them were waiting for him like vultures, or priests, intent on ripping into his entrails.

“Hi, Uncle Ben,” he said, and flopped down on the two-seater, not bothering with the handshaking bullshit.

“Matt,” said Ben Apollis in a rather formal tone of voice, “I know I have no right to interfere in your personal life, but Ophabia is my daughter and I’m very worried about her. She’s in a terrible state over the… er… problem between you. She’s talking about taking her own life.”

Shit! Matt stared at him. So she was not only a slut but a hysterical neurotic too. These fucking people are all the same, he thought. Look at this creep. He’s brought up his daughter with these crappy values and now he doesn’t know what to do when the wheels come off. What did he expect? Pathetic!

Indeed there was something both miserable and ridiculous about the man. He was frightened and helpless, and there was panic in his eyes. (He also had an uncomfortably full bladder.) And what made him even more contemptible in Matt’s eyes was that new piece of art Trudy had just spent thousands on. It was a sculpture standing just to the right of Ben. Fuck, it was hideous! Anorexic Prostitute with Baboon Foetus. All this pseudo aesthetic refinement and sensitivity. When just beneath the surface they were gross materialists. It was a con, this display of Art objects. They weren’t interested in the art at all. Money and status – that’s what it was about. Like that bloody William Kentridge on the wall over there. How many hundred thousand had they paid? Christ! Klipdrift and Chocolate Kotched on Canvas. And that…

“Matt!” Trudy spoke sharply. “For God’s sake concentrate. You look all glassy-eyed like a bloody dead fish. How you’re going to cope with university this year I don’t know.”

She and Claude were sitting on the sofa. They were both ill at ease. Maybe they were embarrassed. The sight of them together certainly didn’t arouse any feelings of fondness in him. She was wearing high heels and a ‘little tart’ skirt and a tight stretch-knit top that showed off her cleavage and shamelessly accentuated her middle-age flab. And all that bloody jewellery! Ridiculous hoop and pendant earrings. And Claude in his shirtsleeves and his fat belly hanging over the belt of too-tight trousers. In his multi-focals and double chin he was looking positively ancient. Also distracted. Probably thinking about some crooked transaction he was setting up with his ANC cronies.

“You look terrible. Have you got another of your migraines?” Trudy sounded almost accusing. “Go and take three Syndol and then we can sort out this tiff between you and Ophabia.”

Matt got up and went off to the kitchen where the medicine cupboard was. Ben also got to his feet.

“Do you mind if I use the loo?” he said.

“Go ahead,” said Trudy. “But you’ll have to use one of the bathrooms upstairs. There’s a problem with the guest toilet and the bloody plumber’s only coming on Monday.”

Some medicine cabinet. It was actually a grocery cupboard packed full of drugs to treat every physical, psychiatric, or psychosomatic ailment known to the fucked up citizens of the 21st century. Pain-killers, sleeping pills, stimulants, sedatives, anti-depressants, mood stabilisers, tranquillisers, beta blockers, liver tonics, diuretics, anti-inflammatories, antibiotics, cold and flu preparations, cough suppressants, expectorants, emetics, laxatives of all kinds including suppositories and enemas, antacids, anti-motilities for diarrhoea, anti-fungals, probiotics, mouthwashes, vaginal douches, multivitamins, tonics, anti-oxidants, anti-histamines both oral and topical, antiseptic creams, lotions and ointments. And then all the homeopathic and complementary medicines designed to cure anything and everything. This wasn’t a medicine cabinet; it was a fully stocked dispensary. It even contained Claude’s Viagra.

Matt took the three analgesics as well as two Voltaren, for his knee was swollen and beginning to throb. Better have a glass of milk, or the heartburn and pain in his stomach that he sometimes suffered from would turn into an ulcer.

As he opened the fridge door he heard an almighty crash from the lounge. What the fuck was that?

That was the sound of a heavy piece of wrought iron garden furniture being thrown against the sliding door leading to the patio. It was also the sound of the shatterproof glass breaking into ten thousand little pieces. Trudy began to scream and Claude to shout. There were also other men’s voices speaking in English and African lingo.

Jesus, thought Matt, we’re being burgled! And he was without a weapon.

He strode to the back door, opened it, and ran for the cover of the trees some fifteen metres away. As he reached them his foot caught on something and he fell headlong into a tangle of ferns.

He was about to get to his knees when he heard voices at the kitchen door. With his face pressed to the damp soil he lay motionless in the dark and listened to footsteps in the yard. Then the back door closed.

Inside the house two of the men dealt with Claude while the other three dragged Trudy, still screaming, upstairs to the master bedroom. Yes, the same master bedroom where Matt had witnessed the doggy behaviour.

They were stabbing, or rather pricking Claude with their knives.

“Where the keys?” they kept saying. “Where the car keys?”

Claude led them to the study. The keys were on the desk.

“Where the safe?” the one asked, but the other had already found it behind a Boonzaaier landscape. He lifted it off its picture hook and threw it on the floor. It was a shitty painting, anyway. The colour of the mountains was all wrong. Claude didn’t need any more pricking to open up.

A cushion was cut open and its stuffing dumped on the carpet. Then the swag was loaded: piles and piles of cash in different currencies, Kruger rands, any amount of jewellery and watches and gadgets like cellphones and ipods and blackberries. Also packets of dagga and cocaine. Makes you wonder who the criminals were.

One of the men hurried from the study, unable to resist the soprano’s passionate singing from above. Up the stairs he went to join the fun, leaving his mate to deal with the white pig.

Meanwhile, Matt had got to his feet and discovered that it was a garden spade he had tripped over. That lazy devil Simon had neglected to put it back in the tool shed. Swine! He could have broken his ankle.

Trudy’s shrieking was a little muffled because the bedroom was on the other side of the house. It could be mistaken for some trash Hollywood movie being played loud on the TV. He stood listening, thinking about how to summon help.

Then it began to dawn on him that although his heart was pounding and he was breathing rapidly, his head had cleared and he was oblivious to any pain in his knee. He was actually feeling more alive than he’d felt in a long time. The old lust for battle that he used to experience before a rugby match was once again coursing through his veins. If only he had a weapon.

Weapon? What was that thing he was clutching in his right hand? Wasn’t that a seriously vicious instrument of medieval warfare? This could act as a sword, an axe and a club all in one.

Cautiously he made his way through the kitchen and into the passage. The commotion upstairs continued unabated. From the open study door he could hear his uncle’s voice, desperate and pleading.

“You don’t have to kill me,” he was saying. “I can give you more money. And alcohol.”

Matt peeped into the room. Claude was in his chair behind the desk where he’d been told to sit. The burglar stood facing him, his back to the door. He was examining one of Claude’s guns prior to firing it.

The thieving black bastard. Dormant hatred erupted in him. Coal black, actually. Ebony black. Must be an Angolan, or Congolese, or something. Xenophobia and righteous indignation were injected into the engine of rage. These foreign black bastards were stealing and raping right here in Constantia under the very noses of the black bastards whose birthright it was to steal from the white trash and rape the white bitches.

Matt opted for the axe version. He grasped the shaft of the handle with both hands and moved into the room. He raised the weapon above his right shoulder, took aim, and swung with all his considerable strength. It was a good job the ceiling was high and there was no chandelier to get in the way – that would have been a real fuckup.

As it was, his unimpeded swing was well nigh perfect – enough to make a professional golfer nod his head in approval. The blade of the spade split the villain’s skull open like a coconut. The force of the blow also threw the man forward to land face down on the desk.

Claude was afforded a brief opportunity to examine the inner workings of a human super computer – the model manufactured in Hell by Satan and Co and distributed worldwide. Then the body slid backwards onto the floor.

Upstairs it hadn’t been exactly uneventful either. Trudy had been putting up a spirited fight, which helped to protract things a bit. Then there’d been an altercation about who should go first and, to cap it all, the fourth man had arrived on the scene, also with his tongue hanging out and eager to get down to business.

But now they’d settled their differences and were getting on with it. Two of them held her arms at the head of the bed. The silly little skirt had been pulled up to her armpits and the panties were off.

Trudy screamed in terror and waved her legs in the air with wild desperation. But by kicking and flailing she was exposing expanses of white thigh to full view. The whiteness only served to accentuate the contrasting blackness of the big triangle with its irresistible loose-lipped allure of unattainable finality. This further incensed the already crazed beasts at the foot of the bed. They both tore off their trousers. Their organs were swollen to grotesque dimensions. Then, in their insane hatred for every living thing on the planet, themselves included, they charged headlong into battle, the ancient war cry pounding in their heads: Rape! Rape! Rape!

Hey, but not so fast; hold it; who comes here?

Fat Uncle Claude to the rescue, that’s who comes here, my chinas. He strode into the room with six-guns blazing. Well, not quite, but he did have a pistol in each hand. One of them he placed against the left ear of the nearest rapist and pulled the trigger. This resulted in what seemed to be an explosion in the right ear accompanied by a spurt of blood and brain gunk.

The other rapist was shot clean between the eyeballs as he turned to face the gun-toting gatecrasher. Claude picked off black bastard no. 3 with a heart shot. But the other burglar proved more elusive. Claude shot him three times and he still wouldn’t fall over. Instead he staggered towards the door like a drunk who had decided it was finally time to go home.

Whack! It was Matt who had just come up the stairs and was again trying out his multi-purpose garden implement. What a fine club! Whack, whack, whack.

Trudy was sitting up, leaning on her elbows, knees raised, legs parted. Like she was lying on the beach watching the youngsters playing in the waves. Her black triangle was fully on view. Matt remembered some crap from the Old Testament Horry had once quoted him: To look upon the nakedness of thy mother is wickedness, an iniquity, and an abomination in the eyes of the Lord. This is an unclean thing to do, and risks being punished by the cutting off of the balls, stoning, and casting out into the wilderness, naked. Accordingly, he averted his eyes, and in so doing he picked up some movement on the other side of the room.

Somebody was about to emerge from behind the curtains covering the door to the balcony. Good God, another black bastard! It was time to try out the sword option. He ran at the curtains and jabbed viciously. Just as he had suspected: the resistance of flesh and bone. There was a muffled gasp of pain as the housebreaker tried to double up. The outline of a head made the curtain bulge.

Whack! Matt was back to clubbing. Whack, whack. The figure must have gone limp. The curtains slowly billowed out and the body emerged and fell prone on the floor. Holy shite! It wasn’t another black bastard after all. Oh my Christ! Ben Apollis. Ophabia’s father.
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“How could you have known that it wasn’t another burglar?” asked Horry. “You can’t blame yourself. Anyway, you didn’t kill him. He’s still alive, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Matt. “But he’s in a coma. He will be dead when they turn off the life support.”

They were on Eastern Boulevard heading for Cape Town Station and the bus terminus. The sun had set and lights were coming on all over the city. Ships in the harbour and out in the bay were also lighting up.

Horry was taking him in to catch the 8PM Greyhound to Grahamstown. It would travel through the night and get there about 9 the next morning. But what’s happened to Matt’s car? some bright spark might ask. Nothing: it was safely parked in Constantia and, with the new security Claude was installing, it had to be pretty safe.

No, the reason Matt Dreyer was going off to Rhodes University on the bus was due to one of his numerous health problems, narcolepsy. Because of all the medication he was on, and because of his depressive state, which the medication was supposed to be addressing, he tended to fall asleep at unpredictable moments in the day. Not an innocuous condition to have if you were driving a car, especially over a long distance. Baie gevaarlik.

“I was speaking to your uncle,” said Horry, “and he reckons it shouldn’t be a problem with the law if Ben does die.”

“Yah,” said Matt. “Claude’s good at covering up murders. He knows the right people.”

Jesus, thought Horry, the guy’s already loading himself up with a shithouse full of guilt.

At the Greyhound terminus it was busy. It looked like the bus would be full. He helped Matt with his luggage and waited with him until it was time to board. They shook hands, briefly.

“Thanks a stack, Horry. You’re a good guy.”

Horry watched him mount the steps and then hurried off back to his car – if it was still where he’d left it.

It was. He joined the evening traffic heading out of the city. Matt had put him in a sombre mood. It felt like a heavy weight was bearing down on him and his thoughts were negative and uncharacteristically bitter. Everything was negative. His car had not been stolen. It wasn’t his parents’ house that had been burgled. It wasn’t his girlfriend who sucked cocks and now threatened suicide. He didn’t have a whole lot of blood on his hands. He wasn’t a doped-up depressive going off on his own to a new university, a new town where he knew no one. Fuck, he was glad he wasn’t Matt.


 

It was getting light as they left Port Elizabeth. Matt felt exhausted. Through the long night he had dozed maybe once or twice.

The vegetation was changing and the landscape was becoming more hilly. They were moving into settler country. One settler, one bullet. Were whites in the Eastern Cape proud of their settler heritage? The reactionary racists might be, but they probably kept it to themselves. The road began to climb and wind its way over a mountain pass, or poort. Then at the top of the valley they turned off and descended into Grahamstown.

It was a scruffy little town built on a narrow plain and radiating into the surrounding hills. Most of the buildings were old and in need of maintenance. This must be British colonial architecture, he thought. Not like the Cape Dutch style of Stellenbosch, which he remembered as having a much more vibrant and prosperous feel to it. There was refuse in the storm water channels, and groups of shabbily dressed darkies were already gathering under trees or on street corners, having despaired of finding work for the day.

The bus turned off Somerset Road onto the campus. Prince Alfred was a tree-lined avenue that climbed steeply uphill. Progress was slow, not only because of the incline but also on account of the numerous speed bumps and pedestrian crossings. Large academic buildings, mostly old and a bit battered looking. Plenty of students wandering about, a good mix of colours but predominantly white. This was an elitist place for sure, gradually adapting to 21st century South Africa but still a way to go. By the time he graduated he’d be part of the new elite. If he graduated.

They passed a big three-storey building and he saw the stone plaque: Graham House. This was his residence.

At the top end of the road the bus stopped and everyone got off. Loaded up with his luggage he limped back down the hill. The pavement was uneven, tree roots having broken up the surface, and sometimes he had to duck under overhanging branches. Twice he stumbled and nearly fell. Ahead of him were two girls. The one in a short skirt had long shapely legs deeply tanned by the summer sun. It made him think of Ophabia, so he not only had to contend with pain in his knee, but his heart as well.

He had to climb two flights of concrete steps to the entrance doors of Graham House. The warden, a tall, sandy-haired young man with thick round spectacles was playing pool with the reception committee in the Common Room. They were all superficially friendly and welcoming. They took his bags and led the way.

His room was on the second floor. The sparse furnishings had been worn by years of rough treatment but there was a view and the room was spacious enough. After they had left he lay down on the bed and felt the tiredness wash over him in waves. For a while he lay there looking up at the ceiling, and then a question slowly formed in his mind: What the fuck was he doing here?


 

In the first week he managed to avoid most of the bonding sessions as well as the early morning serenading of the girls bullshit. It was also registration week. He ended up electing to study Journalism, History, Politics, and Sociology. He would have liked to take Xhosa, but he was told it was difficult and required a lot of learning. If you live in Africa you should be able to speak an African language, for God’s sake. But he didn’t want to over tax himself. Maybe next year.

Lectures and tutorials started and he began to get into the routine of university life. He even made an interesting acquaintance. Ed October was a coloured oke, a first year student also doing Journalism. Both being from Graham House they were given a collaborative assignment to work on. They agreed to meet in Ed’s room.

