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Chapter One


It was three o’clock in the afternoon, Bulawayo time. A cyclist ambled down the road, his bike tilting gently to one side as he peddled round the corner. The weak winter sun was already beginning to wane, leaving shadowed places cool and dark. The cat at 274 Clark Road moved idly two steps up onto the warmed verandah floor, lazily chasing the sun as best he could manage. Inside the house, Marcia Pullman put the finishing touches to the mushroom vol-au-vents and stood back with a strained look of critical pride. It would have to do, she thought, with a resigned shake of her head.


The fresh mushrooms had cost a great deal of money, and it was a pity no one really appreciated the amount of time she put into these events and all the expense. She couldn’t help but remember the meeting at Brenda’s the previous month. Janet and Brenda had shared the costs, but even then they couldn’t come up with anything good. Pizza. Of course, Janet had maintained it was homemade, but Marcia was quite certain she had seen the Pizza Inn boxes in the kitchen. Anyway, it showed the limits of both Janet’s and Brenda’s imagination and skill, even if it was homemade. People could say what they wanted about the modern world and how progress and change were necessary, but Marcia knew the way things were done – and should always be done – and it was a crying shame that more people didn’t. Nor had she ever accepted the argument that things had changed in Zimbabwe and one had to ‘make do’. Her blood would almost turn cold when she saw ladies trying to make something presentable out of Marie biscuits and Marmite. And they couldn’t even use proper butter, but margarine instead. Cheap brands, too. It just wasn’t acceptable, whatever people said about inflation and shortages and how they didn’t have the money any more.


‘Oh, Marcia,’ she could just imagine Janet saying in that silly schoolgirl voice of hers, ‘You do do everything so well. You put the rest of us to shame.’ And then the titters of agreement from the other women as they marvelled at her table settings: the way she arranged a plumage of purple voile to spill out from a crystal vase, just as though it were a waterfall, or the way she scattered rose petals over the tablecloth in such a way that it all looked so natural. All the other women whispered to each other, ‘Isn’t she clever? It’s different every time we come here.’



Marcia blew through her nose as she arranged a little shredded lettuce on the sandwiches. Her hand trembled slightly and a few pieces fell onto the table. Her head thumped with the urgency of a migraine and she swayed a little and put out her hand to steady herself. She took two aspirin from a bottle and decided to go and have a lie down. Her legs were tired from all the standing she’d been doing. She hadn’t just done snacks for book club, she’d also made her famous scones with homemade strawberry jam for tea. Janet was coming round in an hour to do a quick stocktake of all the books. Stupid time, really, she had thought, but Janet said it was the only time that afternoon she could leave her elderly mother – and said she’d check the books more quickly as they were laid out on the table. Of course, Marcia had told her she’d be far too busy to help with the books, and it was Janet’s job anyway as she was Secretary and really Marcia had to draw the line somewhere at what were her duties and what were Janet’s. She couldn’t do everything. Heavens, no! There was all the crockery and cutlery to lay out and she had to make sure that all the tablecloths were clean.


Marcia poured herself a glass of water from a jug in the fridge. Dorcas, of course, was useless. She had seemed intelligent and capable at first and Marcia had had great plans for the girl. They had already had one near catastrophe due to that big stain that she hadn’t said a word about. She’d just folded the tablecloth away! And then they’d had to make do with the pale lemon instead, which was quite unfortunate considering the colour of the napkins. There had also been a question over some food that went missing before last week’s bridge evening – vol-au-vents, cheese straws, sausage rolls, that sort of thing – and Marcia felt she just couldn’t have Dorcas help with the food in future. She had questioned her about it, of course, even threatened to call in the police, but Dorcas had denied everything, suggesting the cat may have jumped up and eaten them. Really, the stories these people came up with! Mind you, she could write a book on domestics. They just weren’t the same any more. They wanted everything: cell phones, makeup, high heels and they thought they got all that by clicking their fingers and demanding more. Well, Marcia just wasn’t going to have it. She’d given Dorcas a warning: ‘Once more and you’re out,’ and Dorcas had bowed her head silently and nodded.


The importance of good linen wouldn’t occur to Janet, thought Marcia, remembering what she had produced at the last meeting. Her tablecloths were quite threadbare and she tried to cover the holes and stains with plates of food, but frankly, Marcia despaired, how much food could you put on a table? Heavy with tiredness, she stumbled as she walked down the corridor, reaching out for the wall and knocking a picture out of place as she did so. Water splashed out of her glass, but she didn’t seem to notice.


‘Damn sooes,’ she said aloud. ‘Sooes.’ She stopped, breathless, and tried to think of the word. Her mouth felt heavy and unwieldy. The morning’s incident had obviously had more of an effect on her than she had imagined it would.


She would just have a little lie down. She slipped off her shoes, giving them a slight shake as she did so and slowly swung her stout, stocking-clad legs onto the bed. ‘Just an hour,’ she said aloud to herself, but even as she said it, the words deserted her and she struggled to call them back. What was it she was thinking? What had she just said?


She reached down to the foot of the bed and pulled up the red travelling rug, laying it across her legs. Her last thought before her eyelids closed was that she must remind Dorcas to use a bit of fabric softener when she washed the blankets.


At four o’clock, Janet Peters buzzed the intercom outside the gate. No one answered. She buzzed again. Still no one answered. She tried the gate. It was a heavy green metal gate that slid open on rollers. If Marcia was home, it was generally unlocked as it was now. She walked up the drive and knocked at the front door.


‘Cooo-eee,’ she called, putting her hand up above her eyes as she peered through the window panel at the side of the door. ‘Mar-ci-aaa.’ Janet tried the door, but it was locked.


‘That’s strange,’ she said aloud. ‘There should be someone here.’ She tried again, but there was no answer. She went round to the back, but was equally unsuccessful. There didn’t seem to be anyone in the house at all. She took her cell phone out of her bag and dialled Marcia’s number. An irritating fake American voice told her that the cell phone she was trying to reach was not available, please try again later. It was unusual for Marcia to have her phone switched off. Where was Dorcas? Where was the gardener? She went round to the servants’ quarters, behind a wall at the back of the house. They seemed all shut up, too.


She was just coming back round the side of the wall when she met Dorcas, carrying a large plastic shopping bag from Game that looked full of clothes. She wasn’t wearing her uniform; in fact, she looked quite carefree in a floral cotton dress and pumps. She was smiling, swinging the bag a little as she walked and hummed. She stopped as soon as she saw Janet. Her smile disappeared and she seemed to pull her languid limbs together as though Janet had just called her to attention.


‘Hello, Dorcas,’ said Janet, brightly. ‘Where is everyone? Where’s the madam?’



‘Madam is inside,’ said Dorcas flatly, pointing half-heartedly to the house.


‘Well, she’s not answering. Have you just arrived?’



Dorcas nodded.


Janet looked down at the bag in Dorcas’s hand. ‘You’ve been out shopping?’



Dorcas immediately became defensive. It was as though a shutter fell across her face, rendering it expressionless, except for her mouth for she kept pulling her lips in and pursing them, as though ready for confrontation.


‘Madam gave me the afternoon off.’



‘Really? But today’s book club?’



Dorcas shrugged.


‘She didn’t need your help?’



Dorcas shook her head.


‘Not for laying out the table or washing cups and saucers?’



Dorcas shrugged again and rolled her eyes slightly, as though to suggest there was nothing out of the usual about this and that Janet was overreacting.


‘Where’s Malakai?’



‘Fired.’



‘Fired? Why? When?’



‘Last week. He cleaned madam’s car with Vim.’



‘Oh dear. I’m sure it was a mistake.’



Dorcas kept quiet, waiting to be dismissed.


‘Well, I really wonder where she is. Her car’s here and I don’t think she is likely to have walked anywhere.’ Janet couldn’t imagine Marcia being the walking type. She drove everywhere, and if she didn’t drive, she ‘sent’ for things or sent someone to deliver things. Varicose veins, she had once told Janet, were the bane of her life. Janet had tried to tell her about an article she had read which claimed that exercise was good for varicose veins, but Marcia had dismissed it with a wave of a profiterole-full hand and what could have been a laugh, but what could also have been a sneer.


‘Janet, dear, I really don’t know where you get these notions half the time.’



‘It was Reader’s Digest–’ Janet had begun, but Marcia had cut her off with another half-laugh, half-sneer, as though that explained it all.


‘Perhaps I’m overreacting,’ said Janet, more to herself than to Dorcas. ‘Perhaps she has just popped out somewhere.’ Her eyes met Dorcas’s, which seemed to mock her for thinking that Marcia was the type to run out of something at the last minute. Surely everyone knew that with her everything had been prepared hours beforehand. Janet must have seen her extensive shopping lists and had she ever seen Marcia in a tizz because she didn’t have enough sugar or had run out of eggs? Her pantry was like a small shop and was always kept well-stocked. Of all people, Janet should know how much effort went into Marcia’s preparation for book club, and that it just wasn’t like her to decide that now was the time to pop out quickly.