Ed’s room, according to Ed, was the worst room in Graham House. It was situated on the ground floor right next to the Common Room for maximum noise pollution, was long and narrow like a hallway, received no direct sunlight, and had a rising damp problem. He had been allocated this room as a result of discrimination, he claimed. Matt couldn’t figure out on exactly what grounds this prejudice was based – something to do with the fact that Ed had never been to school.

“I am a threat to them,” he said. “They had 12 years of expensive schooling in order to prepare them for university. Then I come along with no formal schooling at all and I’m probably better prepared then most of them. It undermines the raison d’etre for 12 years of their lives.”

Ed claimed to be self-taught, but it turned out that his parents were broadly educated alternative types – his mother was a pharmacist and his father some kind of artist. And he had followed the Cambridge distance-learning curriculum. So Matt suspected he’d received a far more intensive educational experience than if he had actually gone to school. Anyway, Ed was different, like Horry Horowitz was different.

Stuck to Ed’s door were two A5 posters advertising his websites. One was called apocalyptix.com, and the other 2010bigcon.co.za. The first carried articles and reports and a forum on global warming, over-population, species extinction, pandemics, criminality, social disorder and militarism. All sorts of doom and gloom, the-end-is-nigh stuff. Also a section on euthanasia and assisted suicide.

The 2010 site was intended as a piece of investigative journalism and would look good on his CV. It would expose the corrupt relationship between FIFA , media corporations, the SA Government and big business.

Yes, Ed October was incredibly cynical and pessimistic. But he was also remarkably cheerful and exuded so much enthusiasm that he appeared certifiably manic.


 

Matt was into his fourth week at Rhodes. He had gone and bought himself a laptop and the necessary adaptors and cables and was now plugged into DC++, the student file-sharing network. He could do lots of academic research on the Internet. Also, he had access to a vast source of music and movies; even books and comics and art.

It was a warm afternoon. His door was locked. He was sitting naked in front of the computer watching some hard-core porn. It was at least six weeks since he’d had an erection, and now that he was feeling stronger, more capable of getting on with his life, he thought it time to get his libido going again. The woman was sucking a man’s dick while being fucked from behind by a third party. Then his phone rang.

He froze the image and looked at the phone. What did that fat creep want on a weekday afternoon? He hadn’t heard from his mother at all – she was undergoing major therapy and popping sedatives like they were Smarties.

“Claude?”

“Matt. You alright, Matt? I’m afraid I’m phoning with some bad news.”

“Yes?”

“It’s Ben. He’s had a massive haemorrhage. Ben’s dead, Matt.”

The promising signs of tumescence were all but gone. Guilt, anxiety and despair were galloping towards him.

“Matt? Look, for God’s sake don’t blame yourself. We’ve been through this already. If it hadn’t been for you your mother would have been raped by those five animals and we’d all probably be dead. Christ, I haven’t got time for this – I’m supposed to be in a meeting already. Listen Matt, the main thing is this: if the police ask you any questions you must stick to the story. Remember, Ben was bludgeoned by one of the burglars. Now I really must go.”

Matt’s cock was hanging as limp and lifeless as a piece of raw sausage.
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You could say that Ophabia Apollis’s future had looked too good to be true. Everything had been going for her, and certainly in fiction and the movies that usually means you’re heading for a fall.

She was from a well-connected family with plenty of boodle. Her father was coloured and had struggle credentials, so she could call herself black if she wanted to. On the other hand she looked white, so she was one of those few lucky South Africans who could afford to be oblivious of race.

Her features were so symmetrical there was a good chance, depending on how her personality developed and shone through, that one day she’d be beautiful. And she was tall and slim and had the sort of contours that made males, from adolescents to geriatrics, start constructing absurdly far-fetched scenarios in their imaginations. Like her in the missionary position with lover-boy cupping those breasts as she worked herself to a climax. Yes, countless men had used the thought of her to help them get where their hormones required them to go.

And she was bright, too. Without much sweat she had remained one of the top five students year after year.

What caused her downfall, despite her physical, intellectual and social advantages, was a fatal lack of judgment in matters of the heart. For how could any right-minded girl have allowed herself to fall in love with Matt Dreyer? What did she see in him?

Understandably, she was more than a little narcissistic. Who wouldn’t be narcissistic with a body like that, which was constantly being fondled by so many lascivious gazes? But, surprisingly, her narcissism didn’t get in the way of other traits; she also had a strong maternal streak in her. Her heart went out to the weak, the vulnerable, the exploited, the downtrodden, the marginalized and all the other underdogs of the world. If she was able to use her obvious superiority to help some miserable wretch it gave her a feeling of warm satisfaction and provided meaning to her life.

You see, not being a dumbo meant that she was aware of the shallowness and intrinsic worthlessness of the relationships she had with most people in her circle. She was also troubled by a sense of meaninglessness when she stepped back and contemplated the kind of life she was leading. And when she considered the wider world she was growing into, and what the future seemed to hold for her, she was filled with foreboding. The landscape of the future looked cold and desolate.

So when, at the beginning of 2006, barely 16, she saw the forlorn ghost sitting in the armchair, his heartless, uncaring mother shouting at him impatiently, something deep inside her had responded. She would help him to recover and face the world again.

And over the weeks she had indeed brought him back to life. As he made progress, so had her love for him deepened and matured. With her help he would become a fine, strong young man. Together they would be able to live hopefully and confront the future without dread.

Of course, they also had to live in the real world. When, a year or so later, Matt had gone off to Joeys and student life at Wits, she had been obliged to make a tolerable life without him. It was a double life: the superficial one of school and sport and parties and holidays, and the real one inside her head where she interacted with her boyfriend.

She did most of the things her friends did. She went to the parties, and danced, and popped pills, and drank vodka and cream soda, and even sucked a cock or two. But that was it.

Privately, it was all about Matt. Some days she’d come home from school and undress down to her shirt. Then she’d stand before the mirror and slowly unbutton the shirt and reveal the black fuzz, the flat belly and the magnificent breasts to him, and imagine his rapture. Then she’d lie on her bed, don earphones, and begin to explore with vibrator and fingers.

One of her schoolmates had told her about the minimalistic music of Philip Glass. At first it didn’t seem to be music at all. It just went round and round, round and round, round and round, endlessly, like a stuck record. But then there’d be a slight variation, a hiccup, before going back to round and round. The more she listened, the more variation she began to discern. It had a strangely mesmeric quality that could be rewarding if you were in the right mood.

Her friend told her that it was great background music for erotic daydreams. It helped to prolong the periods of arousal, enhance the sensations of ecstasy, and drive the orgasm to further limits, greater heights.

So, plugged into her MP3 player, Ophabia would lie there masturbating until Matt fucked her diligently enough to make her come. And it was always Matt who gratified her, no one else.


 

At first she just couldn’t understand what was bugging him. It was ridiculous. How could he take something like that so seriously? All she’d done was suck the stinking cock of some pimply youth at an utterly unmemorable party. It was nothing.

Why did it mean so much to him? She had to live, didn’t she? Or did he expect her to lock herself up in a nunnery while he was away? What right did he have to call her a slut and a whore and a prostitute?

He didn’t even try. He just went ahead and broke the beautiful thing that was between them. With reckless cruelty he stamped on it until it lay in pieces, irreparable.

After her initial incomprehension and denial of any wrongdoing, she lapsed briefly into a state of self-doubt and guilt. Maybe he was right and it was all her fault: she had cheated him. But she knew she’d been true to him, and their night together had been proof of it. And when she stopped feeling guilty the horrible truth began to dawn on her. Like the creep whose cock she’d licked, nibbled and sucked hadn’t been worth any little bit of her, Matt hadn’t been worthy of her love. She had squandered the most precious part of herself, her first love affair of her life thrown away on an ignoble cripple. A physical, mental and emotional wreck who, instead of trusting and adoring her, threw his toys out of the cot in a jealous rage and tried to turn her into a slut.

She had deliberately deceived herself by glossing over and excusing Matt’s numerous faults and weaknesses. She had been so, so stupid to believe that he was capable of loving her like a good man should. She felt ashamed of herself. But worse, she knew that this self-betrayal was irreversible. Now, in her own eyes, she was a slut. There could be no going back, and the future lay in ruins. She could see no place for herself in a world that had been devastated to such an extent.


 

The endlessly repetitive music of Philip Glass underwent a change. Instead of the trance-like state it had induced as an accompaniment on her erotic journeys, it now took on a dark and compelling insistence. She was on the periphery of a giant whirlpool being swirled around and around. Whenever there was a change in tempo the sides of the whirlpool would steepen alarmingly and she could stare down into the vertiginous black centre.

Some months previously, this music had drawn her to The Hours, the 2002 film about Virginia Woolf. Philip Glass had written the score to the movie. Ophabia hadn’t really understood the three heroines’ complex and tortured personalities, but she had felt drawn to them, and identified with their situations.

She spoke to her mother, at first tearfully and then soberly, about her nihilistic inclinations. In alarm Mrs Apollis had called the family GP and, like any modern medical monkey would have done, he immediately prescribed happy pills and a sedative. Fuck it, do you really need all those years of training before you’re able to employ such coarse tricks of the trade?

Anyway. When Ben Apollis was brought up to speed with what was passing through Ophabia’s mind, he shat himself most indecorously.

Of course he loved his daughter; but one could quite justifiably question the quality of his love. Love is a complex mixture of emotions, and in this case one must ask how much influence did an inflated male ego have on his feelings. How much perverse pleasure did he get out of knowing that every dog in the neighbourhood was crazy to get at her?

Well, be that as it may, he did nevertheless dearly love his beautiful daughter, and the thought of her trying to commit suicide put him in a terrible panic. That’s why he jumped in his car and rushed off to the Dreyers to try and reason with the offended suitor.

As has been noted, he didn’t get very far with his attempt to reconcile the young people. Instead, he got so badly clobbered on the head that it was bye-byes for six weeks, and then Bye-bye forever.

For Ophabia to feel partly responsible for what had happened to her father was quite natural. This didn’t do her psychological or emotional state any good at all. Guilt and remorse bore down on her with such weight that any last doubt about what she must do was crushed into submission. No more doubt, no more delay. It was time for unflinching resolve.


 

At the end of the movie Virginia Woolf, played by Nicole Kidman, drowns herself by wading into a river, heavy stones jammed into her coat pockets.

Ophabia made her preparations and then waited until well after midnight. Not that her mother would have heard anything, for she was heavily sedated. As for Larry, he had his pad in the granny flat on the other side of the house.

She had tied either end of a length of ski rope to two of her brother’s dumbells. 7.5kg each. At the appointed time, the time when it felt right, she got up from her bed and took a towel and folded it into a pad about her neck and shoulders. Then she bent over, positioning the rope on the towel, and stood erect, lifting the heavy iron weights. They hung just above her waist like pendulous breasts.

But what about the note? Don’t forget the suicide note. What suicide note? Suicide notes are corny, man, like famous last words. ‘Goodbye Cruel World’? Or something profane and abusive: ‘Fuck you all and see you in hell, you bunch of motherfucking cuntlickers’? No man, this was a beautiful suicide and didn’t need any hackneyed crap like a suicide note.

After hanging the dumbells around her neck she put on her mother’s heavy evening coat. The one that smelt faintly of mothballs. She buttoned it up and then put a paving brick in each pocket. She was almost ready. Now for Philip Glass.

She had heard about the perlemoen poachers who take their cellphones with them when they go diving. Amazing how ingeniously resourceful criminals can be. It wasn’t easy, but finally she had her iPod inside a condom. With sticky tape she sealed the opening around the headphone cable. She looped the cord, placed it over a button and pulled tight. The player dangled against her and she put on the headphones. Ready.

There was a piece of moon up there, lighting up the garden, giving the scene that frozen look. She took small, careful steps till she reached the pool and stepped out of her slippers. Standing on the edge her toes could feel the cool sandpapery roundness of the bullnosed tiles. She turned on the MP3 player and found the right place, adjusted the volume. Then she stood listening and watching, waiting for the right moment to begin.

The rope was cutting into her shoulders, despite the towel. She lifted the weights with her hands to ease the pain, and then stepped gingerly into the water. Overbalancing in the shallows was not part of her plan.

She paused on the second step and listened attentively, feeling the dark power of the whirlpool music turning and turning inside her head. She was already used to the coldness of the water lapping at her knees – it wasn’t going to be a distraction after all.

For some five minutes she stood there, feeling the urgency of the weight she was carrying, as it bore down on her with increasing heaviness. She listened to the insistence of the music and sensed the tug of the gyrating funnel.

She stepped down and began to move into deeper water where the centre of the whirlpool awaited her. Soon she would satisfy this slow, consuming passion. She would reach the ultimate destination, the only possible conclusion that had been waiting for her all of her life.

When she was waist deep she stopped again. Now the music was swirling and circling with gathering speed, sucking at her, drawing her on. The music suddenly lurched, she was tipped forward and she was sliding down into the bottomless black vortex of oblivion.


 

It was Larry who found her the next morning. Fleetingly, he entertained the absurd thought that it was a vagrant who had fallen into the pool in the night. It was the bulky brown coat that made him think this. Then he saw her long hair lifting and swaying in a current from the pump. And the bare feet, and ankles, and the smooth calves of a young girl.

He also noticed the slow approach of the Kreepy Krauly, as if it was coming to investigate. Let’s hope the irritating tap-tap-tap hadn’t marred her appreciation of the musical climax to Mr Glass’s minimalistic masterpiece.
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Matt had deliberately killed the one burglar, and had happily finished off the second.

And when he struck the figure concealed behind the curtains it was with murderous intent, there’s no doubt about it. One could say he’d been obliged by typically South African circumstances to go on a killing spree, and that’s what he’d done, finished and klaar. He had performed in a heroic fashion. It would make the story sticky with sentimentality and blur the main issue if one were to suggest Matt was in any way to blame for Ben Apollis’s death. No, the fact that the figure behind the curtain wasn’t another burglar but turned out to be Ophabia’s father was just an unfortunate fuckup, a cruel accident of fate. Collateral damage.

So why did he feel responsible? If a drunk steps off the pavement in front of you and you run him over, you feel bad about it but you don’t beat yourself up. You jumped on the brakes, didn’t you? He tried reasoning like this but it didn’t make him feel less culpable.

If he’d possessed the intellectual attributes necessary to analyse his feelings and his situation, he might have been better able to deal with his angst. He would have realised that the less moral, just and ordered a society is, the more pervasive and evenly distributed is its members’ burden of guilt. In a utopia, on the other hand, anti-social behaviour is an aberration and only the criminal is guilty. Everyone else is outraged and unanimous in their condemnation and insistence that such behaviour is intolerable. So in a country like South Africa, where injustice is commonplace and tolerated, a sense of failure and responsibility grips everyone like a contagion. No wonder then that Matt woke in the dead of night, trembling and bathed in icy sweat. And worse was on the way.


 

His phone rang. Claude. Now what did that fat prick want this time? Again it was afternoon, so it must mean trouble. He had been working at his desk, immersing himself in an assignment, trying to ignore the spectre of Ben Apollis.

“More bad news, Matt,” his uncle said. “Ophabia’s gone and committed suicide. She’s dead. Larry found her at the bottom of the pool this morning. Drowned herself.”

Waves of vertigo and nausea surged through him. Again he was sweating, and black ink bombs exploded before his eyes.

“Matt, Matt! Are you alright?” his uncle was shouting at him as he began to fall forward onto his desk.

“Aargh… terrible… aargh…” he groaned.

“Christ, I think he’s fainted, or had a heart attack or something.”

Then he heard his mother’s voice shouting.

“Oh for God’s sake! The fucking little wimp. Here.” She must have snatched the phone, for now her voice was even louder. “Matt, can you hear me?” she bellowed. “Matt, lie on the floor and put your feet in the air. Do as I say immediately, or…” Or what?

Lie on the floor? Fuck, he was on the floor. How had he got there? He made a mighty effort and lifted his feet and propped them against the desk. Immediately his vision began to clear and the nausea subsided. Trudy was still shouting instructions and abusive threats.

Ophabia was dead. She’d killed herself like she said she would.


 

The bus broke down about 5 ks from Riviersonderend. It was nearly seven and the sun was already up.

“Die fokken waterpomp is in sy moer,” the driver announced to the attendants and several of the passengers who had gathered around, waiting for his verdict. He wiped grease off his hands and then got on the phone to Cape Town.

A replacement bus couldn’t be expected before midday. It would take at least half an hour to transfer all the luggage. Then two and a half hours drive to town. Three o’clock at Cape Town station, and the funeral was at three.

Well, he’d managed to miss Ben’s send-off the day before; now he’d conveniently get out of the embarrassment of having to face all those people at Ophabia’s funeral. But did he really want to miss it? Didn’t he want to see her in her coffin? Horry had often regaled him with accounts of the undertaker’s art. She was bound to look serene. One last look.

“Hey, my old bum chum,” Horry answered. “You’re up bright and early. Sorry to hear about Ophabia. What a waste.”

“Yah,” said Matt. “But listen, Horry, I’m not in Constantia. I’m on my way in for the funeral, but the fucking bus has broken down. Riviersonderend.”

“Ow, that’s not good. What you need is a buddy with a car to come fetch you, right? But I’m not in Constantia either.”

He explained that he’d taken the week off to attend a lekhothla out at Grootbos, near Gansbaai. It was a discussion and planning meeting for the launch of the Fifty Fifty Foundation.

“But hey, now I come to think of it, I’m not all that far from you. If I go to Stanford and cut across to the N2 it’s only about half an hour or so. Then another ten minutes to Endless River. And it’s a quiet day for me today – shouldn’t be a problem.”


 

An hour and a half later Horry’s blue Ford Fiesta pulled into the Shell Ultra City at Riviersonderend. They got out and went into Steers for something to eat.

“James Joyce said drowning was the easiest of deaths,” said Horry, as he got stuck into an English pig of a breakfast. And he remained as scrawny as ever. Matt, who’d been putting on a kilo a week since going to Rhodes, restricted himself to a poached egg on toast. “Ever tried reading Joyce, Matt?”

“Only once,” said Matt. He didn’t mind Horry broaching the subject. Maybe it would help. “Total Greek. Unintelligible ramblings in an archaic tongue. And virtually no punctuation. I wanted to read his descriptions of having a bowel movement and wanking. Couldn’t even find them. But anyway, how the fuck could he have known that. And how can you compare? You can’t try out different ways of dying, like stabbing, strangulation, poisoning, or necklacing. Surely a lethal injection is easier than drowning? No, Joyce talks kak, man.”


 

The weather was mild. Although the day was warming up it was pleasant for driving. The N2 proceeded in long undulations, keeping the mountain range to its right. The wheatlands were brown stubble with sheep chomping mindlessly on dry stalks, eating and shitting their way to the abattoir gates.

Horry decided to distract Matt from the ordeal ahead of him by telling him about the affairs of the Fifty Fifty Foundation.

“Members of the Foundation are encouraged to take a pledge,” he said. “It goes like this: ‘I vow to use every opportunity that comes my way to defecate on the altar of religious conviction, and wipe my arse on the flag of national pride.’ Offensive, hey?”

Matt laughed. Sometimes he wondered about his friend’s state of mind. The outrageous statements, the grandiose ambitions, the delusions of power to affect future events – weren’t these the hallmarks of a manic personality? Shouldn’t this guy be on medication too?

“So you want to eradicate religion and nationalism?” he said.

“That’s the intention,” said Horry. “Look, the Foundation is actually a think-tank made up of radical individuals who share some common perceptions and want to develop certain ideas.”

“Is one of the shared perceptions that humans are vermin?” asked Matt.

“Exactly,” said Horry, grinning with fiendish enthusiasm. “Worse than rats. We’re all in agreement about a fundamental truth: humans are not noble creatures made in the image of God – unless God is the Devil in disguise. But fuck God. There is no God, and we’re an unlovely and unloved species. We’re a quarrelsome, treacherous bunch, viciously cruel and extremely destructive. We’re also cunningly intelligent. It therefore makes sense to use this intelligence to curb our disgusting inclinations. We must regulate our behaviour to prevent us from forming selfish elites that dominate at the expense of others. We must also protect the environment from the contaminating effect of the human presence.”

Matt yawned, not because he was bored but because he was feeling more relaxed and susceptible to stored up fatigue.

“I suppose you’re going to change the whole world order?” he said.

“For fucking sure,” said Horry. “The present political and economic situation only works for the rich minority. To have a proper democracy we need a World Parliament based on the principle that all humans are equal. It would soon become evident that there is very little value in maintaining separate nation states. There should be only one nation – the human race. Then it would become clear that we don’t have enemies. And without enemies, why would we need the military? If the worldwide military juggernaut was to be dismantled and there was a major transfer of technology a massive quantity of resources would become available for the benefit of all.”

“Mmm,” Matt mumbled. The slobbish young man’s head was beginning to nod and jerk. Oh well, he did have this narcolepsy problem and… ah, what the hell. Horry decided to carry on: maybe some of it would get through at a subliminal level.

“At Grootbos we’ve been discussing a whole range of issues and setting up an agenda for the launch of the Foundation in September. We envisage a world without politicians. Instead, there would be panels of experts mandated to produce utilitarian solutions that would be monitored by the people they affect. Every World Citizen would have a voice via the Internet, and supercomputers would monitor and evaluate progress being made. All sorts of radical social restructuring would take place. Values would have to change. Rampant consumerism would be reversed. Ubuntu and Gross National Happiness would replace organised religion. In order to discourage envy and greed, advertising would be restricted to directories. The drugs trade would be legalised and regulated, and an educational… Matt?”

Matt’s arse had slid forward and his head had fallen back against the rest, slightly angled towards the driver. He was snoring and some drool began to well from the corner of his half-open mouth. Christ, but he was an unhealthy spectacle! He looked forty, not twenty. That blotchy, bloated face, double chin, bags under his eyes.

No point in talking to someone as dead to the world as this. Oh well. It was just a pity he hadn’t got round to some motivational stuff. He had wanted to tell Matt that although the human race was despicable, and the planet was totally fucked up, and the future looked impossibly bleak, especially for their generation, it was nevertheless important to have an idealistic dream. Even though you knew it was naïve idiocy, you had to pretend and live hopefully, positively. He had wanted to urge his friend not to give in to despair.


 

Trudy and Claude didn’t look happy to see him. No welcoming smiles. Claude seemed worried and irritable, and turned away so as not to have to shake his nephew’s hand. Trudy was tense and more bitchy than ever. She had become very jumpy since her close encounter with the naughty black men who had wanted to do rude things to her. She still didn’t like going out. And she was off sex, which wasn’t good for Claude. They both knew he’d soon be making a plan, the shit that he was.

He told them he had hardly slept on the bus and was going to his room for a nap. Halfway up the stairs he turned back, wanting to confirm the time of the funeral. Two paces from the half open sitting room door he stopped in his tracks. Trudy’s voice was strident.

“Of course he’ll never amount to anything,” she was saying. “You don’t need to tell me that, as if it’s my fault. He’s always had the weakness in him and this bipolar thing isn’t going to be the only problem facing him. Sarah says it’s likely we’ll have to put him in an institution by the time he’s thirty. God, what a mess we’re in! If Bruce…”

“Shut up about Bruce, for Christ’s sake!” Claude snarled. “We’ve been over this a thousand times. We both hated Bruce and we know he would have destroyed us. Concentrate on what we’re going to do about that freak of a son of yours.”


 

At 2PM Trudy knocked on his door. They were leaving at 2:30; the service was at 3.

“I’m just going to take a shower,” he called out. “Don’t wait for me; I’ll see you at the church.”

He lay there and heard them leave at 2:30. He couldn’t handle the thought of showering and dressing up in a dark suit and having to face all those people.

At 4 he got up and went to the bathroom and splashed water in his face. He could barely recognise the ghastly reflection in the mirror.

In the kitchen he popped pills and drank some milk. Then he drove, without haste, to Plumstead cemetery. He’d missed the church service; maybe he’d catch the tail end of the burial. It was of no consequence if he didn’t.

It was a mild afternoon with a light southeasterly breeze blowing. Boring, nondescript, Saturday afternoon weather. Mourners were already leaving, so he was too late. He saw Claude’s status symbol pulling away. A group was gathered around a hunched black shape in a wheelchair – Ophabia’s mother, Ben’s widow.

He wandered between the graves towards some figures in the distance. Row upon row of tombstones bearing inane inscriptions. Sentimental drivel. Lies and hypocrisy. And all the wreaths that were dotted about: dismal symbols of primitive belief, they were already discoloured and wilted, infected with the decay permeating from the ground below.

There were four gravediggers and one onlooker: the last mourner. As Matt drew near he recognised the dark, handsome features of Ophabia’s brother.

Larry had been watching the hole slowly filling up. Now he turned at Matt’s approach and his body went tense.

“You!” he hissed. “You! You killed her. You killed my father, too.”

His fists smashed into Matt’s pudgy face, sending him reeling sideways. Yes, into the open grave he fell, less than a metre deep by now. And the enraged assailant threw himself in too, and began to strangle his victim, the cause of so much misery.

Astonished, the gravediggers had stopped shovelling. Astonishment soon turned to annoyance. They wanted to get finished and make their way home, where they intended to immediately go about getting drunk. It was urgent that they forget about corpses. Get drunk, smash the furniture, thrash a child or two, and fuck the woman, if they were still capable.

With aggressive vigour they resumed their work and began to cover the struggling bodies in the grave. Soon realising he was being buried alive, Larry desisted, removed his hands from the fatted bullock’s neck, and clambered from death’s cold trench. It was like a fucking miracle, you know. Up from the grave he arose, and all that crap. Hey, and not one Lazarus but two. They staggered away from the scene, oblivious of each other, coughing and spitting, blinded by the sandy loam. It had been as effective as a bucket of water on a dogfight.

Meanwhile, at the bottom of the hole, under the deep blanket of earth, Ophabia lay in the complete and utter black stillness of her airless box. On her lips she still wore the skilful mortician’s smile of serenity, as if she was listening to a distant but magical melody.
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“It is quite clear,” said the sangoma, “that the spirit of your father will not rest until your father’s murder has been avenged.”

It was in Godknows Tshabalala’s back room, the one where he practiced traditional medicine. They were squatting on low bankies either side of the fire burning on the earth floor in the middle of the room. Both were squinting into the thick acrid smoke. It plumed up from the coals where the doctor had just thrown some handfuls of dried and powdered goeters. Matt was battling to make out the shape of his father’s spirit, but the doctor, with all his years of experience, could see it plainly, as if he was wearing night vision goggles.

“Your father’s spirit demands an eye for an eye, plus interest.”

The healer was wearing tartan underpants under a skirt of cat and dog tails. About his naked shoulders was thrown a kaross. His cellphone was in a sheep’s bladder moon bag slung at his right hip.

“That’s pretty vague,” said Matt. He was surprised at himself. Sitting there pretending a spirit was hidden in the stinking smoke, like a genie. “Doesn’t the spirit have some clear instructions for me?”

“The murderers must be brought to book,” said Tshabalala. He peered into the smoke and then shook his head. “The spirit is not prepared to elaborate. But it is your duty to obey, or you will never find peace.”

He turned to a clay pot, reached in and brought out a handful of old chicken bones. These he threw on the floor with a practiced backhand sweep. For several minutes he appeared to study them closely, then he gathered them up and returned them to the pot.

“The bones warn of danger,” he said, looking at Matt through the thinning haze. “Beware of the high places, of which there are three.”

Ah fuck, thought Matt, this is a load of mumbo-jumbo horseshit.

“Anything else?” he asked, with a hint of sarcasm. This was a waste of time. He had hoped to be pointed in some new direction, which would lead him out of the mess he was in. Instead he was being fed this half-baked witchdoctor kak.

“That is all,” said the sangoma. There was silence between them. Then he spoke again. “Except for the muti.”

“Oh?” Matt felt a surge of hope. Maybe the crafty bugger did have a plan up his sleeve.

“Yes.” The doctor got to his feet and went to a shelf and took down a 2-litre plastic Coke bottle. It was filled with a murky liquid, yellowish-green in colour like bile. Matt had risen to his feet. Tshabalala rummaged in his moon bag and produced a lady’s hand mirror.

“Come to the light,” the healer instructed.

They moved to the shack door. Out in the yard the intern was slaughtering a chicken. He was dressed in an old orange overall with CCC stencilled on the back. With his left hand he held the struggling, squawking fowl in place on the tree trunk chopping block. The axe was raised and came down with swift accuracy. The chicken’s head shot to one side and landed in the dust. The doctor’s apprentice tossed the bird’s body to the ground. With blood spurting from severed arteries it flapped its wings and tried to flee. It ran in a tight circle, then crashed into the chopping block and lay still. The would-be witchdoctor picked it up by the feet and began to drain the remaining blood into an enamel dish.

Tshabalala spoke sternly to the young man, admonishing him for having wasted so much blood. He used words like isidenge, inja and fokken mampara.

In a corner of the yard a tethered goat had been looking on with interest. The surprise in its eyes had turned to alarm and then terror. It began to bleat for help, for pity, for mercy, for divine intervention. Some hope.

“Here,” Tshabalala said to Matt. “Take this and examine your reflection. Tell me what you see.”

What was the guy trying to prove? Reluctantly, even resentfully, Matt took the mirror and tried to get his face to fill the small oval.

“Well?”

“Well what? It’s me.”

“Yes,” said Godknows Tshabalala. “But try to look objectively, as if it isn’t you. What kind of man do you see?”

Matt scowled at the glass for a long time. Gradually the person he was looking at began to change. And Christ, what an ugly bastard he was, too. The football head, the flat forehead, the close-set, bloodshot eyes set amidst bags, lines and wrinkles. The rugby scar across the right cheekbone. Above the double chin the mouth was loose and flabby and twisted in an unfriendly sneer. There was something mean and cruel about this mouth. And the eyes looked furtive and suspicious. He lowered the mirror and looked coldly at Tshabalala. What was the charlatan up to?

“I see an unhealthy, nasty piece of work,” he said. “What do you see, Dr Tshabalala?”

“I see a young man being destroyed, physically and mentally,” replied the doctor. “I see a victim of a decadent family and a corrupt society. I see disaster if you do not break free.”

“Break free? Just like that?”

“No, not just like that,” said the sangoma. “First you must change your medication. No more Western chemicals. Throw it all away. Only take this.” He held up the Coke bottle containing the green sludge. “Two tablespoons in a glass of water twice a day. Then, when you are strong, you must avenge your father’s death. Finally, when it is accomplished, you must turn your back and walk away from all this shit.” 
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Back at Graham House, Rhodes University, Grahamstown, Eastern Cape, South Africa. Room 7, to be precise.

Matt was shocked to see the pistol lying on Ed October’s desk. Ed saw him staring, picked up the gun, cocked it and took aim.

“George Dubya,” he drawled. “It gives me great pleasure to put one more bullet through that tiny little brain of yours.” And he pulled the trigger.

There was a half-arsed bang like rigid plastic snapping. It was accompanied by the sound of a BB pellet hitting a sheet of paper.