‘Have you got a key?’ asked Janet, holding out her hand.


Dorcas looked at her with a mixture of suspicion and hostility. She pulled her bag closer.


‘Dorcas, have you got a key?’ Janet pronounced each word more slowly and deliberately than she had the first time. She felt slightly irritated as the young woman didn’t seem to share her concern for her employer’s whereabouts.


Dorcas hesitated, as though wondering whether or not to make a run for the gate, but then sighed and opened her handbag. She brought out a large old-fashioned purse with a twist clasp and clicked it open. From it, she took out a single key on a key ring and held it out to Janet.


‘Thank you. I’ll just see what’s going on. There must be some logical explanation.’ Her face furrowed into an anxious frown. ‘Perhaps someone has come to fetch her?’ She stared at Dorcas, hoping for some sort of confirmation from this person who stared blankly back at her. ‘Perhaps there has been an emergency? Maybe Mr Pullman has been taken ill at work and someone has come to tell her and taken her to him at the hospital?’ She stopped, her hand over her mouth. ‘Perhaps something terrible has happened!’



Dorcas didn’t say a word, but moved her feet impatiently as if to suggest the interrogation was over. Then she turned wordlessly back to the staff quarters and walked away. Janet hurried over to the back door and slipped the key in the lock. It turned easily and she entered.


‘Marcia? Marr-ciaa?’ she called as she went through the hallway into the kitchen. Everything looked very spick and span, except for a small pile of washing-up at the sink, which made Janet look twice. The only thing Marcia ever washed herself was the cut-glass crystal, but she wasn’t the type to let dishes collect at the sink. It just didn’t make sense why Dorcas had been given the afternoon off.


She went into the lounge, which was usually busy on book club day with Dorcas polishing anything and everything that could be polished and the gardener sweeping the verandah that ran along the length of the house. In the summer months, book club was held there, the books arranged on a large wooden table (covered with a suitable tablecloth, of course), but in the winter, Marcia had everything indoors, usually with a large fire in the grate and flasks of coffee and cocoa as well as the wine.


Janet looked around. Besides a table that had been brought in to lay the books on (which hadn’t even been covered with a cloth at this late stage) and the boxes of books, which had been placed under it, there was no sign that book club was imminent. It occurred to Janet that there was something peaceful about the room that she hadn’t noticed before. It was something to do with the way all the colours blended: the reds and browns of the beautiful Persian rugs on the floor and the deep mahogany of the furniture. They were all antiques, of course. There was that glow to them, the deep knowing air of age and of wealth. Janet half thought she’d like to lie down on one of the rugs to see what wealth felt like, but the thought of what Marcia would say if she walked in and found her prostrate on the carpet, a Persian one at that, brought her back to reality and she turned out of the lounge and treaded softly down the corridor.


‘Marr-cii-aa, oh, Marr-cii-aa!’ She was reminded of those thrillers where the protagonist calls through the house, ‘Is that you, John?’ or whatever the name happens to be and, despite receiving no answer, on and on they continue until invariably they end up in the basement or the attic where some terrible fate awaits them. ‘If it is John, he’d answer, for goodness sake,’ she remembered shouting at the television the last time she’d watched such a film, curled up on the couch and hiding behind a cushion. Marcia would definitely answer, Janet thought. More than that, she would appear, shaking her head, slightly irritated, and saying something like, ‘You don’t have to keep calling me, Janet. I was just in the bedroom. You do sound like a fishwife sometimes.’



The floorboards creaked a little and Janet noticed that a picture at the far end of the passageway, nearest to Marcia’s bedroom, was askew. She began to feel slightly afraid as she approached the bedroom door. She lifted her right hand to knock and pressed her ear closer to the door to see if she could hear anything. It was quiet. She felt like a child outside the head teacher’s door, knowing that, if she entered without knocking, she’d be in even more trouble than she already was; and yet she could be in as much trouble for entering at all.


Janet knocked gently and listened again. She half hoped to hear the rustle of clothes, or footsteps on the floor, or the creak of the bedsprings, but there was nothing. She took a deep breath, bit her lip and turned the door handle. ‘Haven’t you done anything yet?’ she imagined Marcia snapping. ‘Come on! Chop, chop, girl!’ She was ready; she could take it, she thought.


Marcia Pullman lay on her bed seemingly asleep, a small red rug lay across her legs and on the bedside table next to her was a half-full glass of water. If it weren’t for the silver letter opener sticking out of her chest and the small bud of crimson that bloomed from where the blade went in, there was nothing whatsoever out of the ordinary about the scene. Janet crept towards the body with a horrified fascination. She felt her bag slip from her shoulder as she turned and ran from the room.


Dorcas, who was just then turning on the kitchen tap, jumped as she heard Janet scream.


‘Murder!’ she cried, stumbling down the passageway. ‘Murder!’















Chapter Two


Chief Inspector Edmund Dube sat at his desk in Central Police Station and tried to focus on the work in front of him. It was Monday afternoon: he usually liked Mondays, but today he felt frustrated. He was filling in a report form, or at least trying to do so. The ‘S’ and the ‘R’ were missing from the police station’s only serviceable typewriter, an anomaly that may not have worried the average police officer, but one that irritated Chief Inspector Edmund Dube beyond belief. As a young constable new to the force, he had initially regarded the presence of typewriters (there had been five at the time he joined) with a certain degree of relish, looking forward to using them with great anticipation. He had imagined inserting a sheet of crisp white paper, the feeling of a purposeful task ahead; the effortless movement of his hands across the keyboard – no mistakes, of course – and the sense of completion as he removed the document, the flourish of a signature: everything in order.


It hadn’t taken him long to realise that things weren’t going to be like that at all. He was assigned to filling in charge sheets on cheap grey newsprint, which invariably tore as he tried to extricate them from the ancient jaws of failing Imperials and rusting Olympias. There was little glamour to filling in details about drunken driving or speeding offences, but still he felt it must be done. Order must be kept, and he was the only officer willing to plod through miles of overdue paperwork and put it all in place.


As Chief Inspector, such petty jobs were ostensibly below him: he was supposed to be out fighting crime, having meetings with local dignitaries to reassure them of the police’s continued devotion to keeping the people of Bulawayo safe and sound, and organizing the police force so that it ran smoothly and efficiently. Again, reality was something quite different. He had never been an authoritative enough figure at the police station; he was well aware of that. His voice wasn’t quite loud enough and his stature, he was short and slim, did nothing to earn him respect amongst both new recruits and old hands, many of whom were taller, and fatter, than he. At times he felt his lack of confidence ooze out of him as he spoke and even he wondered why he got the promotion.


He could never seem to engender much enthusiasm in the force. At one time, he had attended the daily muster parades, which ended with him giving a quote for the day, words intended to inspire and elevate. For a while, this had worked, but then he lost his hold somewhat by quoting lines from The Saint, most of which had gone over everybody’s head. ‘All of us want to do our jobs well. We want to be heroes, to be saints,’ he had once addressed them. ‘You have to be a very good, and usually very dead person to become a saint. And more importantly, you need to work three miracles. Now, get to work.’ His remarks had been greeted with a collective mix of suspicion and confusion. ‘You want us dead?’ came a voice from the second row followed by a short burst of laughter.


If he had stopped after the first two attempts, he might have regained his footing, but, determined to educate the force on the wisdom of Lesley Charteris, he had persevered, meeting only dwindling enthusiasm and growing boredom. Shakespeare would have been a better bet, even if no one had understood what he was trying to say, and the Bible was always a winner: ‘Genesis 5 tells us…’ or ‘And so as Job teaches us…’ but Edmund had sought a higher truth, and failed.


A further result was that, with a half-hearted force beneath him, he had found it difficult to convince the local dignitaries of any sense of commitment from the police. In fact, he couldn’t help but think they thought him a liar. It wasn’t that he was a big talker, making grandiose promises he would never be able to fulfil, and he certainly never asked for back-handers or anything of the kind. It was his soft, quiet voice that tended to trail off, leaving sentences incomplete, and the way he looked down when he talked, his hands folded in front of him apologetically.


In all probability, Edmund was right about his suitability for the position he occupied. But it wasn’t necessarily that he was the wrong person for the job; he was in the wrong place at the wrong time and the more he worked there, the more he came to realise this. Policing in Zimbabwe was very different to what he had thought it would be. It had started with his reading books at school, relics of the permanently sun-filled 1950s when mothers wore flowery dresses and didn’t go to work and fathers wore bowler hats and seemed to be in a constant state of getting the train to London. While he was away, Constable Copper could always be relied on to keep the home fires burning. He was tall, sensible and approachable. He climbed trees and rescued cats, he took lost children home to Mother and he always offered timely advice about crossing the road.