Across the room several A5-size pictures of well-known ogres were stuck to the wall. Some of them had been assassinated so many times it was difficult to discern the likeness.

“It’s one of my puerile pastimes,” explained Ed. “As a distraction and a challenge it gives me a cathartic sense of satisfaction.”

“I see you don’t like the pope,” said Matt.

“Yes,” said Ed. “Some of the teachings of the Catholic church make me puke with dismay; especially on abortion and contraception. And Benedict seems even more obscurantist than the previous old goat, if that’s possible. Do you know what this senile baboon told the South Americans recently? He said the indigenous people of the Americas had been silently longing for the Europeans to come and convert them to Christianity. Holy shit!” And so saying, he blasted another hole in his Holiness’s image.

Alone in his own room Matt took a piece of foolscap, tore it through and stuck the two halves side by side on the wall. He sat at his desk for a long time staring at the two pieces of blank paper. Then he went to his suitcase, unlocked it, and took out his 9mm Glock.

At the desk he ejected the clip and racked the slide mechanism and pulled the trigger a few times. He’d never had occasion to fire it, except twenty or thirty times in the basement firing range at City Guns, where Bruce had bought it for him. Was there any significance in the fact that it was his father who had bought him the gun?

He looked at the two bastards on the wall. Slowly he raised the firearm and took aim at the one on the left. His right index finger tightened on the trigger, gradually applying more force, pulling the piece of metal towards him, micron by micron. But his hands and arms were beginning to tremble. The gun was shaking; he was sweating; he could hear derisive laughter. Desperately he pulled the trigger. Fuck it! He could only have missed.


 


*


 

For three weeks he’d been off the chemical shit and he was feeling a new man. Christ yes. His headaches were far less severe, his bouts of double vision had ceased, and as for his narcolepsy, he hadn’t nodded off in a lecture for ages. In general he felt far more healthy and vigorous.

Admittedly his nerves were still shot though, and he missed his Alzams, which he had popped all the time for anxiety. But he was making judicious use of alcohol as a less harmful substitute. And he’d taken to smoking again.

Dr Tshabalala’s miracle elixir tasted vile, so rather than taking it with water he had it with vodka and Sprite instead. The bitterness was almost entirely masked. And the 2L Coke bottle was almost empty.

Somewhat surprisingly, his drinking habits weren’t a problem, even when he stank of booze and slurred his words in tutorials. In fact, it seemed that drunkenness was actively encouraged on campus. He spoke to Ed about this.

“Yes,” said Ed, “it’s a cultural tradition at Rhodes, reinforced by the growing use of alcohol and drugs by schoolchildren. It’s a weird kind of conformity to inverted values. I hardly drank at all before I arrived here, and I don’t see why I should start if I don’t feel the need. But the warden has spoken to me on two occasions already, urging me to get pissed like the other students. He’s even threatened me with psychological counselling to help me with my problem. Incredible hey?”

Anyway, this dipsomaniacal policy worked in Matt’s favour and he was able to doctor himself with alcohol as he saw fit. And it was far more efficacious than all the expensive drugs that bitch psychiatrist had put him on. Yes, he felt much stronger and more in control of his life. Indeed, he was beginning to make plans for the future. A vague idea was forming in his head. It was an improbable scheme conceived by a tormented mind, the kind of plot you’d expect of one of those deplorably sordid and senseless soaps viewed by millions of mental defectives all over the world every day. Something in keeping with the tenor of a society where men rape toddlers, pigs drive million-rand cars, and youths kill for a cellphone.

Talking of cellphones, the initial stage of Matt’s plan involved the purchase of a second-hand cellphone from a street vendor. There was some black gunk on the back of it, which could have been dried blood. And he bought a starter pack and airtime from the local Pep Store. Then he started sending anonymous SMSs to his father’s murderer. Cryptic stuff like, ‘Truth will come to light’, and ‘It cannot be hid long’.


 


*


 

Ed October derived much ghoulish satisfaction from the evidence he gathered for his websites.

“We have been robbed of a future,” he told Matt one afternoon in Room 7. He was sitting in front of his laptop reeling off the facts and figures; Matt was lounging, beer in hand, in a fold-up Captain’s chair.

“Is there no hope?” he asked. “Surely there’s time to do something. Have you no faith in the scientists’ ability to find solutions?”

“Afraid not.” Ed shook his head. “The evidence is coming in thick and fast: the tipping points are just around the corner. No matter what we do now, global warming and its consequences are out of control. Listen to this.” He had come across some fresh information on the Internet. “‘A new study undertaken by NASA shows that the disintegration of the Western Antarctic ice sheet is already underway. Scientists agree that the melting of the ice sheet will result in a catastrophically rapid sea-level rise.’ That’s fucking nice, isn’t it?”

Matt was listening with interest and a sense of dismay. He knew the planet was in trouble but he hadn’t realised it was this bad. It also struck him how similar were the concerns raised by his new buddy and Horry Horowitz. Both of them were extremely bright, and they were passionate in their condemnation of the wanton idiocy of human behaviour.

Ed went on with his tale of woe. Processes were underway that, once they passed their tipping points, would result in an uncontrollable acceleration of global warming and greenhouse gas emissions. Vast areas of tundra were thawing, and dark, heat-absorbing forests were expanding toward the Arctic. And Arctic Sea ice and snow, whose reflecting surface helped to cool the planet by bouncing warm sunlight back into space, was steadily disappearing. More and more evidence was coming in of sea-level rise, increased frequency of droughts and floods, and increased stress on wildlife and plants due to shifting climate zones.

“The British government,” said Ed, “commissioned an economist, Nick Stern, to study the economic impact of climate change, and told him to make some recommendations. The Stern Review came out more than a year ago, and in it the author warned of the disastrous consequences if nothing is done to slow down the emission of greenhouse gasses. The cost to the world economy would be staggering. He suggested a range of drastic measures to be taken immediately, stressing that it would be far cheaper to act now. It’s at this point in the report that he loses it, though. He states, repeatedly, that climate change is manageable without altering the present growth and consumption ethos. It’s like diagnosing correctly but presenting the wrong medication. I’m afraid the man’s a quack.”

Matt was impressed by the amount of research Ed must be doing. He wondered how he found time to get through his academic studies.

“Now,” said Ed, “nearly two years after the release of the Stern Review, it’s clear that the recommendations haven’t been taken seriously. Virtually nothing has been done on a government or international level. And anyway, most of the target limits Stern set have already been exceeded.”

“It doesn’t sound as if this Stern oke is all that sharp,” said Matt, opening another Black Label. “How come he didn’t say anything critical about neo-liberal capitalism and excessive consumption, which any idiot knows is what’s behind the delusion that an economy can keep growing forever?”

“Because he’s a mainstream economist,” said Ed. “And he probably doesn’t like the thought of having to change his own profligate lifestyle. But what the fuck, his report is now irrelevant: we’ve already entered the apocalypse and there’s no way back.”

He then proceeded with a long list of facts to confirm his prognosis: Nothing was being done about the root cause of the problem, population growth. By 2050 world population was predicted to grow from the present 6.7 billion to 9.3 billion. Humans were already struggling to feed themselves. Desertification was increasing. Water tables were dropping and conflict over scarce water resources was on the increase. The oceans’ fish stocks were being wiped out. Human impact was resulting in the extinction of thousands of species of fauna and flora. As the gap between rich and poor widened, there was evidence of increasing discontent, which was bound to lead to civil unrest within countries, and violent conflict between nations. Finite natural resources were dwindling, yet the populations of India and China were already set on the path to consumption that the West held up to them as the goal of all humankind.

Ed would have extended this list further if Matt hadn’t interrupted him.

“Jesus, Ed,” he said, “you’re painting a horribly bleak picture. No wonder you say we’ve been robbed of a future. I suppose we can only blame human nature for this. I mean, if we’re atheists we can’t even blame God or the Devil.”

“No,” said Ed, grinning. “But we can blame previous generations; especially our parents’ generation.” A cold, ruthless look came into his eyes. “We might be rather fond of Mummy and Daddy, but they’ve got a lot to answer for. They’ve been very greedy and selfish. They’ve recklessly and negligently gone and fucked up their children’s future. Let’s just hope they don’t expect us to pamper them in their old age. No, I’m afraid we’re going to have to euthanize whole multitudes of them in order to gain some breathing space.”


 


*


 

It was around this time that Matt heard about the Rifle Club. He was talking to a laid-back Indian student in the dining hall. He seemed an unlikely type to be a gun enthusiast, with his long black hair streaked with blue and silver glitter, a pink silk shirt, and some heavy gold jewellery.

“No man,” he told Matt, “I just love the sensation of lying there concentrating on the target, putting everything else out of my mind and taking aim. And when I pull the trigger it’s as if the nervous tension in me snaps and disappears for a brief moment. It’s very relaxing.”

The clubhouse and range were situated in a disused quarry higher up the hill. It was a ten-minute walk from Graham House. He joined up and began going to practice twice a week. And like the Indian student had said, it was a calming experience.

From the moment he walked through the gates in the razor wire fence he could feel his load of anxiety grow lighter. Lying on his stomach behind the concrete parapet he would take aim at his target and forget about the rest of the world. His hands and arms were steady. He was in a perfectly controlled environment and there were very few variables. What could go wrong?

And back in his room he could reap the benefits of this new discipline. He was able to raise his pistol and take unwavering aim. Although the snickering and the taunts were still faintly audible, he was able to take aim and fire, and know with certainty that he had settled the score with one of them.
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When Matt did some research on the Internet he discovered that his father hadn’t fooled around when it came to choosing a handgun for his son. No crappy generic, made in China, that would jam just when you needed to stop a knife-wielding attacker coming at you with murderous intent. No, the Glock 17 was the most reliable 9mm pistol on the market. Made in Austria, and bloody expensive.

He decided it was time to send another SMS. What should it be this time? How about JUSTICE WILL BE DONE? A bit lame, but what the fuck. He must just make sure he was using the right phone. Jesus, what an arsehole! Last time he had been a bit pissed and was on the very point of sending off MURDER BREEDS MURDER when he realised he had typed it into his own phone, not the second-hand one. That would have been a right royal fuckup!

Matt sent the message and felt the satisfaction of being another step closer to his goal. Which was to confront the murderer and force a confession from him. What would happen at that point, he was unsure. But whatever it was, his father’s death would be avenged; and he suspected that this piece of finely crafted weaponry would play a major part.

However, Matt was thinking like a rather inexperienced, naïve young man. For at that moment Claude Dreyer was on the phone to his good friend the Chief of Police.

Ed October’s other site was called 2010bigcon.co.za.

“Basically,” he told Matt, “this is an exercise in investigative journalism. I put up the core information on the structure of FIFA, its executives and their salaries and perks, the contracts with the media groups, the process of awarding the World Cup, and analysis of previous World Cups, World Cup franchises and contracts, the budget for 2010, and the projected benefits for South Africa during and after the main event. Then I’ll start asking probing questions and I’ll call for contributions from journalists and other muckrakers.”

“What kind of questions?” asked Matt. He had a pretty good idea of what the guy was up to. “I take it you’re dead against South Africa staging the World Cup.”

“It’s too late to turn back now,” said Ed. “But at least this is an opportunity to expose a confidence trick the likes of which gets played all over the world all the time. I hope to show how certain power groups con the general population of a country into agreeing to donate huge sums of taxpayers’ money to this elite grouping.”

“And how does it work?” asked Matt. “I mean, you must have an idea, or you wouldn’t be doing this.”

“In the case of 2010,” said Ed, “it’s all about…”

There was a knock at the door.

“Ah fuck it, man,” said Ed. “Just because it’s Friday night these numbskull pisscats are desperate to round up everyone to come and join in the mindless activity at the pub. COME IN, YOU CUNT!”

The door opened and one of the sub-wardens stood there. He was well over six foot tall. This fellow spent a lot of his life running up and down and working out, and it showed. He was dressed in casual student attire – t-shirt and board shorts – but rather bizarrely, he was wearing long rugby socks. The significance of these socks was entirely lost on Ed, who didn’t follow rugby.

“Hey, Butch man, howzit my bru?” Ed had adopted a slurred manner of speech, and was holding a half-empty Red Heart bottle. It was half full of water, which was indistinguishable from rum when viewed through the smoked glass. “You wanna dop, man? Me and my buddy here, we getting lekker pished. Then we gonna come and puke on the pool table. Ha, ha, ha.”

Butch gave an approving grin and withdrew. Ed turned to Matt, shaking his head in wonder.

“It really is strange,” he said. “This is supposed to be a fucking university, and yet ninety percent of the students have a phobia-like aversion to anything remotely intellectual. Rather than discuss or even contemplate a mental abstraction, they prefer to dwell vicariously on stuff like sport, Hollywood movies, cars, trendy gadgets, and other people’s sex lives. But to hell with them; what were we saying before that oaf knocked on the door?”

“2010,” said Matt. “You were about to explain how the elite are able to rake off the cream for themselves.”

“Ah yes,” said Ed. “Antonio Gramsci’s concept of ideological hegemony. Remember, we touched on it in Sociology?” Matt looked blank. “Anyway, it’s about how the dominant class gains consent from the majority by manipulating political, economic and cultural norms and institutions.”

“Sounds good,” said Matt. “But what does it mean in terms of 2010?”

“Well,” explained Ed, “by using the media, which is almost entirely business friendly, the ruling class tells the people that staging the World Cup will be good for the country. But in order to host such an extravagant event huge sums of public money will have to be spent on stadiums and infrastructure. They appeal to patriotism and national pride in order to get the populace behind the project. Then they go about awarding the contracts and handing out the billions. And guess who’s on the board of this company and that company? In this way the country’s resources get handed over to a dominant elite and no proper analysis is made – remember, the media are controlled by this self-same clique. Nobody asks the obvious question: wouldn’t it have been better for the majority if all this money had been spent on education, health care, social services and projects aimed at uplifting the poor? No one will question the long-term value of this huge investment.”

“Jesus Ed,” said Matt. “You really make it sound like the ANC has sold out to the capitalists and turned its back on socialism.”

“Well,” said Ed, “it’s pretty bloody obvious, isn’t it? Whenever the President flies anywhere – and he’s hardly ever in the country – he’s accompanied by a business delegation. He’s constantly under pressure to promote commercial interests and foster a favourable climate for foreign investment. He and the rest of the ruling class have wholeheartedly embraced the hedonistic privileges of Western-style affluence. And they send their kids to the same private schools as the white elite does. So we know what type of values this new generation will be growing up with.”

For a few moments they sat in melancholy silence. From the Common Room next door came the sounds of conspicuous student frivolity: shouting, singing, unnaturally loud laughter and the banging of beer mugs.

“Ah shit,” said Ed. “Let’s not get too gloomy about it. This is the way of the world. Let’s enjoy exposing the rot and poking fun at the fatcats’ grotesque behaviour.”


 

Matt had never been what’s known as ‘a ray of sunshine’. But now he entered an introverted state of brooding sullenness. He began to miss lectures and spent more and more time lying in bed staring at the ceiling. Or sitting at his desk watching movies on his laptop, a bottle of gin and a litre of tonic to hand. Or aiming his firearm at the bastards on the wall.

His personal hygiene suffered, too. He would wear his clothes until they began to stink, then he would change into dirty clothes that had been hanging on the back of a chair. He stopped shaving. Also, he took to pissing in the hand basin in the corner. Who was he trying to impress, anyway? Fuck the world. But he never neglected to go to rifle practice. That was what made him feel calm and strengthened his resolve.

It was time to put the second phase of his plan into action. He had sent enough cryptic SMSs to set the stage. Now the real drama must begin.


 

Back in Constantia, however, Claude had been devising his own aggressive scheme and was already setting things in motion.

The police chief had found it laughably easy to determine from what town the SMSs were being sent. Grahamstown. Now who did Claude know in Grahamstown? It was that easy.

“Sarah says it’s a matter of filling in a form,” Trudy told him after coming off the phone to Dr Bellum, the bitch psychiatrist.

“Well,” said her fat husband, “we’d better get him certified and out of the way as soon as possible, before he tries to do something really stupid.”

Claude had just poured some Napoleon brandy into a cognac glass. He’d been given a bottle of the stuff by one of his scumbag associates as a thank-you gesture. Thank you for greasing a cabinet minister’s arse prior to the scumbag making his advances.

“Do you think he might become violent towards us?” Trudy asked, her eyes going big and round at the thought. “To his own mother! Oh, madness is such a horrible thing: it makes me go cold when I think about it.”

Claude was standing in front of their latest art acquisition. It was a work executed in crayon, blood and acrylic, the blood and acrylic having been applied in bold strokes with a bread crust. It was kind of abstract, and might have depicted the entrails of some butchered animal viewed at close quarters. Some sort of ruminant, maybe. Claude appeared to be pondering the deeper message the artist had intended, but wasn’t really. He was thinking about Gilbert Sternkranz.

About two weeks ago Gilbert had come to him with a proposition. Being a go-getter entrepreneur he was always coming up with propositions. This time he was looking to expand his business by establishing a studio with state-of-the-art photographic equipment and lighting. He needed a venture capitalist to invest in the scheme as the big institutions would be reluctant to bankroll the kind of photography he had in mind.

Claude had put him off, saying that he was over-extended just at that point in time. Maybe in the future when he was more liquid. But now he thought he could see a way to help the young man much sooner. It was in a mutually beneficial way that he had in mind.


 

The term was drawing to a close. Soon he would be getting on that fucking Greyhound bus again. Maybe for the last time. It depended on them, whether they were prepared to confess, or not.

Journalism students were required, as part of the course, to conduct an interview with an interesting person, write it up and submit it to the lecturer. It could be an individual or joint effort, so Matt was more than happy to team up with Ed on this one. Otherwise he probably wouldn’t have bothered at all.

Ed chose the subject: a 55-year-old Sociology lecturer who was about to retire. ‘Interview with a Cynic’, he wrote at the top of a page in his notebook.

“What I like about this guy,” Ed told Matt, “is his uncompromising honesty. He tells it how it is, not how it’s supposed to be.”

They went to the lecturer’s house in a residential area overlooking the town. He was a tall, fit-looking man with thick curly hair that was going grey. Ed asked him about his academic career and his plans for the future, and he and Matt took notes. Some of his comments were to stick in Matt’s memory and come back to him later.

Q: Do you have children?

A: No. My wife and I decided not to obey the biological imperative to reproduce ourselves. It was a conscious choice because we believed there was no long-term future for humanity. As atheists we don’t believe that we were put here for a purpose, and we don’t believe in a supernatural power who has a plan for us. On the contrary, we feel sure that our species will be a short-lived one in the context of geological time. Nor do we adhere to the idea that we have evolved into a superior organism and now hold a privileged position in the universe.

Q: Are you interested in, or concerned about, what happens in the future once you’ve gone?

A: No, not at all. If I had had children, I would have been obliged, as a genetically programmed social animal, to pretend that I have a link to the future and that it’s important I care about what might happen to my offspring. While my intellect tells me this is absurd. Not having offspring though, I don’t have to pretend.

Q: I see you drive a large SUV. Don’t you care about global warming and the impact you have on the environment?

A: No, for two reasons. Firstly, I think it’s far too late to have any influence on climate change. And secondly, not being an admirer of the human race, I feel it would be better for all other organisms if humans were to disappear from the planet. Climate change might help to bring that about rather sooner than later.


 


*


 

A few days before he was due to get on the fucking Greyhound bus and go back to Constantia to confront the pigs, he received a call. He didn’t recognise the number.

“Yah?” he said.

“Matt, darling.” He knew her voice immediately. “How’s the boy next door?”

A part of him was excited. This was so unexpected. He had always desired her but the dark side of her nature frightened him. He had assumed he would never have the courage to venture into the shadowy realm where she sometimes strayed.

“Matt, Gilbert and I are going to be in PE on business. Your mother said you’re coming home. Would you like a lift?”


 


 

 







17


 


 

Time for another recap. Just so as not to lose the dof types who have trouble sussing out who’s who and what’s what. Right, so Claude organised the death of his brother in order to take control of the family business empire. With Bruce out of the way, he conveniently married the widow, who he had been pomping for yonks anyway. But the widow had a pesky little brat called Matt. And Matt smelt a rat. Also, Matt was kopbefokt, and took it upon himself to hold his mother and his uncle to account. When Uncle Claude got wind of this vengeful intention he promptly set about dealing with the irritation. That’s the plot so far. Matt vs. Claude and Trudy.

As for the yudder, yudder, yudder concerning heavy subjects like moral decadence and the failure of social, political and economic systems – don’t strain your brains with that crap. That was just to give a bit of background; some context for the arty-farty intellectual types who insist on over analysing everything. No, don’t worry, from here on it’s leave-your-brain-behind action all the way.


 

Rose really was pretty. Her dark hair was held up with two silver clasps. Some long ringlets had escaped this arrangement and dangled to below her earlobes. Matt thought this made her look kind of French. Like Marie Antoinette. In the Reign of Terror were women required to expose their necks for the guillotine? Probably.

Her forest-green shirt was long-sleeved and close-fitting. Clearly she wasn’t wearing a bra. Stretch jeans and running shoes. There was something susceptible about her femininity. Something fine and fragile about the soft delicacy of her whiteness. And yet when she laughed and swore without restraint he became aware of the feral side to her nature, and he sensed danger.

Gilbert was as dour as ever. Maybe he was different with Rose, when they were alone.

They came for him in the afternoon. The car was an almost new Lexus, dark blue in colour, close to black. Just like the car his father had been driving. Where the hell had they got this rich man’s piece of shit?

Gilbert said something vague about having borrowed it.

They had some business to attend to in Jeffreys Bay. It wouldn’t take long but the day was well advanced so they’d stay in Jeffreys overnight. Then they would head for Cape Town in the morning.


 


*


 

This is the point at which the two plots must be revealed.

Matt’s plan was to force a confession from his fat prick uncle and vicious bitch mother, and then hand them over to the cops. In the past two weeks he had used the Journalism media lab to put together a video which he would show the murderous couple. The video was ostensibly about Rhodes and student life on campus. But suddenly, without warning, it switched to the TV re-enactment of Bruce Dreyer’s hijack and murder. Their nerves, roughened up by the anonymous SMSs, would snap. There’d be an outbreak of verbal warfare, they would admit to the dastardly deed, and he’d record it on hidden equipment. So fucking simple.

Claude’s scheme was equally inane. For 100 000 bucks down, and 400 000 on delivery, Gilbert and Rose were to persuade / ‘persuade’ the useless fuckup to commit suicide / ‘suicide’. This they’d be able to do by spiking his food and drink with a cocktail of stuff like Tamiflu and Rohypnol. In combination with the meds he was supposed to be on, he’d be thrown into a heavily depressive state. (Hence the need to stop overnight and get him to ingest the shit.) Then it’d be dead (ha, ha) easy to get him to leap from a choice of several bridges on the way home to Constantia. Yah, man. Already miscalculated, because the fucker ain’t been taking his medication.


 


*


 

They stayed at a self-catering establishment at the Kabeljauws River end of Jeffreys. It was a double storey house and they had the upstairs flat. There was a good view over the river to the yellow beach and the sea, and they could watch the sunlight fading.

“Time for sundowners,” said Rose. “Everyone for Klippies?” It was hardly a question.

In the kitchenette she got busy with the brandy and coke and three tall glasses.

Jesus, thought Matt, when she’d brought the drinks, how much brandy has she put in this? Oh well.

“I’m just going to take a shower,” Rose said.

Then there was a knock at the door. It was the old toppie owner who lived in the house next door. He had a bandage round his head and his face was badly bruised and there were burn marks on his cheeks and neck, as if someone had been torturing him with a cigarette.

He advised Gilbert to get his car into the lockup for the night, as the car thieves were on the prowl in Jeffreys Bay. As they were all over the country.

Matt sipped his brandy and coke. The cellphone on the coffee table rang. He glanced at it. Must be Gilbert’s or Rose’s. He reached out for it and saw the number. Jesus fucking Christ! That hateful number again! What the fuck was going on?

Instead of answering it he pressed NO and killed the call. Two minutes later the phone beeped. SMS.

HAVE YOU GIVEN HIM THE STUFF YET? ANY PROBLEMS LET ME KNOW. CLAUDE.

Matt sniffed his drink; tasted it. It didn’t taste right. The shock he had felt on realising he was a victim being set up for something was now replaced by mounting anger.

Rose was moving about in the bedroom. He replaced the phone on the table and switched his glass with Gilbert’s.

“Gilbert’s taking his time,” said Rose. Her eyes looked very dark and shiny. She had just finished rolling a fat zol. “He’s probably gone to get some supper before putting the car away.”

She was right. Gilbert had found a KFC and returned with four cardboard containers: one for Rose, one for Matt, and two for himself.

When Matt drained his glass she immediately offered to refill it. So bloody transparent.

“Only if you’re joining me,” he said.

He had to drink half a glass of the stuff before an opportunity presented itself and he was able to switch drinks, this time with Rose.

The sun had long gone when Gilbert sighed and stood up. He could see his sister was through with her hostess duties. He heated the chicken in the microwave and they ate off their laps in front of the TV, which was flickering but the sound was turned down. There was little conversation.

“Nice chicken,” said Matt.

Gilbert opened his second box. Rose looked at Matt for a while and then giggled.

“Mmm. It’s oh so cunt-licking good,” she said, and winked at him suggestively. Then she began to laugh in her wild, otherworld way.


 

In the morning all three of them woke up feeling a bit babalas and lacking in a sense of purpose. After two cups of coffee Gilbert went to get the car out. The old toppie was pottering about in his garden, surrounded by a collection of disgusting Disney-style gnomes made of concrete and painted in bright colours with alkali-resistant acrylic.

“You know,” said the old toppie, “there was a surfer got washed up on the beach in the night. Had his leg and his head bitten off by the sharks. Now that’s a sign of the times.”

“Yah?” said Gilbert, wondering what the old cunt meant by this stupid statement, and wishing he didn’t have to engage in this pointless social ritual.

“Yah,” said the old toppie. “All the fish in the sea has been fished out and now the sharks are hungry. They got to eat something, you know.”

They got on the road later than they had intended and headed for PE. The weather was mild. Not that it mattered much when you could control the climate with the tips of your fingers. Gilbert drove, Rose sat up front and Matt lounged in sumptuous black leather in the back.

“Feeling alright, Matt?”

For fuck’s sake, that was the second time she’d asked him. How was he supposed to be feeling? Were they trying to poison him, or what?

“Actually,” he said, “I’m feeling a bit down. I think we must look out for a bottle store. How are you feeling?”

She didn’t reply but she seemed dispirited and nervous. And Gilbert was more morose than usual.

It was nearly 11AM when they hit the long flat straight stretch approaching PE. There was a wall of dolosse on their left between them and the sea. Then they took an off-ramp in search of a liquor outlet.

Gilbert spotted a Solly Kramer’s sandwiched between some other stores in a seedy little shopping complex just off the highway. The wind was blowing rubbish across the parking lot. There was a news placard tied to a lamppost. THREE MEN RAPE 5 YEAR OLD.

Matt came back with four six-packs: two Brutal Fruits (litchi and strawberry), a Bacardi Breezer, and a Smirnoff Twist. This was easy-to-drink beverage, cooldrink with a kick.

“I can’t look,” Rose was saying. “It’s too horrible.” She was bent forward, covering her face with her hands.

The car was facing the freeway and she and Gilbert had just witnessed a dog being knocked down in the middle of the slow lane. Now it was being flattened at the rate of 450 vehicles per hour. A big car carrier went over it and bits of dog flew in all directions. Gilbert reversed out and got them on their way.

On the other side of PE Matt broke open the cooldrink and Gilbert fiddled with the car’s main feature, it’s surround-sound system. There were four CDs, which they had chosen as mood music specially for Matt. Two by Leonard Cohen and two by Tom Waits. Rose lit up a joint and handed it round.

Gilbert turned off at Humansdorp to fill up with petrol. Engen. The human at the pump was short and stumpy and had a cleft palate.

“How much?”

“Fee hunnin fiffy fee hund han’ shikky shen.”

“Ask him how much again,” said Matt in the back.

“How much?” repeated Gilbert.

“Fee hunnin fiffy fee hund han’ shikky shen.”

“Fee hunnin fiffy fee,” said Matt as they drove off.

“Han’ shikky shen,” said Gilbert.

“Oh my God,” said Rose, crying and laughing at the same time. “This world is so cruel I can’t stand it.” And she washed down a couple of pills with some strawberry Brutal Fruit.

The car covered the kilometres quietly, the big engine barely audible above the low swish of tyres on tar. Gilbert seemed to prefer Tom Waits to Leonard Cohen. He particularly liked ‘In the cold, cold ground’, and kept playing it over. The lugubrious tune and the doleful lyrics made Matt think of Ophabia entombed in the claustrophobic confines of her coffin beneath the six foot thick plug of earth. No point feeling guilty about her death. What good would that do? If she was still alive he would still call her a slut.

The road had been gently ascending for some time. Now they were travelling along at the base of the Tsitsikama Mountains, heading into the forests.

They crossed the Paul Sauer Bridge over Storms River and Gilbert pulled into the Total Petroport on the other side. He parked near the edge of the car park.

“Shall we go and check out the bridge?” he asked, not looking at Rose or Matt.

“Alright,” said Matt. “But first I must take a leak.”

In the restroom there were empty expanses of shining tiles. Chromeware gleamed and mirrors sparkled. No other travellers. They stood emptying their bladders, three urinals separating them, and became aware of a rhythmic knocking sound. And they could hear a voice whispering hoarsely.

“Oh my God. Oh my God it’s big. Oh it’s so big, so big, so big. Oh my God, baby, I’m going to give it to you baby. Just you wait my baby. Oh, oh, oh.”

Just then the main door opened and the attendant marched in. He stopped in his tracks, listened for a moment, and then hurried over to one of the toilet cubicles and hammered on the door.

“Hey you!” he shouted. “Stop that! Hou op met daai fokken draadtrek! Only shitting, only shitting!” He turned away muttering, a look of disgust contorting his face. “I’m the one who has to clean up. Fokken animal.”

Stealth, cunning, furtiveness, guilt and shame all mingled together to produce a suffocating silence.

They waited for Rose at the car, and when she joined them they took the footpath leading to the bridge.

It spanned about 200 metres and in the middle they stopped and leaned against the railing and looked down. The gorge formed a steep V and below them was the red-black river and jumbled rocks.

“A long way to fall,” commented Matt.

“A hundred and thirty metres,” said Gilbert. “Nothing compared to Bloukranz. That’s nearly twice as high. Bloukranz is the serious one.”
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They were onto the toll road with its smooth surface and concrete ditches on either side. Also on either side was the forest, sullen and resentful.

The trees fell away and they could see the top of the chasm running right to left from mountain to sea. Bungee jumping ahead.

Gilbert pulled into the car park. It was almost empty: a bus with luggage trailer; three cars. He parked well away from them and switched off.