As Edmund grew up, this image was dented a little by the crime novels he read in which the policeman was always an idiot and the last to work anything out. The private investigator was much more able and dashing a figure. The bane of the police world, he proved his superior intelligence through a variety of means, often adopting rather less conventional methods of detection than simple interviews and form filling. His was a life of fast car chases, dangerous gun battles and beautiful femmes fatale. Somehow, however, Edmund had retained his respect for PC Copper. The life of the private detective had attracted him, but the life of the constable was his; it’s what felt right. He had longed to be part of his reading book world, part of a world that worked; in which all conflicts were resolved – cats returned to their owners, children to their parents and everyone slept soundly in their beds at night. That was the policeman’s job and why he was much more the superhero than the private investigator who thrived on chaos.


How long ago was it that he stopped believing in his job? Longer than the typewriter ribbon running out? Longer than the wait for new office supplies, continuously delayed by the lack of financial resources? Or was it when they received their orders to round up and terrorise ‘the great unwashed’, to beat them and torture them and destroy all they had to their names? He still had the dreams. He still passed people on the street he thought he recognised from that time. He still expected that one day, perhaps while standing in the kitchen or lying in bed, he would receive what he believed was due to him and he could not protect himself from that. And so he hid himself in paperwork and routine and, although he no longer believed in his job in the same way he had when he started, he still got a sense of enjoyment from it. Somehow he was putting a little piece of the world to rights, feeling it spin a little slower as he typed ploddingly on.


This afternoon was like any afternoon. A week ago, he had asked Constable Banda to get the last six months of traffic offences up-to-date, but Constable Banda had then mysteriously disappeared and, by the time he had returned with a rather vague story of having to check the curio vendors at City Hall all had licences, Edmund had decided to tackle the work himself. There was something curiously relaxing about the mundaneness of paperwork that he appreciated. He glanced over at the book on the side of his desk: Being in Control: A Practical Guide to Self Confidence. The first step concerned organisation. An organised mind is a confident mind.


There was a soft knock at the door and a constable put his head round the corner. Edmund didn’t look up. It was probably a request for tea from the storeroom to which he had the key. Now it was winter, they seemed to expect two cups a day rather than the customary one. He prepared himself to refuse the request. Lately, he had discovered that not looking up and merely shaking his head once while carrying on with his work seemed to do the trick and he wasn’t asked again. Looking up involved a type of engagement that inevitably led to him handing over the key.


The head disappeared again and the door was about to shut when Edmund said, ‘Yes?’



‘I’m looking for Khumalo.’



‘I’m looking for Khumalo, sir,’ corrected Edmund, looking up.


There was a pause. The officer let go of the handle and the door swung open in an insolent arch.


‘I’m looking for Khumalo, sir.’ The voice was flat and bored.


‘Why?’



‘There is an emergency. They are looking for him.’



Edmund continued to concentrate on his typewriter. ‘They?’ he asked, his voice that of a schoolteacher who has detected a mistake in the book of a pupil and wishes to make a lesson of it. ‘Who are they, Mpofu, eh? Be specific. How many times have I told you?’



Mpofu lowered his eyes in apology, but seemed a little irritated at the same time. ‘He is needed at the front desk. There is an emergency.’



‘Yes, you said,’ replied Edmund with weary resignation. ‘He’s not here. I’ll come.’ He stopped typing and took a deep breath, his eyes still fixed on the keyboard. He hated leaving a job halfway through, but thought he’d probably be back in a few minutes, once he’d issued another round of pens or staples or whatever it was that was needed so urgently and disappeared so quickly.


He leaned forward and tipped up his chair so that he could lift it backwards without scraping the floor, a habit he had learned at school. When he entered the reception area, he was confronted with a scene of mild chaos. A policeman was arguing with two vendors whose wares he had confiscated. The offending bags of naartjies lay on the reception counter, the hand of the policeman resting firmly on them. The vendors stood before him, one of them with his hands behind his back looked alarmingly juvenile as he twisted the fingers of each hand in a nervous fidget. Both men had a hangdog look with the sad eyes and the droopy features of people who expect trouble and strife as naturally as others expect the sun to rise each morning. The policeman in question was enjoying a bit of psychological torture with them, repeatedly asking where they had got the naartjies and to whom they expected to sell them.


At the end of the counter was a man in his early forties. He was slightly overweight and his straight brown hair was just that little bit too long. It was a hairstyle best described as a mullet, one that was long considered old-fashioned in other parts of the world (and one of the few unlikely to ever be resurrected with a return of eighties fashion), but one that was still reasonably acceptable amongst Bulawayo’s white population, never really known for their adherence to current Western fashion trends. He wore a pair of baggy jeans that were too long, the bottoms frayed from being walked on constantly, and a red tartan shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the tail hanging out. His whole being bore a look of frustrated endurance as he spoke slowly and deliberately to the officer taking his particulars.


‘I was not speeding. You cannot tell me I was speeding when there are no speed restriction signs along that road. I tell you–’



The officer cut him off. ‘Okay. It’s okay.’ He smiled.


The man’s form relaxed and he stood back from the counter in surprise.


‘You can go to jail instead,’ continued the officer. ‘It’s your choice.’



Used to such scenes, Edmund’s eyes glanced over the pair without much interest. He found the duty officer holding the phone between his ear and shoulder and writing at the same time. Edmund noted how many times the officer had to repeat a question and how many times he asked for something to be spelt and how slowly the man wrote.


‘An emergency, obviously,’ he couldn’t help mutter as he came up behind him. Edmund waited until he had put down the phone before asking: ‘Yes, what is it? We haven’t any more black pens at the moment. If it’s a black pen you’re after, you’ll have to get your own. I keep telling you all to conserve what we have.’ He could never quite understand the preference for black pens over blue. The latter were consumed in great quantities at the start of each school term when stationery had to be found, but this usually died down after the first month back. From then on, it was black pens that were in great demand, as though they elevated one’s status above the norm.


‘There has been a murder,’ said the duty officer, ignoring Edmund’s comment.


Edmund felt a slight surge of excitement, but his face didn’t change. ‘Whereabouts?’



‘Suburbs,’ replied the officer quickly, obviously bursting to tell someone the news. ‘An ikhiwa woman… I mean a white lady,’ he corrected himself as he caught Edmund’s disapproving look. ‘She has been stabbed to death in her bed… the gardener is missing… and…’ he started to read from the form in front of him.


‘Thank you, Bhebhe,’ said Edmund, a warning in his voice. ‘There is no need to tell the whole police station the details. And let’s make no assumptions, shall we? I hardly think you are the Prosecutor-General.’



Bhebhe’s mouth snapped shut, but a smile played around his lips and Edmund couldn’t help feeling that he was a bit of a joke in the young officer’s eyes. He could imagine him telling his friends about it later on: ‘And he says to me, “I hardly think you are the Prosecutor-General! Hah! This man!”’



Edmund took the form out of Bhebhe’s hands, glancing at it with a practised look of disdain, as though the contents were of no particular interest to him. His initial interest in the case, which had flickered like a tiny flame, had fizzled out as soon as mention was made of the gardener. A white woman dead, her gardener missing – it looked like an open and shut case. She had probably threatened to fire him over some minor theft, or perhaps he had come to work drunk, or spoken cheekily to her and he had lost his temper and stabbed her with the closest thing to hand. He had run away, but the police would find him and that would be it. Case closed. Edmund looked about him.


‘I’ll need a couple of men. What’s the gardener’s name?’



The officer shrugged. ‘She didn’t say.’



Edmund felt his temper rise. ‘She? And who is she, hmm? The cat’s mother?’



Bhebhe looked at Edmund in amazement. He hadn’t mentioned a cat – what was he on about now? ‘The woman who phoned,’ he replied, ‘didn’t say what the gardener’s name is.’



‘But did you ask?’ Edmund almost shouted in exasperation. ‘Ask and it shall be given unto you! You ask for pens and for tea and for pay rises, but you can’t ask for a potential murderer’s name! What are you paid for?’ With that, he strode out of the police station and down the front steps. He came to an abrupt stop at the bottom when he realised he didn’t have any transport. The one and only working police vehicle was being used that day by Sibanda, or Sibanda and Friends as Edmund more commonly called him. Edmund was sure he used the police vehicle as a taxi service, but had never been able to prove this conclusively, mostly because if Sibanda had the vehicle, it meant that Edmund didn’t, which made following him difficult.