Matt lowered his window. It was cool and quiet except for the occasional traffic on the highway. When a big truck crossed the bridge there was a rumbling sound, telling them about the abysmal space that lay there.

He took an empty bottle and tossed it out. It hit the tar, started to roll, changed direction, and lay still. He threw another one after it. The third hit the first and both smashed into pieces, their brand new edges glinting viciously, thirsty for blood.

Rose turned right around in her seat and stared into his face, her eyes wide with surprise. Charcoal eyes. Was it in one of the songs? Her dark eyes were charcoal grey.

“Why did you do that?” she asked, as if it was of the utmost importance that she know his motive. This was uncharacteristic of him and it meant something.

“Because I felt like it,” he said flatly. “Maybe it’s because I no longer care about the future.” He thought of what the Sociology lecturer had told him and Ed. “It’s like I don’t feel any link to what’s going to happen down the line. I just don’t care.”

She had turned away, understanding exactly what it was he was saying. Gilbert opened his window and chucked out a couple of bottles, a coke can and some chip packets. Rose began to giggle and she too jettisoned whatever junk she could lay her hands on. It was kind of liberating.

The moment passed and gloom set in once more. They sat in silence, waiting. It occurred to Matt, not suddenly but slowly, that they expected him to make a move. They had brought him here and now he must do what was required.

“Alright,” he said, “are we going to take a walk?”

Rose said nothing. Gilbert sighed and opened his door. The afternoon sun was weak and a cold breeze was coming up. They got their windbreakers out of the boot and put them on, then made their way up to the road and started for the bridge.

Matt’s knee was paining and he limped heavily. At the halfway point they stopped and looked over. The entire gorge was filled with cold shadow. Very far below them lay the river and the rocks. When they leaned out they could see the bungee operators on the supporting arch structure beneath the road. They seemed to be packing up.

They crossed the road and Matt hoisted himself up onto the concrete parapet and sat with his legs dangling. Gilbert’s face was drained of colour, his body was rigid and his hands were clenched into fists.

Matt looked down into the 300 metre depths and felt unafraid. Not even dizzy. What would it feel like falling all that way? Seven or eight seconds would be a long time to think about his life. Maybe he’d even think something original.

He edged his thighs and buttocks forward. Now all he had to do was give a little push and away he’d go, falling and falling. Out of this lousy, fucked-up world.

Lousy world? He thought of the woman who had brought him into this fucked-up world. And her fat consort. Fuck it, man. Why should he do this? Why had he decided to go quietly? With a surge of nauseating terror he realised how close he was to falling off the Bloukranz Bridge and plummeting hundreds of metres through the frigid air to crash at 200 kilometres an hour into the river bed. A bloody pulp smeared on the rocks. In alarm he moved the weight of his body back from the edge.

“What the hell are you doing?” demanded Gilbert, also alarmed. “Jump, man, jump!”

“No thanks,” said Matt, turning sideways and getting his good leg onto the wall. “I’ve changed my mind.”

“Like fuck!” snarled Gilbert, and Matt was grasped by two steel pincers, one at his knee, the other his shoulder. “You can’t go back now. Listen, you stupid bastard, your life’s finished. There’s nothing left for you – you’re a total fuckup. They’ve certified you, and if you go back you’ll spend the rest of your days locked in an asylum.”

“Gilbert, let me go, you fucking cunt!”

Matt was struggling to break free and roll off the wall and onto the road. With a mighty wrenching shove Gilbert pushed his leg off and forced the rest of him to follow. As Matt felt himself going over he desperately rolled onto his stomach and threw out his arms.

His hands scrabbled at the concrete, slowing his fall. His toes scraped and bounced against the vertical side surface of the structure. Then with a jarring blow his feet thumped into a horizontal surface and he frantically hugged the wall he was facing, his hands clutching the edge of the parapet above his head.

Gilbert leaned over to watch the suicide tumble to his death. But God damn and fuck it! He wasn’t tumbling at all. Instead, he was standing on a ledge about a foot deep, holding on to the top of the wall.

“Let go! Let go!” shouted Gilbert as he hammered on Matt’s fingers with his fists. Then he began to prise the fingers off.

Now, the top of this concrete wall formed a lip that protruded about ten centimetres. And strung under the outside lip was a black cable: one of those heavy, armour-plated electrical cables. Matt let go with his right hand and got his fingers round this cable just as his left hand was levered into space.

Again Gilbert peered over, hoping to see a bungee jumper flying without ropes. But no, Matt was still there, holding onto the cable with a grip that nothing would break. Well, not nothing – a panga would do the trick. But he didn’t have a fucking panga. All he had was a fucking dinky little Swiss Army pocketknife.

If only he hadn’t left his gun in the car.

Funny enough, as this thought crossed Gilbert’s mind, a related one entered Matt’s. He could feel the heavy hardness of his Glock 17 pressed between him and the wall. It was in the right hand pocket of his windbreaker.

Just as Gilbert climbed up onto the wall, open penknife at the ready, Matt let go with his right hand and fumbled with the Velcro flap. Gilbert was kneeling above him.

Matt straightened his left arm and let his body hang out at an angle, his feet firmly on the ledge. As his assailant, his life-long buddy, his childhood bum chum prepared to start hacking at his hand, he slowly brought the pistol up and took aim.

The gun was steady and the moment was frozen. Gilbert had paused and was looking straight down the barrel. He looked surprised. But he was also never more certain about the immediate future than at that instant.

When the hole appeared in the middle of Gilbert’s forehead Matt felt a certain aesthetic thrill. It was the cheap aesthetics of a Hollywood movie. It looked just right and it had been so easy.

Gilbert slowly toppled forward and then, with gathering speed, fell sideways and entered free space and commenced his descent to Bloukranz Zero.


 


*


 

When Matt opened the driver’s door and got in behind the wheel, Rose looked up, startled. She had been lost in some sort of narcotic dwaal. Then her charcoal eyes went big as ping-pong balls and the shock robbed her of oxygen and her throat went constricted like a fish’s anus.

“Where’s Gilbert?” she finally managed to say, her voice rising so steeply it nearly fell back on itself.

Matt said nothing. He started the engine, selected DRIVE, and pulled away hard. He didn’t need to say anything. She could see his hands, couldn’t she? And the torn clothing. And the splotches of blood.

As he left the car park she began to scream. She screamed to the bridge and all the way across it. Only on the other side did she stop screaming and slump sideways against the door, face in hands, her body convulsing. Each terrible sob was drawn out of her on the barb of a long strand of razor wire.


 


*


 

They reached the last bridge of the day as the sun began to drop behind the vulgar villas of Plettenberg Bay. This was the bridge over the Keurbooms River and it was low and entirely unsuitable for suicide. Unless you were a pseudo suicide: the type who hangs himself with thin string; or carefully slits her wrists just before the visitors are due, and mentions her blood group in the suicide note. That type of bridge.

On the other side Matt turned off the highway and followed a road heading upstream along the west bank. There was a big sign and several flagpoles. FOREVER RESORTS PLETTENBERG BAY. Self-catering chalets, caravan and camping sites, boating. Lawns flowed down to the river, edges were neatly clipped, and the signage was freshly painted.

The office was in a wooden building overhung by tall yellow woods and festooned with bougainvillaea. He parked and went in, taking the keys with him.

“Is there anywhere to buy take-aways around here?” he asked, after booking into a chalet.

“Plenty in Plettenberg Bay,” said one of the women behind the desk.

“You could try in the camp site,” the other one said. “Sometimes they sell boerekos at the kiosk.”

He showed his newly-acquired pass at the pole and plank entrance structure and the security guards raised the boom and let the car through.

He ignored the sign pointing into the trees where the chalets nestled, and kept on straight. The car moved forward at little more than a walking pace, and they passed a slipway and saw the laager up ahead.

Beneath the Keurboom trees a long tapering terrace was divided into some 100 or more sites and most of them were occupied. Dense forest rose steeply to the left, brooding over the campsite. Two hundred metres across the river, the opposite side of the gorge rose almost shear and then angled back into the mountains. In the grey light the river itself looked black and glossy.

Perverse yellow flames waved and flashed from dozens of fireplaces, and woodsmoke hung in the trees. The engine purring, they moved almost silently between the rows of tents and caravans and campers.

“Jesus,” said Matt. “This is a fucking time warp. This is AWB country. This is the Boeremag.”

And indeed it was a flashback to the old South Africa. These people cooking their suppers on open fires, trying to hold on to a time when things were better, far better. Times when you could treat a kaffir like a kaffir and everyone knew where they stood. Not like now, when white people are being murdered and raped all over the republic, systematically, like it was ANC strategy.

But he had to admit that these people camped in style. Every conceivable convenience. He even caught sight of an ironing board, for God’s sake!

They passed an old man sitting in a deckchair in front of his caravan tent staring out at the river and the deepening shadows. Matt looked into his face and saw the brutal features and in the eyes a look of hatred mingled with bitter disappointment.

This old man was thinking of the times when they had come here long ago and felt safe and light-hearted. When they’d been able to bring servants. And when the Vrou had been acting snaaks and was lying down with menstrual cramp, he’d been able to go out the back where the maid was busy with the skottelgoed, and he’d been able to lift her skirt, right there, with her black hands in the white suds, and he’d been able to get rid of his frustration. Just like that, no questions asked. Those were the days.

Spaza shop coming up. Shit, he’d better not mention that word in the presence of these guys. Kiosk or winkeltjie, if he didn’t want one of them to pull out a geweer and blast his rooinek kneecaps to pieces.

A man wearing a hunting hat with a leopard skin headband was standing before a portable braai turning sausages on the grid. Fat hissed and spat on the coals and the smell made Matt feel weak with hunger. He bought four boerewors rolls and then some potjiekos at the kiosk. Sheep’s knuckles with potatoes, carrots and turnips. It was in a litre plastic ice-cream container and still felt hot.

There were some screw-top bottles on display. They contained a clear liquid and the handmade labels said OOM DOLF SE DINAMIET, and there was a skull and crossbones.

“Is that witblits?” Matt asked the hugely obese woman behind the counter.

She didn’t reply for a moment. Her expression was hostile, probably because she was reluctant to converse in English. But a sale’s a sale.

“Ja, witblits,” she said. “It can send you blind, and mal ook. You drink it on your own risiko.”

He took a bottle.

Back in the car he offered Rose one of the hotdogs, but she wasn’t talking to him – or even looking at him. Well, that wasn’t going to stop him getting some food into his stomach.

The timber chalets, about 20 of them, were situated in the mouth of a kloof lying at right angles to the river. High forest crowded the narrow clearing and the place had a sombre, isolated feel to it. It seemed cut off not only from the rest of the resort, but from the rest of the world.

Their cabin, no. 2, was at the top end of the kloof where the ground began to rise. None of the other chalets was occupied, and the workers had knocked off and gone home. The place was deserted – except for the monkeys.
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As they drew into the parking bay alongside the chalet, a number of monkeys scattered upward and outward, and were soon swinging in the high branches of the forest. Then they disappeared into the deepening gloom.

He got out and unlocked the door. An open living area with kitchen and the usual mod cons. Two bunk beds against the wall, a door leading to the bathroom. To his right, the bedroom. He put his head in and saw the double bed.

“Come on in,” he said to her. It was an order.

Slowly she got out of the car and came inside. She glanced into the bedroom and then stood in the middle of the living room with her arms folded. After a while she went to the bathroom and closed the door.

He fetched their luggage from the car. Hers, he put in the bedroom. His, he dumped on the bunk bed. Before closing the boot he stood for a moment looking down at the remaining bag, and he was back at the bridge. It had been self-defence. They’d been trying to kill him.

Not five metres from the chalet was the indigenous forest, just the other side of a drainage ditch. The two dustbins had been overturned and their contents spewed on the ground. The monkeys had rifled through the stuff and spread it around. Typical middle class rubbish. Garbage. ‘Waste’ was a good word. Wine bottles, breakfast cereal box, orange peel, a used condom, chop bones, bits of cotton wool, egg box, banana skin, medicine bottle, torn bacon packet, shampoo bottle, egg shells, soiled paper napkins, a 15-volt battery.

He went inside and turned on the electric kettle. Rose should drink something hot and sweet. She emerged from the bathroom and he went in after her. As he stood before the toilet relieving himself it occurred to him that she could be fleeing. She could have jumped in the car and driven off; or run down the road screaming for help; or hidden in the forest.

When he opened the door she was standing before the big window looking out.

“The monkeys are in the car,” she said.

Damn! Why didn’t she…? He wanted to shout at her angrily, the way his mother had taught him. Over the years he had picked up the tendency to blame others for his own shortcomings. But this was clearly his fault – the driver’s door stood wide open. And he was well aware of the damage these vervet monkeys could wreak on the interior of a car. Fuck the little bastards!

He rushed forward and promptly tripped on the sill of the doorframe and sprawled forward. Christ the pain! He had landed on all fours, but as luck would have it, it was his bad knee that struck the ground first.

Cursing and groaning in agony he tried to get to his feet. Then he let out a horrible shout of rage that was directed at the whole world, including himself but above all at the verminous creatures in the vehicle. Two of them leapt out and bolted for the greenery. As the third member of the trio tried to follow suit Matt lunged forward. The heavy door slammed shut on the monkey’s tail and it screamed.

Rose also screamed from behind the glass.

“Matt, a baby! She’s got a baby!”

And so she did. The little thing was desperately trying to stay on its mother’s back, its arms about her neck. Matt grabbed its tail and yanked it off, and it instinctively sank its needle teeth into his thumb. More pain and damage to his person!

He punched its head away with his left fist and hurled the little devil against the cabin wall. Again he had it by the tail, swung it up high overhead and brought it down like cracking a whip, head first onto the concrete step. POP-SPLAT!

Now for the adult, which was still trying to break from the metal jaws clamped shut on its tail. He hobbled over to the outdoor furniture, picked up a plastic chair and began to club the monkey with it. This wasn’t nearly as effective as a garden spade and he had to hit the animal at least twenty times before he could pronounce it quite dead.

Man, he was unfit! A little bit of exercise and the air was rasping in his throat and burning in his lungs. And his heart was pounding furiously. There was no sign of Rose.

He opened the car door and released the broken tail. Then he dragged both monkeys round the back of the building, righted one of the dustbins, and dumped the bodies in it. The mother’s tail hung over the side.

In the chalet the bathroom door was closed and he could hear the sound of retching. It was almost dark. He turned on the lights and drew the curtain and locked the door. As he pocketed the key it occurred to him to remove the bedroom door’s key as well. You never know.

He found his medicine bag and took two Voltaren and two Syndol. The pain in his knee was excruciating, and his punctured thumb was beginning to throb – probably bitten to the bone. In half an hour he should start to feel some relief. As he washed his hands at the sink he felt a twinge of anxiety at the thought of his thumb going septic. He might even get tetanus or rabies. Then he remembered that it didn’t matter. How could he have forgotten?

Now for a dop. He poured a good shot of Oom Dolf’s dynamite into a tall glass and sipped. Sho! This was pure spirit. He topped up with a Smirnoff Twist and took a gulp. That’s better.

The toilet flushed; there was running water; and then the door opened and Rose came into the room and sat down in an easy chair. Of course she’d been crying – that’s what women do when they get distressed. Matt took another trek, struggled to his feet, and turned the kettle on again. As it began to boil he prepared a mug with coffee, sugar and creamer.

“Here, drink this,” he said, putting it on the coffee table before her.

He resumed his seat. The anti-inflammatories, the analgesics and the alcohol were beginning to take effect. Now he was getting hungry.