Edmund put his hands in his pockets and let out a great sigh, leaning backwards as he did so. It wouldn’t do to go back inside the station, where no doubt they were all waiting for him to reappear feeling more than a little sheepish. He looked down at the sheet of paper with the details of the murdered woman’s address and thought he could probably get a tshova and be there pretty quickly: Suburbs was very close to the centre of town. But white people, he knew, thought very little of the police force and arriving without police transport would just increase their disdain – and who could blame them really? Would you trust that the perpetrator of such a heinous crime would be caught by a police force that shared one vehicle and couldn’t even maintain their bicycle fleet?


At that point, the man who had been inside complaining of an unfair charge of speeding came hurtling down the steps like an untidy whirlwind, muttering something about Human Rights and the state of the government. He stopped when he saw Edmund, thinking perhaps that he would have another unfair charge laid against him: being rude to police officers or speaking badly of the Law. The man went to open his car and Edmund had a sudden brainwave. Pulling himself straight and adjusting his hat, he went over to him.


‘Good afternoon.’



The man looked at him with suspicion. He pursed his lips as though he was about to say something but decided against it. ‘Good afternoon,’ he muttered, turning the key in the lock and lifting the handle.


‘I’m sorry you are Mr…?’



The look of suspicion deepened. ‘Martin. Craig Martin.’



Edmund cleared his throat. He had been about to ask very politely for a lift, but at the last minute thought some authority was probably needed. His request was somewhat shaky. ‘Mr Martin, I… er… I need to borrow your vehicle.’



‘Borrow it? Haven’t you got your own?’ He looked around as though he expected to see a fleet of police cars lined up somewhere.


Edmund was increasingly aware of the fact that he needed transport urgently and he was loath to go back inside the station. He took a deep breath and said as confidently as possible: ‘I may have to commandeer your vehicle if you do not comply with the wishes of the police.’ His voice was soft and lacked the required firmness. He wished he could take the words back and say them again.


The man, who was about to get in the car, stopped and gave a forced, sardonic laugh. ‘Hah! Brilliant!’ He shook his head. ‘Look, why don’t I just give you guys my car? I mean, you’ve just given me a fine that’s going to pretty well bankrupt me, so why don’t you just take it?’ He collapsed into the driver’s seat, crumpled in despair.


Edmund’s eyes turned to the car. It was a fawn coloured Renault 4, the type that used to be popular as a taxi before the Hyundais and Honda Fits moved in. For a brief moment he was transported back to his childhood and he was a little boy excited at the prospect of a ride in Mr MacDougal’s car.


‘What year is it? ’75?’



It was obvious Craig Martin didn’t like Edmund’s question. His eyes narrowed and his mouth turned down angrily. He drew in breath sharply and tapped on the steering wheel in hard staccato. To Edmund’s surprise, he then closed his eyes and appeared to count to ten under his breath. Then he exhaled and said, ‘Where do you need to go?’ His voice was low and resigned, edged slightly with sarcasm. ‘Perhaps I can give you a lift if it’s not too far out of my way.’



‘Suburbs. Clark Road,’ said Edmund, who was already making his way to the passenger side of the car. The man nodded and reached over to unlock the door from inside. Edmund felt a tingle of excitement as he got in and looked over to the dashboard.


‘This is a wonderful car,’ he said to Craig, who didn’t answer, but eyed Edmund with a suspicious glance. ‘How long have you had it?’



‘Ten years,’ said Craig, shifting the car into reverse. ‘Now do you know which end of Clark Road it is? It would save us some time.’



‘No,’ said Edmund, ‘but I imagine it’s towards the museum end.’



‘A break-in?’



‘A murder.’



Edmund heard Craig draw breath slightly and accelerate a little.


‘It’s a pity you don’t have one of those flashing lights we could slap on the top of the car,’ he said. Edmund noticed he was relaxing a bit.


‘Yes, I know what you mean. Like they have in the movies.’ Those cars were the special cars, the ones that looked like your average sedan, but could be so easily converted into something far more sophisticated and out of the ordinary just by throwing a light on top. You thought I was just your everyday person going about his everyday business, but what I do is top secret, it’s important. I solve crimes, I fight criminals, I put the world to rights.


‘Would you mind waiting a while?’ Edmund asked Craig as he opened the door and got out in a hurry. ‘I’m not sure how long I’ll be. I’ll let you know if it’s going to be a while.’ He was pleased when Craig agreed, although he saw him hesitate a moment.


Edmund rang the buzzer on the intercom.


‘Hello?’ It was a woman’s voice.


‘Chief Inspector Edmund Dube, CID,’ replied Edmund, flicking a piece of cotton off his jacket and drawing his shoulders back.


‘Wait a minute.’



Expecting the gate to open immediately, Edmund was surprised to hear footsteps approach. The gate slid back enough for a head to peer round.


A maid, a tall thin young woman with a very bored look on her face, proceeded to talk to the air above his right shoulder. Yes, this was the Pullmans’ house. Yes, they were expecting the police to arrive. But she didn’t move; instead she looked at him as she might a chance passer-by.


‘Can I come in?’ Edmund asked, wishing his voice carried more authority.


She looked him up and down and then pushed the gate open wider. He followed her up the drive to the back door. Inside the kitchen, Edmund found an odd assortment of people. A slightly hysterical woman, with faded red hair that stood up from her head in a fuzzy halo, was crying softly in a chair. Before her on the table was a half-finished cup of tea and a couple of biscuits. Opposite her sat a large, but not fat, man with bulbous features and hair protruding through the top of his shirt. Edmund noticed he was wearing a short-sleeved shirt despite the chill in the late afternoon air and guessed him to be a hunter by his short shorts and brown leather boots. The maid returned to the sink, where she slowly dried some glasses. In all the time that he was there, she didn’t look at Edmund once.


‘Come on, Dorcas, man! Bring those glasses over here! Bloody hell, what’s a man got to do to get a drink around here?’ He looked up at Edmund with a scornful look on his face and added, ‘Pull yourself together, Janet. The cowboys have arrived.’



Edmund nodded apologetically at the three.


‘Mr Pullman?’ he said, extending his hand to the man who waited a couple of seconds before taking it in a grip so strong, Edmund thought he must have broken at least half a dozen bones.


‘I might be,’ was his answer. ‘And you are?’



Edmund noticed Mr Pullman’s accent had changed and he was speaking to him in the way in which he might speak to someone whose knowledge of English was limited. Someone from the rural areas perhaps, not someone at his level.


‘Chief Inspector Dube,’ said Edmund, holding his hand behind his back and trying to get some feeling back.


‘Where’s Khumalo?’



‘He is busy. I am here to investigate this terrible crime.’



Mr Pullman’s eyes narrowed as he looked Edmund up and down.


‘I’m sorry to hear about your wife,’ Edmund stammered, looking from Mr Pullman to the woman at the table to the maid.


The man continued to stare at Edmund for a few seconds before replying: ‘Are you? What’s it to you, hey? Another white person dead. You should be glad. Celebrate. Another one down – how many more to go?’



Quite taken aback, Edmund was lost for words. When they did come, he found himself making little sense. ‘I need to have to ask a few questions… and have to see the scene of the crime.’ He stopped and tried to rearrange his words. ‘I’d like to see the scene of the crime first please.’



A sob exploded from the other side of the table as the red-haired woman put her head in her hands and cried more hysterically.


‘Struth!’ said the man, getting up. ‘I’ll take you. Don’t go putting those glasses away, Dorcas. This way,’ he said to Edmund. ‘And chop, chop. I don’t want you guys hanging around my house any longer than you need to.’



They were just walking out of the room when the maid gave a scream. Edmund turned and saw her throw open the window and push her face right up to the burglar bars in an effort to look out.


‘What the hell…’ began Mr Pullman, his face reddening in anger, but Dorcas ignored him completely and ran out of the kitchen door, closely followed by Edmund.


‘Catch! Catch that man!’ she shouted. ‘That’s the one! Catch him!’



The man in question was Craig Martin.














Chapter Three


Edmund gave chase, of sorts, after Craig Martin. Running after a moving car isn’t always easy, even if the car in question is a 1975 Renault 4 – but it did start first time. Edmund was perturbed, but not overly concerned. It was unlikely that Craig Martin would have given him a lift had he been involved in the murder, unless he had done it deliberately and used the opportunity to make sure his tracks were covered and that he had not left any incriminating evidence. When Dorcas had recognised him, he had panicked and run away. It was a possibility, but anyone who scared that quickly would be easily tracked down.


Standing at the top of the kitchen steps, he had a strong sense of déjà vu. It was not the scene of the two earnest policemen chasing the retreating figure of Craig Martin, but the place that was familiar: the view from the top step, the long flank of drive, the high green wall separating the yard from the neighbours’. There was a feeling, too, like a rushing sound behind him. Edmund turned and looked to the side and the feeling disappeared.


When Edmund re-entered the kitchen, Mr Pullman was standing in the doorway to the hall, waiting for him. Dorcas was nowhere to be seen.


‘Who was that guy?’ growled Pullman. ‘What the hell was he doing here?’



Edmund hesitated, not wanting to tell him that Craig had given him a lift to the house as he didn’t have his own transport. ‘That’s what I need to speak to your maid about.’



‘Dorcas says he’s white.’



‘That’s correct.’



Mr Pullman looked momentarily stumped. Edmund wondered if he weren’t of the thinking that no white man could commit a murder.


He twisted his notebook in his hands.


‘Well… er… I need to speak to Dorcas right away.’



His words fell on deaf ears.


‘You can sort that out in your own time. This way to the body,’ said Mr Pullman, pulling his shorts up with the air of a hotel proprietor showing a guest the way to the best suite his facility could offer. Craig Martin appeared to have been forgotten.


Edmund had the strange feeling again as he entered the hallway that he had been there before… except that it was different, a different room. He shook his head to rid himself of the feeling and opened his eyes to find Pullman watching him.


It was with some trepidation that Edmund walked down the passage to the bedroom. One thing he had never got used to was the sight of a dead body. The door to the bedroom was open and the body lay as it had been found: straight down the bed with hands at her sides. A red rug was pulled up over the legs and what looked like a long, thin knife stuck out of the left side of the chest. A small flower of red surrounded it. The eyes were closed and there was no sign of a struggle.


Edmund looked quizzically at the body. He placed Marcia Pullman in her mid-fifties; like her husband, she was large, but not fat. Stout was the word. Her light brown hair had a slightly red tinge to it. ‘Dyed,’ thought Edmund, noticing the darker roots.


‘Hasn’t bled much,’ he said, staring down at the knife. He heard a snort behind him and turned to see Mr Pullman rolling his eyes at him.


‘What d’you want? Blood and guts, eh?’



‘Not at all, sir,’ said Edmund, turning back to the body. ‘But usually a knife wound to the heart would result in huge blood loss.’ He heard Mr Pullman snort again and wondered if he’d been mistaken in thinking it a snort of contempt; perhaps it was a snort of misery. ‘I’m sorry,’ he continued, ‘this must be very hard for you. You don’t have to be here, Mr Pullman.’



Mr Pullman shrugged and looked away. ‘One dead body’s the same as another,’ he said, rather cryptically.


Edmund thought it best to let the comment go unheeded. Instead he said, ‘Did your wife always sleep like this? I mean, in this position?’



There was another snort and shake of the head.


‘It just doesn’t look very natural,’ Edmund quickly tried to explain himself. He was beginning to feel a distinct sense of threat from Mr Pullman. He didn’t like the way the man stood behind him rather than at his side.


‘Who knows what natural is?’



Edmund looked around the room briefly, taking in the fine furnishings. The cupboard was open and it looked like a couple of drawers had been rifled through. A large carved wooden chest at the foot of the bed was open and its contents were strewn across the carpet. Yet a handbag sat neatly on a chair, seemingly untouched. Edmund’s eyes rested on the bedside table on the opposite side of the bed. It was empty of anything but a lamp. He looked back at the body lying down the middle of the bed. It occurred to him then that this was a single person’s room.


‘Is anything missing from the room?’



‘Not that I know of.’



‘You’ve checked? Money, jewellery–’



‘Nope. Nothing’s missing,’ interrupted Mr Pullman, his voice edged with irritation.


‘And the knife? Is it one of yours?’



‘Nope. Not a knife. It’s a letter opener. Never seen it before in my life.’



‘Your gardener is missing? Could I have his name, please.’



‘Missing! The bugger was fired. Malakai is his name. Malakai Ndimande.’



Edmund decided not to ask any more questions. He said, in as much of a matter of fact way as possible, ‘Please make sure no one touches the body. It will have to be taken for a post-mortem.’ Then, in an attempt to appear more official, he added: ‘We will need to run some tests.’



‘Tests!’ Mr Pullman snorted. ‘CSI Bulawayo. What a joke!’



If there was anything that Edmund liked, demanded even, it was order. He liked to go through things systematically, working backwards from the discovery of the crime.


‘I will need to interview you, sir,’ he said to Mr Pullman in as kindly a voice as he could muster. ‘However, I would like to ask Mrs… ’



‘Peters.’



‘Mrs Peters. I would like to ask Mrs Peters some questions first.’



Mr Pullman shrugged and pulled a face as though he had just been left out of a round of cards and was slightly nettled. ‘Suits me, but I doubt you’ll get anywhere with her tonight. The woman’s a wreck. Can’t string a sentence together.’



Edmund found Janet Peters still sitting at the kitchen table, her thin, bony hands gripping the whisky Mr Pullman had poured her. Her grey-blue eyes held a frightened look and every so often brimmed with tears.


‘I have to ask you a few questions, Mrs Peters. I’m sorry, I know you are upset, but it is important I get the main facts correct.’



‘Yes,’ agreed Janet, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. ‘Of course, Chief Inspector. Please, do ask me anything, anything at all.’ Her voice wavered as she said the last words and she took a small swig of whisky to steady herself.


Edmund watched as she lowered the glass unsteadily to the table and wiped her eyes once more with the handkerchief. He placed her in her mid sixties. ‘Nervous. Sad,’ he thought, too and not just with the sadness of the moment.


‘You came to the house at what time?’ he asked, his voice soft in the coldness of the kitchen.


‘At four. I was here on time.’ She looked at him in anticipation of being reproached for being late.


‘You were expected?’



‘Yes, you see that’s the strange thing, Chief Inspector.’ Janet sat up a little straighter and became more animated. ‘Marcia was expecting me at four and when I came I couldn’t find anyone. It was as though everyone was out.’



Edmund looked sideways at her. ‘Why was that unusual? She could have been a few minutes late. Perhaps she was out shopping.’



‘Well, it was book club night.’



Edmund looked blank. ‘Can you explain?’ he asked. ‘I’m not sure I understand.’



‘Every month our book club meets to – you know – swap books. This month it’s Marcia’s turn… I mean – well, it was. I came over to help her and couldn’t find anyone here. You see, Marcia took these things very seriously. She wouldn’t have gone anywhere and she certainly wouldn’t have given Dorcas the afternoon off. No, Dorcas would’ve been in cleaning and polishing and shining and scrubbing since six thirty in the morning. The gardener would’ve been trimming and pruning and cutting big bunches of flowers for the vases…’



‘Yes, the gardener. What do you know of him?’



‘Only that he doesn’t work here anymore.’



‘When did he leave?’



‘About a week ago, according to Dorcas. I asked her this afternoon and she said he was fired. Cleaned Marcia’s car with Vim.’ Janet suddenly made a funny spluttering noise and Edmund looked anxiously at her, thinking she was in the throes of choking on something. It took him a few seconds to realise she was laughing.


‘I’m sorry. Sorry, Inspector. Chief Inspector. It’s all been too much of a shock.’



‘I’m sure,’ he agreed, ‘and I won’t be much longer. I just need to ask you some details about when you found the body. I know this must be hard for you.’



Her eyes welled up again and she took another sip of whisky.


‘You arrived here at four o’clock.’ Edmund’s voice was gentle, encouraging. ‘How did you get in? Surely the gate was locked?’



Janet opened her mouth and then closed it again.


‘The gate was unlocked. It’s not an electric gate. It used to be, but it doesn’t work properly any more. It’s kept closed, but it’s not locked if someone is at home. She – Marcia – didn’t like me to ring the buzzer. She got irritated having to call someone to let me in. I wasn’t, I suppose, special enough to warrant such treatment.’



Edmund was surprised. ‘The gate was only locked if she was out?’



‘Yes. I suppose she came home, hooted her horn and someone ran out to open it for her. There was always someone whatever time of the day or night.’



‘So you found the gate closed, but unlocked?’



‘That’s correct. I went in and knocked on the door, but no one answered. I tried the door, but it was locked.’



‘The gate was left unlocked but the front door was locked? Did she expect you to use the back door?’



‘That was locked, too. I thought at first that Marcia must be out although it didn’t make sense. I tried phoning her first but there was no answer. I then went to look for Dorcas – she has a key for the back door – but she wasn’t there. I had just turned back towards the house when Dorcas arrived. She had obviously been out, which I was surprised about. She was carrying a plastic bag and she had her handbag with her – it looked as though she had just come back from shopping. I thought it was strange, of course. It was book club. Marcia would be giving orders left, right and centre and here was Dorcas in her glad rags.


‘I asked her if she had a key and she gave it to me. She gave it to me and I opened the back door.’



‘Why?’