“Rose,” he said, “drink that fucking coffee, alright? I didn’t get up and make you a cup of coffee for it to stand there and get cold. Alright?”

She sat forward and took the mug and cupped its warmth in her hands and took a sip. She wouldn’t meet his eyes but he could see the change in her. This was something new.

“Rose?”

She glanced up. Ah! There it was. Her charcoal eyes were filled with fear. Would you believe it? Rose was quivering with terror, not knowing what he, Matt Arsehole Dreyer, was going to do next.

“Are you going to have something to eat?”

“No,” she said immediately. “Really, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t be able to keep anything down.”

He put the potjiekos in the microwave and while it heated he had one of the remaining boerewors rolls. This was what he needed to soak up the booze and to give him energy.

The sheep’s knuckle stew was excellent. The meat was so tender it fell off the bone, and the vegetables were firm yet succulent, having cooked slowly in the pot’s juices. And there was at least another serving left over.

She had finished her coffee and sat listening to him sucking the marrow out of the sheep’s knuckles. Then she went to the bedroom and returned with a small vanity case. From it she took some bubble-packaged pink tablets. She began to crush some of them between two tablespoons. This powder was then dissolved in a teacup with some water from the kettle. Then she headed for the bathroom, cup in one hand, hypodermic in the other.

So this was her habit, he thought. Or one of them. Pinks. He’d never been seriously tempted to get into hard stuff like this. But he understood her need.

He was halfway through a Witblits and Breezer when she came back, dropped the syringe in the vanity, and sat down in the easy chair opposite him.

“Feel better?” he asked.

She said nothing; just nodded her head several times. And some more. Maybe that was the Wellconal. Then she raised her head and looked at him directly, and there was no trace of the fear he had seen before.

“Why did you have to kill them like that?” she asked.

“The monkeys?” He was taken aback. He’d already forgotten about the monkeys. But why had he killed them? “They were messing up the car,” he said, knowing that this didn’t in any way explain his behaviour. What the hell. It was of no consequence and he felt no remorse. These monkeys were vermin, anyway, just like humans. In a million years time they would have evolved into some abominable species to take the place of humans, who’d be long extinct. Then they too would go about fucking up the planet.

“And why did you and Gilbert want to kill me?” he asked, and saw the fear come back into her eyes before she looked away. “How much were those bastards going to pay you? Well, tomorrow it’s their turn.” He said this in an exultant way, for it was a great luxury to feel such certainty and purpose.

He got up to turn on the television. The pain in his knee had subsided. There was the usual shit on the box, but he left it on as a distraction. For over an hour he watched: the spectacular idiocy of some sport, and then the sordid intrigue of a soap. He was filled with a fascinated revulsion for the mindless pursuits being acted out on the screen.

It was nearly 10PM when she got up and went to the bathroom.

“I’m going to sleep now,” she said on her way to the bedroom. She didn’t ask about his plans for the morrow; she didn’t even look at him. The door closed.

It had been a hell of a day and tomorrow would be his last. It was a weird thought. He got up and went to the bathroom and undressed and got into the shower. For a long time he stood under the stream of hot water.

In the mirror his face was unshaven and looked haggard. The eyes were unblinking and without emotion.

Clad only in a towel he went to the bedroom door and turned the handle. She had put a chair against the door and he could feel the resistance.

“Matt, go away. Leave me alone.” In the darkness her voice was pitched high.

He soon had the door open wide enough to get his hand in and move the chair. The light from the living room was sufficient for him to make out her shape in the bed. He discarded the towel and pulled back the duvet and sheet.

“No,” she said.

This single initial ‘no’ was enough to make it rape. Never mind all the other ‘no’s’ and ‘don’ts’. She was wearing a t-shirt and panties. The t-shirt he lifted to her armpits so he could get at her breasts, and the panties he dropped on the floor. This was Rose. The Rose he had so often desired. This was the soft furriness and these were the lips. His fingers probed and discovered the warm and slippery entrance. This copious slime could mean only one thing: she secretly desired him. Ah, come on, man. Like the fucking Pope telling the South Americans they’d secretly longed for the conquistadors to come and rape, slaughter, destroy, burn, plunder and subjugate? Jou moer! En die Pope se moer!

It was brief and predictable. When it was done he lay there, on her and in her, and wondered at all the hype that had been thrown at this hormone-driven compulsion over the centuries. How ridiculous. It was as ridiculous as romanticising the act of defecation.

Around 3AM, on cue, the cop pulled his scumbag father out of the fridge. Matt woke up covered in sweat, his heart palpitating giddily.

When he had calmed down he became aware that she was awake and he went about raping her a second time. This time he did it savagely, as if he was trying to fuck a demon out of himself. He was barely aware of her moans of pain.

At dawn the cop led him back into the cold white room with the wall of stainless steel doors. But this time he was carrying something heavy in his hand, and when the sheet was drawn back he yanked on a cord and a chainsaw coughed into life. He got the chain whizzing round, silver teeth a blur, and then sawed through the corpse’s neck like it was a pine log. Two pigs were snuffling about on the floor. He tossed the head to them and they began to fight over it, pulling it this way and that.

He awoke laughing. God it was funny! He would never dream about the bastard again. Then, with a jolt, he realised he was alone in the bed.

As he sat bolt upright he heard the toilet flush. Then the door opened. What was she doing? A drawer rolled open. The cutlery drawer. What…? Christ!

He scrambled from the bed as she came into the room and lunged at him with a steak knife. It grazed his ribs and snagged the inside of his arm, and then he had her wrists and was holding her from behind.

She struggled to break free but he was too strong for her. He twisted her hand and launched himself forward so that they both fell headlong upon the bed.

She gave a short scream followed by a long protracted groan.

For a long time they lay there motionless, he on top of her. He could feel the warm wetness sticky on his hands. Finally he disentangled himself and stood up. There was no doubt about it: she was dead. Lovely Rose with the charcoal eyes, the ringlets and the wild laugh was dead. Rose was dead.

He washed the blood from his hands and arms, put a plaster on the superficial wound she’d managed to inflict with the steak knife, and got dressed.

After making a cup of coffee he went back to the bedroom to look at her sprawled face down on the bed. How undignified, naked from the waist down, one leg half off the bed. Maybe he should rearrange her. One should show respect for the dead.

He unlocked the door and went out into the cold morning air. Direct sunlight was already finding its way into the kloof. He righted the second dustbin and stood it next to the first – the monkey bin.

When he’d pulled her off the bed he was surprised at how much blood there was on the bedding. It formed a circle at least two feet in diameter. He rolled her onto her back and got his hands under her shoulders and sat her up. With his arms through her armpits he hugged her from behind and began to drag her outside. His fucking stupid knee made it especially difficult.

He would have preferred to put her in headfirst but he immediately saw it wouldn’t work. A full-grown human doesn’t fit in a standard household dustbin like that. No, he must pick her up in a sitting position, one arm under her knees, and get her in bum first.

It was a tight fit and she wouldn’t go right down. But it would have to do. He stood back and examined his handiwork with a critical eye. One arm hung over the side, as did her lower legs, feet crossed. Her head was tipped sideways and her long hair dangled downward in ropey disarray. Yes, one must respect the dead. Like one must respect the living.
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There was an Engen One Stop the other side of Mossel Bay and he pulled in there to fill up. The sky was cloudless and a warm berg wind was blowing. Now for the 300 undulating kilometres across the arid plain. Then over Sir Lowry’s Pass and down into Cape Town. He should be there by mid afternoon.

Rose’s cellphone was worrying him. He’d only thought about it after he had passed through Knysna. He hadn’t noticed it in the chalet – not that he’d been looking for it – but she must have used it to contact Claude. The success of his plan depended on surprise, and now it was highly likely they’d be expecting him. They might even have contacted the cops. And behind him the police machinery would be grinding into action as an alert went out to stop the fugitive murderer. The ‘dustbin killer’.

The road began to snake its way down into a canyon. The Gourits was coming up. What had the sangoma said to him? ‘Beware of the three high places.’ Well, he’d survived two high places so far, and this was the last high bridge on his journey. Maybe he’d have a blow-out as he was crossing, and he’d crash through the railing. Superstitious bullshit.

The road began to climb away from the canyon. Oh no, this was just too much of an anti-climax. He pulled over, waited for the road to clear, and did a u-turn.

Putting his foot flat he sent the big car leaping forward. It roared back across the bridge and he even drove on the wrong side of the road; but there was no on-coming traffic. He braked hard and swung into the car park.

Bungee jumping was from the old iron girder bridge a couple of hundred metres upriver from the concrete structure he had just driven over twice. He bought a ticket and hurried out to the launch platform at the halfway point.

Fortunately there was no one ahead of him. No, he didn’t want a video, or special music, or any of that crap. What he wanted was to experience the sensation of committing suicide from a bridge. He wanted to find out what he had missed back at Bloukranz. What it was like in those last few seconds. Would there be time to regret the decision?

They strapped him into the harness and gave him instructions. Maybe Godknows Tshabalala had put a curse on the equipment and some part of it would fail. He didn’t care all that much – it would save him the hassle of going all the way to Constantia to shoot cunt Claude and bitch Trudy.

He was in a hurry but now he must calm down, savour the moment. He stood with his toes over the edge and looked down. This was pathetic. Sixty-five metres down to the riverbed. Bloukranz was more than three times this. Oh well, fuck all of humanity, and fuck this lousy life. He slowly let himself lean and then fall forward.

At the critical moment of no return he expected to feel terror. Instead he felt the detached objectivity of an observer. The wind was in his face and the rocks rushed up to meet him. In place of the jerk on the harness he would have preferred the extra metres of free fall and the exquisite intensity of that last moment before his stupid existence was plunged into eternal darkness.


*


 

While Matt was busy jumping off bridges his uncle and his cousin were busy plotting his downfall – ha, ha.

Larry Apollis blamed Matt for the death of both his father and his sister, and Claude had turned to him, hoping to exploit the young man’s psychotic hatred. He phoned and asked him to come over immediately.

“He’s already killed Gilbert,” Claude said. “And now I’m really worried about Rose.”

Trudy joined them in the study, handing Larry a glass of Coke.

“You should be worried about us,” she said, her voice loud with recrimination and anxiety. “Your stupid plan to get him to commit suicide has gone all wrong. Now he’s on his way here to kill us.”

“Alright, alright.” Claude struggled to keep his temper. He wanted to shout at her and tell her to shut her fucking mouth. “The plan didn’t work and now we must come up with something else.”

“Any idea when he’ll get here?” asked Larry. He produced a handgun from inside his jacket, removed the clip and started cocking it and pulling the trigger. Then he replaced the clip and returned the gun to its holster.

“The last I heard from Rose was an SMS last night to say he was totally crazy and was coming for us. Since then there’s been nothing. He could be here any time this afternoon.”

“What about the cops?” asked Larry.

“No,” said Claude, shaking his head. “The cops are too unreliable, and also they might try to take him alive. We don’t want that, do we?”

“No ways,” said Larry, his eyes cold and pitiless like those of a great white shark. “The sooner this fucker’s in hell, the better. Er… sorry Auntie Trudy.”

“No, that’s alright,” said Trudy. “He might as well be dead. My son has turned into a mad monster, and the only way to deal with an evil monster is to destroy it.”

“What I propose,” said Claude, getting to the point, “is that you intercept him on the N2 as he comes into Cape Town. It looks like you know how to use that gun of yours.”

Larry’s vacuously handsome features twisted into a smirk. It was like the unpleasant expression on the face of a professional wrestler who has just thrown his opponent out of the ring.

They agreed that the best place to wait would be at the Ultra City this side of Somerset West.

“How much were you going to pay Gilbert and Rose to get rid of him?” Larry asked.

Claude looked surprised, then shrugged his shoulders. Of course this little creep would want to be paid.

“Two fifty thousand,” he lied.

“Make it half a million and I’ll hit the road. Time’s running out, the maniac’s on his way.”
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Larry was driving a brand new Half-Past-Three, or BMW 330i. He had paid for it with some of the insurance money from his father’s life policy. So in a way he had Matt to thank for this extravagant vehicle. It suited his style, which was brash, arrogant and aggressive.

When he pulled into a parking bay facing the highway, the filling station behind him, he realised that this might not be the most brilliant of ideas. It was only two o’clock and he may have to wait an hour or more. There was a lot of traffic heading into Cape Town and it meant he couldn’t take his eyes off it for more than a few seconds.

After half an hour he concluded it was actually an incredibly dumb idea. This was exhausting. He needed a cooldrink but with each passing minute it became increasingly important for him to remain alert. He glanced longingly in his mirror at the door to the shop, restroom and restaurant. Jesus!

Parked at the kerb, illegally, was a big saloon, dark blue in colour. A Lexus. Fuck it, man, could this be his quarry? Yes, there was no doubt about it. Emerging from the shop was the slob himself, limping heavily. He’d probably been inside taking a piss in one of Shell’s state-of-the-art urinals.

Larry started the car, engaged reverse, groped for his gun. But the golden opportunity had been missed, for Matt was already driving away as if he had urgent business to attend to. Instead of drawing alongside and putting a bullet in the middle of that bloated moon-face, Larry was obliged to put his foot down and chase after the fast-disappearing saloon.

Matt cruised at 150, sometimes overtaking on the grass, sometimes weaving from lane to lane. While going over the mountains and down the pass he’d been listening to Leonard Cohen. Now he was playing Tom Waits. Hold on, hold on. The music was saturated with the bitter-sweetness of futile hopes, inevitable failure, and impending death.

Only when they were getting close to town and the road had widened into four lanes was Larry able to make a move. Because of the heavy traffic Matt had been forced to reduce his speed to a sedate 100. Larry saw the gap and the silver Beemer drew alongside the Lexus. Pressing the control on his armrest he lowered the front passenger’s window and took aim. Matt glanced sideways and found himself looking into the gaping barrel of a handgun. In the background was his cousin’s familiar face, contorted and snarling with hatred. He saw the finger tighten on the trigger and knew that he was dead.

But if either of them had been keeping an eye on the rear-view mirror he would have seen an angel of hell, hooded and clad in black, coming up fast behind them astride a mighty Kawasaki charger and galloping along at 140 km/h.

Matt winced as the imagined bullet struck him, then realised he hadn’t been hit at all. In the road ahead the motorcyclist was already tilting away from the vertical and drifting to the left. Matt put his foot down hard and pulled away from the enraged assassin in the BMW.
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Past the cooling towers and the golf course, and under the bridge at Mowbray. Then he broke away from the N2 up onto Edinburgh Drive. Mostert’s Mill on the left, UCT to the right. Matt weaved his way through the south-bound pack, managing to keep several vehicles between him and his pursuer.

The traffic lights at the Kirstenbosch intersection were against him. He would have jumped the lights but there was a wall of cars blocking his way. Larry was only six vehicles behind him and he was leaning out of his window trying to take aim.

The traffic began to move. Larry’s shot missed the Lexus completely and found another mark instead. This was a pregnant young woman with a toddler strapped in the back, and she died instantly. Out of control, her car ran down the hill and crashed into the back of a car driven by an elderly gent who suffered severe whiplash and was destined to spend the rest of his days in a neck brace popping pain killers until his ulcer burst and he died from loss of blood through the anus. Very tragic.

Through Bishop’s Court and over Wynberg Hill they went. They raced down towards the start of the Blue Route and there were only two cars separating them. Matt took the Constantia off-ramp at speed and only just managed to prevent the car from sliding into the sweep of crash barrier. He jumped the first set of lights and Larry was forced to stand on his brakes and take evasive action before resuming the chase.