‘Why?’



‘Well, do you usually panic when someone is not at home? She could’ve been out somewhere. Why go inside the house?’



Janet’s cheeks went pink. ‘You don’t understand, Chief Inspector. Marcia Pullman did not go out on book club days. She didn’t need to go out. She didn’t run out of things. She was prepared – prepared for anything. Take a look at her pantry and her fridge. They are chock-a-block with food. Marcia loved entertaining. She loved the limelight. Her functions were planned well in advance. She was expecting me! I would’ve had a phone call at least. Janet pick up this, Janet pick up that. That’s if she had run out of anything, which she wouldn’t have anyway. Her car was in the garage. All these things, Chief Inspector, suggested to me that something was wrong.’ Her voice had reached a high pitch now and the words came tumbling out over each other in a tangled heap. ‘I knew something was wrong. It was all too quiet – too deserted, that’s the word. I went inside in case–’



‘In case of what? Did you think something had happened to her?’



‘I don’t actually know,’ she said, looking suddenly vacant. ‘I expected her to come out of somewhere, hustling and bustling and shouting orders’ – she gave a nervous laugh – ‘like she always did. Marcia, always larger than life…’ Janet stared down at the table, a strange crooked smile on her lips. ‘But she was dead.’



Edmund didn’t want Janet to revisit the murder scene too quickly as she was bound to get upset again and not remember any little details. He imagined rewinding her steps down the corridor and she walking backwards to the sitting room. ‘Was there anything out of place? Did anything not seem right when you got inside the house?’



She thought for a second before answering. ‘No, I don’t think anything was. The books were in boxes under the table. It hadn’t been laid, of course. That wasn’t usual.’



Janet took a deep breath and began to calm.


There was a silence. Edmund waited for Janet to say something else, but she continued staring into a space ahead of her. He shifted in his chair and she moved, brought back to earth by the sound.


‘You walked down the corridor…’



‘Yes. Such a long corridor.’



‘And everything was in order?’



‘A picture… a picture was lopsided.’



‘Which picture?’



‘The one at the end of the corridor next to Marcia’s room.’



‘When you went into the room, can you tell me what you saw?’



‘Marcia–‘



Edmund’s voice interrupted her gently. ‘Can you tell me what the body looked like?’



Janet pulled herself straight in the chair and cleared her throat. ‘She was lying on the bed like this’ – Janet laid her arms straight alongside her body – ‘and her eyes were open. I went closer and I saw… a… a letter opener! It was sticking out of her chest. There was blood…’



Edmund looked up from his notes with a silent nod. ‘Thank you, Mrs Peters. Could you tell me, did you notice anything else in the room? Anything out of place maybe?’



He noticed Janet wavered a little at this question. ‘Well, the drawers were open,’ she said with a shake of her head. ‘Like somebody had been through them. I had never been into her bedroom before, but I imagined everything would look neat and tidy. She, on the other hand, looked–’



‘Neat and tidy?’ prompted Edmund.


‘Yes,’ said Janet, as though she had realised something. ‘Yes, that’s exactly right. Neat and tidy. Unnatural, almost.’ Her voice trailed off. ‘I panicked,’ she said, looking up at Edmund with a start. ‘I ran out of the room. My bag slipped… but I didn’t care. I ran.’



‘And you?’



‘Found Dorcas. She was just coming into the kitchen.’



‘Ready for work?’



‘I suppose so.’



‘What did she do?’



‘She came down the corridor with me. I didn’t go in the room again, but she did. She came out looking deathly pale. It’s the most emotion I’ve ever seen in her. She didn’t scream or cry. She was much more composed than I was. Got on the phone right away.’



‘To the police?’



Janet’s brow furrowed as she tried to remember. ‘She called someone else first, I think. I can’t remember. She spoke in a very low voice. I think whoever it was gave her a number to ring. You know what it’s like, Chief Inspector. You think the number is 999 because that’s what you hear in films and on television. But it’s not, is it? There are about five or six digits to remember. I couldn’t possibly do it.’



‘Dorcas reported the crime or did you?’



‘She did. I couldn’t speak. I was hysterical.’ She looked apologetically at Edmund with a small self-effacing smile. ‘I am useless at this sort of thing. Dorcas, on the other hand, just got on with the washing up!’



‘The washing up?’ Edmund looked across at the sink, which was spotlessly clear of anything.


‘There wasn’t a lot. A couple of glasses.’



‘Glasses?’



‘I noticed them when I came in. There were a couple of glasses and plates at the sink. I suppose they were from lunchtime when Nigel came home.’



Edmund pushed back his chair and went quickly over to the sink.


‘Could you tell me which glasses?’ He looked at the bare draining board with a sinking heart.


‘Well, they weren’t anything too special. Not what Marcia would call special anyhow. Her everyday is my special, if you know what I mean.’



Edmund nodded absently as he looked searchingly round the kitchen.


‘You won’t find them in here,’ said Janet going towards the door. ‘She keeps all the glasses in here.’ She took him into the bar area, which was a little room between the dining room and the lounge. There was a faux cosiness to it generated by pictures of Victorian English country scenes and a line of toby jugs on a shelf. Mr Pullman sat there in a black leather chair tucked in near the bar, nursing a whisky. For a moment, Edmund thought he looked sad, but when their eyes met, Pullman looked away with a sneer.


‘I’ve just remembered I have something to do,’ he said as he heaved himself out of the chair. As he strode out of the room, whisky in hand, Edmund noticed he had left a piece of paper on the seat. He picked it up and examined it closely. It looked like a shopping list, except that each word was caged in by a box. Whisky, brandy, vodka, gin, red wine, white wine.


‘That’s his bar list,’ said Janet, looking over Edmund’s shoulder. ‘He keeps a tight rein on what he’s got.’



‘Even at a time like this?’



Janet shrugged in a way that suggested that what Mr Pullman did was beyond her. ‘Beer glasses and mugs in that cupboard, tumblers in here, shot glasses on the top shelf. You won’t find wine glasses in here. They’re kept in the dining room.’ Janet navigated the bar area as though she were quite at home, thought Edmund. He had a sudden picture of her pouring cocktails, chatting flirtatiously as she pushed maraschino cherries onto cocktail sticks. A second later, she was herself again: small and thin and stooping slightly with her oversized jersey and silk scarf pulled closely around her as though she needed protection from more than the cold.


‘Can you remember what type of glasses they were?’ asked Edmund.


‘I think they were tumblers. These ones,’ she said, lifting a sample down and placing it in front of Edmund. ‘Probably. I suppose you want them to run tests on. Find fingerprints and DNA?’



Edmund raised his eyebrows in ironic assent. He doubted the forensic department would know what to do if he handed them the glasses and asked them to run tests. Have a drink, probably. He hoped to glean some sort of feeling about the used crockery and glasses himself – a lipstick mark, perhaps, or an idea of what had been eaten and drunk.


‘I’d like to know for sure which glasses were used. It’s a great pity everything has been washed up. They may have provided some valuable evidence.’



‘I’ll call Dorcas,’ said Janet. ‘She’ll be able to tell us.’



‘Yes, thank you,’ said Edmund, looking gloomily at the tumbler.


‘Is it all right if I go afterwards? I’m sorry… it’s all been a bit much for me. I just need to get home.’



‘Yes. Yes, of course. I understand.’



Janet nodded her head in thanks but as she went out of the room he called out, ‘Mrs Peters?’



‘Yes.’



‘I will need to ask you some more questions. Not this evening. Tomorrow morning? Could you leave your address? You will be at home?’



Janet paused while she twisted her handkerchief in her hands. She took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I will be at home tomorrow.’



Edmund sat opposite Dorcas and took a good look at her while she spoke. She had a long, oblong-shaped face with large, rather sad eyes when she didn’t let a veil of lack of interest in life cloud them. She kept her hair short and natural and there was something surprisingly pleasant about that, as though Edmund was suddenly reminded of what real beauty was. They were sitting in a little room next to the kitchen, which served as a laundry. There was a small kitchen table and two chairs inside, besides the washing machine, dryer and an ironing board.


‘Madam lets me have my lunch in here, as long as I keep it clean,’ she glanced at Edmund, ‘which I do.’



Dorcas had not wanted to talk in the house, a sentiment that Edmund could quite understand. She had confirmed that she had washed two tumblers and two plates that afternoon and identified them as the top two plates in the stack on the kitchen shelf, but the two glasses had been used again by Madam Janet and the boss for their whisky.


‘Dorcas,’ Edmund began, flipping open a new page in his notebook and pulling his chair a little closer to the table. ‘Miss Hlabangana.’



She didn’t answer, but looked suspiciously at him. Edmund guessed she wasn’t used to being referred to as Miss Hlabangana, but he liked formality; it gave him boundaries.


‘As you know, I am investigating a murder, the murder of your employer, Mrs Marcia Pullman,’ he added rather superfluously, but he felt it was to good effect.


Dorcas nodded.


‘Therefore, I need to know the truth.’



Dorcas inhaled sharply and was about to say something when Edmund put up his hand.


‘I am just saying. I need the facts and I need the truth. Okay?’



Dorcas nodded, but looked away from him at a spot on the floor.


‘Can you tell me what happened this afternoon?’



‘I was out. I had the afternoon off. When I came back Madam Peters was already here. She wanted to know where Mrs Pullman was. I said I didn’t know. Maybe she was in the house.’ Dorcas shrugged.


‘And then?’



She rolled her eyes and said, as though forced to state the obvious: ‘And then I gave her my key for the back door and she went inside and she found the madam dead in the bedroom.’ Dorcas’s voice was flat and unemotional. It reminded Edmund of a child learning to read.


‘Did you come in the house?’



‘Yes, it was four o’clock. Madam told me to be back at four. I went into the kitchen and that’s when Madam Peters came and told me the madam was dead.’



There was no mention of tears or screams or an hysterical Madam Peters. Dorcas, Edmund imagined, would be a terrible storyteller.


‘So you phoned the police?’



‘Yes.’



‘You knew their number?’



‘Madam has it up on the fridge. There is a list of emergency numbers.’



‘Did you phone anyone else?’



Dorcas shifted in her chair. She shook her head.


‘Mr Pullman, perhaps?’



‘Yes. I called him.’



‘What did he say?’



‘He didn’t answer. I left a message. I said he must phone me as it was an emergency.’



‘He has your phone number?’



‘Yes.’



‘Why?’



‘What do you mean?’



‘Why does he have your phone number?’



Dorcas raised one shoulder in a half-shrug. ‘Both Mr and Mrs Pullman have my number.’



‘And then what did you do?’



Dorcas looked at him as though not entirely sure of what he was asking. ‘I washed the dishes.’



‘There were how many?’



Dorcas rolled her eyes in astonishment and looked at him as though he were mad.


Edmund couldn’t help feeling a bit put out by all her eye rolling. ‘For the record,’ he insisted.


‘There were two glasses and two side plates and a large plate.’



‘What might Mrs Pullman have had for lunch?’



Dorcas shrugged. ‘Sandwiches. If she had a visitor, she would make small sandwiches on a plate with some lettuce.’ Dorcas made a gesture that suggested shredded lettuce sprinkled on top of sandwiches.


‘And to drink?’



‘Tea. Coffee.’ Another shrug.


‘In a glass? Would she have had wine?’



Dorcas smirked as though she knew something Edmund didn’t. ‘Not in a tumbler. She might have had water. She liked sparkling water.’



Edmund raised his eyebrows and wrote sparkling water in his notebook. ‘You weren’t here? You had the afternoon off?’



There was an almost imperceptible shift in her demeanour at his question, a wariness. ‘Madam said I could have the afternoon off. I had been working hard so I could go.’



‘Madam Peters says that you should have been here preparing for book club in the evening?


Dorcas’s mouth hardened at the corners. ‘Madam wanted to do it herself. It wasn’t difficult. The food was made and Madam Peters was coming to help. She only had to put the books out.’



‘What about the cleaning? Shining, polishing. Madam Peters says Mrs Pullman was very fussy and wanted everything nice and tidy.’



‘I did it yesterday.’ Dorcas looked him straight in the eye and held his gaze. It was a definite battle of wits. Dorcas wasn’t a usual maid. It was wrong, of course, to stereotype, but when you worked in this job for any length of time, you began to see people as types rather than as individuals. He couldn’t decide whether Dorcas lacked emotion altogether or whether she kept all emotion tightly under control.


Edmund was the first to look away. He made a show of looking at his notes, tapping his pencil on the table as though to suggest pensive thought. ‘How long have you worked here?’ he asked after a long pause.


‘Two years.’



‘It’s good here? You like it?’



She gave him a sideways glance. ‘Yes.’



‘No problems?’



‘No.’



Edmund wrote check previous convictions.



‘What about the gardener’ – he looked at his notes – ‘Malakai Ndimande?’



‘He doesn’t work here anymore.’



‘Yes, yes, I know that,’ said Edmund, his turn to be exasperated. ‘What I am asking is if he made any threats against Mrs Pullman? Was he very angry over being dismissed?’



‘You didn’t ask that,’ said Dorcas in a quiet voice, looking at the table.


‘That is what I meant.’



‘But it is not what you asked.’



‘Let me start again then. Was Malakai Ndimande angry with the madam? Was he angry enough to come back and kill her?’



Dorcas shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I do not know what goes on in the mind of another person.’



Edmund sighed and snapped his notebook shut. ‘Was he angry? In your opinion, was he angry?’



‘No.’



‘No? Good.’



She looked surprised.


‘Why did you report him missing to the police?’



‘I didn’t!’



‘You did. The information that was given to the police was that a woman was dead and her gardener missing. You are the one who made the report.’



‘It was Madam Peters. She was standing next to me, saying things to me. I thought I must say them because she is the madam.’



‘So you have no reason to believe that Malakai would have murdered Mrs Pullman?


‘No.’



‘What about the other man? The man who ran away earlier?’



‘The ikhiwa?’



Edmund nodded.


‘He was the one who came into madam’s office earlier today and caused a big scene.’



‘Which office?’



‘Top Notch.’



‘Oh?’ said Edmund, jotting the name down. ‘What sort of business is that?’



‘It is a recruitment agency. Madam runs it.’



‘Ran it,’ corrected Edmund and then felt bad for picking up on grammatical slips when a death had occurred. He saw no change in Dorcas’s face; it was completely immovable. He cleared his throat and continued, ‘What were you doing there? You are a domestic worker for this house aren’t you?’



Just then he saw another flicker of emotion, like the one he had caught previously, the quickest of glances at him as if he was accusing her of something.


‘The office cleaner is sick. Madam asked me to do some cleaning.’



‘How long had you been doing this?’



‘Doing what?’ If he wasn’t mistaken something angry had entered her being, turning the corners of her mouth down just enough so that she took on a slightly vampirish aspect.


‘Cleaning the office.’



She relaxed and shrugged. ‘A couple of days.’



Edmund wrote slowly in his notebook a couple of days – check. He didn’t know why, but something about the story didn’t ring true.


‘But you were cleaning here yesterday you said?’



‘For a couple of hours. Then madam said we were going to the office.’



‘It was a sudden decision?’



Dorcas shrugged her characteristic shrug.


‘And this man came in and…?’



‘He said he was going to kill Mrs Pullman.’



‘He said that?’



‘Yes.’



‘Exactly?’ He noticed Dorcas shifted slightly in her seat.


She paused for half a second before confirming, ‘Exactly.’



Edmund tried to give her what he felt was an interrogative stare. ‘I need you to be absolutely certain that those are the words he said.’



She curled her bottom lip down and shrugged again. ‘I think so.’



‘Why did he threaten her? Do you know?’



Dorcas shrugged. She seemed to lack interest in the whole affair. ‘He wasn’t happy,’ she hazarded as though Edmund had asked her a random quiz question. ‘He came in and was shouting at her and the other lady who works there. I don’t know what the problem was.’



‘How was Mrs Pullman afterwards?’



Dorcas frowned. Then she shrugged. Edmund’s irritation over the eye rolling was replaced with greater irritation at her constant shrugging.


‘I mean, was she upset? Did she phone the police? Her husband? Did she close the office for the day?


Dorcas looked at him as though he was mad. ‘No. She told me to make some tea.’



‘Did you work in the office the whole day?’



‘No, just this morning. I told you, I had the afternoon off.’



‘What about this afternoon? Where were you?’



‘I went shopping.’



‘Where?’



‘The flea market on Fife Street.’



‘Can anyone vouch for you?’



Dorcas looked puzzled. ‘Vouch? What is this word?’



Edmund couldn’t help feeling slightly superior as he explained the term. ‘Can anyone say they saw you there this afternoon?’



She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Some of the sellers maybe.’



‘When did Mrs Pullman say you could have the afternoon off? Was it after this man coming in and making threats or was it beforehand?’



‘Yesterday. She said I could have the afternoon off until four o’clock. Then I could work later this evening.’



‘What time would you finish?’



‘About nine o’clock in the evening. Mrs Pullman didn’t like the washing up being left until the next day.’



‘Did you come back to the house before going out to the market?’



‘No, I went straight there from the office.’



‘In your maid’s uniform?’



Dorcas shifted very slightly, but kept her eyes on him. ‘Yes.’