Constantia Village went by on the left and again he jumped the lights at Parish Road. Now he was heading away from his loathsome family neighbourhood and taking the tree-lined twists and turns up to Constantia Neck. He was stuck in the middle of a slow-moving procession of nine cars with Larry’s Beemer bringing up the rear.

A mad scheme had popped into his head. If he could break loose and get to the Neck well ahead of his homicidal cousin he could take the traffic circle on two wheels and come hurtling back down the pass, gun blazing.

Now was his chance. Or so he thought. There were four cars ahead of him. He pulled out and put his foot flat. He had overtaken two cars but the white line was solid and the road was curving sharply to the left.

There was still one more car to pass when he crashed head-on into the bread truck. The driver was standing on his brakes and so was Matt, but nevertheless the impact was devastating.

For a moment everything had gone black, but now he had regained his senses. Thank God for airbags, and thank God his door had been thrown off its hinges as the vehicle shell collapsed and crumpled like cardboard. He managed to drag himself free, fall over a low stone wall and roll down an embankment.

The truck driver and his mate weren’t so lucky, having smashed their faces against the windscreen. Also, the cab had buckled in such a way as to trap them inside. There was the popping and spluttering sound of an electrical fire underway, and the smell of petrol, and WHOOSH! Both vehicles were well and truly ablaze.

Matt got to his feet, took out his gun, and began to climb the steep slope back up to the road. The trapped men had stopped screaming and he smelt the aroma of toast and roast meat. It made his mouth water and he thought of the delicious boerewors rolls at Keurbooms.

On the other hand, Larry was envisioning a steak burger at the Cattle Baron. With pepper sauce. He was standing with a group of onlookers about thirty metres from the burning wreckage. His car was parked a little further up the road, safely out of the way.

“I’m telling you, Claude, he’s dead. Fried; incinerated. Nobody could survive this inferno.”

Larry was on his phone as he walked to his car. He turned and stood leaning against the bodywork looking out at the view of the valley.

“Have you got the money ready?…” “What do you mean you don’t keep…” “Alright. And there’s a bank down the road…” “Okay. Get what you can, and I want the balance tomorrow…” “Alright, then I’ll meet you outside the bank…” “Right; make it half an hour, in the coffee shop…” “Yah, Seattle, Exclusive Books.”

As Larry ended the call and prepared to turn, get into the car and head back down to Sleazeville, Matt rose from his crouching position. With his pistol he pointed at a spot just behind Larry’s ear, a place where Ben and Ophabia were waiting for him, and sent him off to join them.
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A kid of about thirteen or fourteen had the audacity to press the pedestrian button, and when the green man lit up, got on his bike and began to pedal across the four lanes towards the cycle path on the other side. Matt saw what he was up to, noted the ridiculous uniform he was wearing, and gave him a brassy Beemer blast, telling him to forget it.

True to form, the fucking arrogant little shit ignored the warning and kept on going. Instead of braking or swerving, Matt accelerated and was able to take him out with clinical precision, everything lined up down the middle, fair and square. The car’s bumper pulverised the boy’s left leg, snapping and crushing it as if it was made of eggshell.

The bike shot off and landed in a bed of blue and white agapanthus, except they weren’t in bloom, and the boy landed face first on the Beemer bonnet. Matt had a brilliant front-row, big-screen view of bulging eyeballs and flying teeth – so much for the thousands wasted on orthodontic chicanery in pursuit of the Hollywood smile – before the boy’s body fell from car to tar.

As he turned right and aimed for the Constantia Village car park, he looked back and saw the kid writhing in the road. Bloody amateur dramatics! He had a good mind to go back, run over him again and really give him something to writhe about. But that would have been a self-indulgent side-show. He must concentrate his attention on the main narrative and let it reach a conclusion as speedily as possible.

There was some sort of drama going on in the car park. The place was choked up with vehicles, there were cop cars and ambulances and other emergency vehicles with lights flashing, and he spotted an SABC van with camera crew. There was a crowd gathered near the Standard Bank and he caught a glimpse of two bodies lying on the paving covered over with white plastic. There must have been another bank heist.

He was on the point of abandoning the car just anywhere when he saw a conveniently situated open bay. It was reserved for the disabled but that was alright. As he pulled in there was a flash of red in his mirror. Parked across from him was a fucking Ferrari, out of the box. He engaged reverse and shot back with all the malice he could muster. CRUNCH! There we are, a minimum of a million bucks to fix that lot. He returned to his reserved parking.

Before leaving the car to complete the only mission he’d ever had in his life, he put a fresh clip in his Glock and checked Larry’s gun. It was a .22 calibre Walther – Mickey Mouse compared to his 9 mil, but effective enough at close range. Only two cartridges missing.

Outside Exclusive Books a small demonstration was taking place. A middle-aged couple were standing behind a collapsible table and some hand-written placards proclaimed their opposition to the sale of books written by two servants of Satan. The books in question were The God Delusion by Richard Dawkins, and God Is Not Great by Christopher Hitchens.

Their protest action consisted of tearing a page from one of the offending books, twisting it longways into a taper and lighting it from a small gas burner on the table. When half the page had been consumed by flames the unburnt remainder was dropped into a steel bucket. Then the same thing with another page, all the while denouncing the evil atheists in loudly judgemental tones.

Matt stopped in front of these lunatics. He recognised them: this was the selfsame pair who had harassed him and his friend on a previous occasion.

He reached out and took the woman’s hand. She looked faintly puzzled, but being a happy-clapper she was accustomed to shaking hands with all sorts of Christian brethren. However, instead of shaking the woman’s hand Matt grasped it firmly and held her wrist over the open gas flame. Of course she protested and struggled, but he was able to give her flesh a good scorching before letting her fall to the ground screaming.

Her partner, sensing the presence of the devil, rolled his eyes, raised his hands clasped in prayer, and called for assistance.

“Save us, Lord, save us!” he shouted. “Deliver us from evil, in the name of Jesus Christ our saviour!”

Matt took out the Walther and put a bullet through the hands pressed together in supplication. Astonished, the man opened his hands and contemplated the two neat holes beginning to ooze blood. Then he fell to his knees in a religious frenzy, believing he had been crucified and was about to be whisked off to heaven.

The woman was now shouting, screaming, spitting and snarling all at once, her eyes mad with hatred. It was a horrible sound and sight so Matt shot her twice, at random, without really taking aim, and that shut her up. Then he strode into the Seattle coffee shop, a gun in either hand.

BANG! He felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder. Shouts and screams. He grabbed a waitress and, using her as a shield, looked about. Ah, there they were; at a table in the far corner. That bastard Claude was sitting there, holding his pistol in both hands, trying to get a line on his nephew’s head. And Trudy, mouth open, fork poised, staring at her son in furious disbelief. What the fuck was she eating? Could it be Black Forest cake? Black Forest cake! The fucking cow was half way through a huge chunk of Black Forest cake, not half an hour after being informed that her son, her only child, had been burnt to death in a car crash.

BANG! The waitress’s body went limp. The callous bastard! Matt let Claude have it with his trusty Glock. The bullet struck him in the middle of his chest and he threw up his arms and crashed over backwards.

“Matt!” Trudy screamed. “You detestable little brute! Look what you’ve gone and done. I always knew you’d be a no-good. From the day you were born I hated the look of you. I loathed your disgusting little mouth trying to suck at me. I always hated the sight…”

“Bitch!” Matt shouted. BANG! “Bitch!” BANG! “Bitch!” BANG!

Trudy lay on her back in a most unladylike fashion. Her stupid little skirt was up around her hips, exposing the crotch of her pantyhose, inviting the boot.

“Bitch! Bitch! Bitch!” Matt shouted, kicking his mother’s body in the most disrespectful way a son might imaginably kick his mother.

There was a groan from his fat uncle. He could also hear sirens and a voice shouting into a megaphone: “Come on out with your hands up! Come on out with your hands up!” Christ, these cops learn it all from watching crap American TV.

He placed his foot on his fat uncle’s neck, below his chin, and applied some pressure.

“What did you say to me, you fat cunt?” he snarled, shoving down hard. “What the fuck did you say to me, you fucking fat cunt?” Without pity he repeatedly stamped on the fat neck, remembering the pitiless way his uncle had enjoyed bullying him when he was a kid.

“You’re mad,” Claude managed to croak. “You worthless freak, you’re mad.”

BANG! BANG!

The first shot entered his eye and exited the side of his head, punching through the skull bone like it was a paper bag. The second bullet pierced his neck, but not before passing through Matt’s foot.

Christ, the pain! Ow, ow, ow! Oh my fuck, this was just too stupid. What a fuckup, even though he’d successfully accomplished his mission. Enough’s enough.

He poked the muzzle of his gun into what was left of the Black Forest cake and worked it about. Then he licked off some of the decadent confectionary, savoured it, put the barrel in his mouth, sucked, and pulled the trigger.

The idiot outside was still shouting at the corpses to surrender and come on out with their hands up. Inside the coffee shop and the bookshop there was a profound hush. Then from the bookshop side came the sound of stealthy movements and a head cautiously appeared above the top of a bookshelf. This head was framed by a halo of frizzy orange hair. Other heads appeared and soon they were all on their feet and peering into the coffee shop.

On the outside more and more faces were being pressed up against the windows. Several cops in bulletproof vests, arms at the ready, also drew near and peered in. One of them broke open the door, which was unnecessary because it wasn’t locked. They entered the shop and immediately began messing up the crime scene by doing things they’d been specifically trained not to do. Like moving the bodies and handling the murder weapons and leaving their sweaty fingerprints on everything. One of the female officers even removed Trudy’s expensive platinum watch and slipped it into her pocket for safekeeping.

Horry Horowitz, still clutching the book on eugenics he’d been reading when the firing broke out, was unimpressed. However, he felt a duty to tell the police who was who. It was hard to say who was in charge so he spoke to the cop with the biggest belly.

“This is a family murder,” he said. “The Dreyer family of Constantia.”

“And this one?” asked the cop, prodding the waitress with the toe of his combat boot. “Is this one the family bediende?”

Fuck! He should have kept his mouth shut.

Then the media arrived. First ETV and then SABC hard on their heels. They had just finished with the hold-up, and now this lucky scoop. The cops got all sullen and aggressive and tried holding up tablecloths to obscure the scene of carnage, and the crowd began to hiss and boo.

Realising this was an opportunity of priceless promotional value, Horry stepped outside and addressed the crowd and the cameras.


 


Horry: I am David Horowitz, spokesperson for the Fifty Fifty Foundation. I am also a friend of the Dreyer family of Constantia and I can tell you that what happened in there [points to the coffee shop] was a family murder. The son shot his mother and his uncle before turning the gun on himself.



SABC: Mr Horowitz, do you know what motivated the young man to go on this killing spree?



Horry: Yes. On the surface of it this was a revenge attack. Matt, the son, believed that his mother and uncle, who were married a few months ago, engineered the murder of his father and made it look like a hijacking. But on a deeper level this was the action of a psychologically and emotionally traumatised victim of family, social and broader systemic pressures.



ETV: Would you say, in your opinion, that the alleged perpetrator was mentally unstable?



Horry: In my opinion we’re all mentally unstable – what’s known as kopbefokt. [Crowd titters]. But yes, Matt Dreyer was a bit more unstable than most of us. He was being treated by a psychiatrist for bipolar disorder, and by a traditional healer for hallucinatory dreams and lack of motivation. He was receiving all sorts of medication, both pharmaceutical and herbal, which might have contributed to his psychotic behaviour. He also drank like an alcoholic, smoked dagga, and partook of all the club drugs.



SABC: What was his family background? Was he ever abused as a child?



Horry: He was born into an extremely wealthy but emotionally dysfunctional family. Although surrounded by affluence he was brought up in an atmosphere of shallow self-indulgence and callous disregard for the feelings of others. His mother and his father were incapable of loving him and he grew up starved of affection. He had a particularly hostile relationship with his uncle, who usurped his father’s role in a flagrant and depraved fashion. And when he was thirteen he was packed off to boarding school where he was subjected to humiliating ordeals, outlandish rituals and a viciously authoritarian programme of indoctrination and mind-control. Yes, to answer your question, he was badly abused as a child.



ETV: Do you know what caused him to snap?



Horry: No. It was probably an accumulation of factors. His father was killed; he was disappointed in love; he came to believe that his mother and uncle had murdered his father; he was the victim of a violent break-in, in which he killed two of his attackers with a garden spade; he was also accidentally responsible for the death of his ex-girlfriend’s father. And then there was his psychiatric condition, which had been misdiagnosed and incorrectly medicated.



SABC: So, in your opinion, was the alleged killer mentally unstable?



Horry: Jesus! This oke’s already asked me that question. Weren’t you listening? Of course he was mentally unstable. You don’t go ’round killing people left, right and centre if you’re psychologically sound. Or do you?



SABC: Well, was he very sensitive, then? Like an artist or something?



Horry: Hell no. But he was fucking depressed and pissed off with things in general. He wasn’t all that bright, but he was intelligent enough to know that life had dealt him and his generation – my generation – a really kak hand. He was well aware that not only was his personal life a mess, but that the world around him was exploding in fireballs of blood and shit. He must’ve asked himself what kind of future was in store for him and the rest of his verminous species. Let’s face it, the picture’s pretty bleak. Global warming is an irreversible catastrophe that’s just beginning to gain momentum. Political and economic models used to structure human activity are creating greater inequality, more and more misery, and mounting frustration and anger. Not everybody’s stupid, you know. Some of us can put two and two together. There are nearly 7 billion humans on the planet. They’re all greedy and ruthlessly selfish and they breed like rats. If they all consumed and wasted like Americans, we’d need five planets. What’s the solution? Is the developed world prepared to give up its opulent lifestyle? Ha, ha. Is the developing world prepared to remain in poverty? No ways; the violent revolution is already under way. This is the worldview that filled Matt Dreyer with dread. And he was unable to distract himself from his despair by embracing some ideology or by immersing himself in an artistic pursuit, because there was nothing of any value to choose from. He found himself living in a cultural wasteland where everything had been trivialised and turned into a commodity of no intrinsic value. No wonder he lost it. No wonder he succumbed to the pressures of this dehumanising system and went berserk, trashing everything, including himself. The story of this guy’s life and death should be a lesson to us. We have to find an intelligent way to regulate human behaviour. And it’s for this purpose that the Fifty Fifty Foundation has been set up. The Foundation’s aims are based on concepts of… Hey, fuck you man, I’m still talking. Fucking bunch of morons!


 




The reporters, the cameras and the crowd had all turned away. The first corpse, wrapped in white plastic, was being stretchered out and loaded into an ambulance. In ghoulish fascination they all stared, mesmerised by the iconic scene, knowing that they were all privileged to be in the presence of death. Not the death of pulp fiction and bad movies. Real death.

Disconsolately, Horry turned and began to walk away, knowing that his friend had died for nothing, but that there was something heroic in his going. Yah, he’d gone out with a bang – literally – and one day somebody would write a semi-fictional account of his stupid life and turn the random details into a coherent story with a beginning, middle and end, and with a corny message underlying the narrative, too. Then they’d make a movie of the book and Matt Dreyer would join the legendary ranks of Robin Hood, Ned Kelly and Bonnie and Clyde. Matt the useless fuckup would be transformed into Matt the heroic rebel. But it took a crazy kind of desperate courage to qualify for that status, and he, Horry Horowitz, just didn’t have it. He’d probably end his days in the obscurity of geriatric squalor. Or die a lingering and messy death in the disagreeable company of anonymous billions, wiped out by some pandemic systematically obliterating the entire verminous species. Ah, but what the fuck.
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