‘One more question.’ Edmund lowered his voice and looked over his shoulder. ‘Do the Pullmans… Did the Pullmans have separate bedrooms?’



‘Yes.’



‘For how long has this been the arrangement?’



‘Ever since I started, it has been the same.’



‘How would you describe relations between the two?’



‘What?’



‘Relations. Their relationship. Were they happy together would you say?’



‘I don’t know!’ Dorcas clicked her tongue. ‘Why are you asking me? You said one last question then you ask me ten more! Hah!’



Edmund thought again about the lunch dishes next to the sink.


‘I wonder perhaps if there weren’t an outside interest for Mrs Pullman?’



She stared at him, open-mouthed. ‘What?’



‘Forget I asked,’ said Edmund, feeling more than a little embarrassed. ‘But no children?’



She looked at him with deep suspicion. ‘No.’



Edmund sat for a few minutes writing notes before telling Dorcas she could go. ‘But I may have further questions,’ he warned her. ‘Don’t go anywhere. Do you understand?’ He hoped his voice had carried at least the idea of a warning. She stood up, but didn’t move and he realised she was waiting for him to leave the room first.


‘Good evening,’ he said, as he went out of the door. He didn’t notice there was a small step and he stumbled as he walked outside. When he looked back, Dorcas was in the doorway of the laundry, her large sad eyes watching him.


Inside the kitchen, Edmund stopped when he heard Nigel Pullman’s voice. He pulled the door to behind him quietly and took a silent step towards the hallway. Edmund heard the voice disappear outside the front door, which slammed shut abruptly. About a minute later the door opened again and Nigel Pullman strode back inside, his face a twisted agony of hate.


Edmund took a deep breath and walked into the passageway.


‘Mr Pullman,’ he ventured with as much confidence as he could muster. His voice sounded small and thin and strained. He looked up at the stocky hulk of the white man with great hesitation. ‘Can we talk?’















Chapter Four


‘When did you last see your wife?’ Edmund sat awkwardly on a bar stool just a little too high for him. He didn’t like the sensation of his legs dangling beneath him for it gave him a strange feeling of being dangerously at sea with his anchor floating away from him in the darkness somewhere. He wished he’d taken his coat off before he sat down for it felt large and cumbersome on him, but he feared getting off the stool again as he doubted he could do it with any panache.


‘This morning. I leave early. By six thirty I’m’ – he made a whistling sound with his teeth and slid one hand over the other in a quick, fluid movement – ‘outta here.’ Seated across from Edmund behind the bar, Mr Pullman poured himself a large whisky and added some ice. ‘Drink?’ he asked, motioning with his glass.


‘No… er, no thank you,’ replied Edmund.


Mr Pullman looked at his watch, a huge, fat gold timepiece on his thick wrist. ‘Still on duty, eh?’



‘Actually, I don’t drink,’ replied Edmund, feeling at once very small and insignificant under the man’s gaze.


‘Religious. It figures.’



‘No, no,’ Edmund was quick to point out. ‘Just never liked it.’



Mr Pullman squinted at him as though trying to work him out and took a large sip of his drink. Edmund felt it best to push on with the interview.


‘And you came home for lunch?’



‘Nope. Don’t come home for lunch.’



‘It appears someone came to the house for lunch. Do you know who that might have been?’



‘Janet Peters?’ hazarded Mr Pullman.


‘No. She came at four o’clock. Is there anyone else you can think of?’



‘Have a look in her diary. She wrote everything in there.’



‘A diary?’ Edmund’s heart leapt. This was the stuff of novels. ‘Could I see it, please. It might be very useful.’



‘I’ll get it for you,’ he said but made no sign of moving. He was watching Edmund with an amused fascination.


‘Did you speak to your wife at all during the day?’



‘Don’t think so.’ Mr Pullman shrugged, his mouth pulling into an upside down bow. He had thick, rather purple lips, Edmund thought and he was momentarily reminded of a fat slab of fresh raw meat. ‘She was busy. Book club. She had a lot to organise.’



Edmund considered telling him about the incident at the office, but had a strong feeling to keep the information to himself, at least for the moment. He wanted to talk to Craig Martin before Pullman had a chance to get his hands on him.


‘Mrs Peters says it’s unlikely that your wife would be here on her own when she had book club to organise, but there was no one else here this afternoon. No maid, no gardener?’



‘Fired the gardener last week. Bugger tried to clean the car with Vim.’



‘How did he take it?’



Another shrug. ‘Who knows?’ He sucked in his breath noisily. ‘Who knows?’



‘He didn’t make any sort of threat at all? Didn’t want to go to the Labour Office and claim unfair dismissal?’



The lip curled up again, this time in a snarl.


‘Nope. Wouldn’t have won anyway. I know how to deal with those guys at Labour.’



‘He wasn’t replaced?’



‘Not yet. My wife was picky. Wouldn’t take any old rubbish.’



‘Do you know where Malakai is now?’



‘Nope.’



‘What about the maid?’ Edmund looked at his notepad. ‘Dorcas Hlabangana? She wasn’t here, I take it? Was that usual?’



For the first time, Mr Pullman paused and his eyes held a question.


He threw up his hands. ‘Women. Never consistent. Maybe Marcia wanted to do things herself. I don’t know. She was always complaining about Dorcas and how she never did things right.’ 



‘Where were you this afternoon?’



‘Me?’ His eyes narrowed menacingly. ‘I’ve been at work all afternoon.’



‘Which is?’



‘Pullman’s Bespoke Safaris. Established 1988. “Your leisure is our pleasure”.’ He slapped imaginary quotation marks in the air with his thick, hairy fingers.


Edmund leaned forward a little and then wished he hadn’t because he felt that unanchored feeling again as he swayed towards the bar top. ‘And your wife ran a recruitment agency?’



‘Correct.’ Pullman was watching him hard.


‘Was everything all right? Had she mentioned any problems?’



‘Nope.’



‘The man who was here earlier–’



‘The guy who did a runner?’



Edmund nodded. ‘Yes. Have you seen him before at all?’



‘Didn’t see the bugger, did I? I was sitting in the kitchen.’



Edmund felt stupid. Of course he hadn’t seen Craig. He tried to recover some ground. ‘Did your wife have any enemies? Anyone who disliked her enough to kill her?’



Mr Pullman laughed suddenly, a dark sarcastic laugh and Edmund, despite his heavy coat, shivered. Mr Pullman downed the dregs of his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Nope,’ he said, setting his glass down hard on the bar. ‘No one. But I don’t think it’s the gardener – or ex-gardener. He would’ve coshed her on the back of the head or something. No, this was somebody else.’



‘Do you have an alarm system? I notice you have panic buttons in some of the rooms.’



‘Yup. Don’t use them during the day though, do we?’



‘You don’t have an electric gate?’



‘Hasn’t worked for a couple of months. All the frigging power cuts killed it. Now it’s manually operated – just slides open.’



‘You are not afraid of someone breaking in?’



Pullman shrugged. ‘At night we lock it with a padlock. And if we are both out.’



‘Who opens the gate for you?’



Pullman stared contemptuously at Edmund. ‘The gardener.’



‘What about today? You don’t have a gardener.’



‘Dorcas.’



‘Dorcas was out when your wife returned.’



‘Marcia opened it then. What’s the big deal?’



‘She didn’t lock it.’



Pullman shrugged and took a sip of his drink. ‘She didn’t expect trouble, did she? It’s Monday afternoon for God’s sake.’



‘But she locked herself inside the house. Is that normal?’



‘What do you mean is that normal?’



‘Well, during the day, would it be normal for her to lock herself in the house – if she was going to have a lie down for example?’



The corners of his mouth turned down again as he shook his head. ‘Dunno. I’m never here in the afternoon.’



It occurred to Edmund that Mr Pullman was one of the most unhelpful spouses he had ever met. Other men, and women, would be ranting by now, making all sorts of accusations and surmises.


‘How many people have keys to the house besides you?’



Raising his eyes to the ceiling, Pullman appeared to count. ‘One.’



‘You and your wife?’



‘Well done.’



‘Dorcas?


‘Dorcas has a back door key?’



‘What about the gardener?’



‘Why would the gardener need a bloody key, hey?’



‘I’m just checking,’ Edmund explained meekly. ‘But he had a key to the gate?’



Pullman nodded his head slowly as though he were bored and looking for some way to get away from Edmund.


‘Are any of the keys missing? I assume you have yours?’



‘Correct.’



‘Your wife’s key?’



Pullman stared at Edmund as though he were a complete idiot.


‘I’m sorry. It’s tedious, but I need to confirm details.’



A nod of the head.


‘And this key is now missing?’



‘No. It’s hanging up with her car keys.’



‘I see. So she locked herself in because…?’



‘I don’t know. I suppose because she was going to lie down.’



‘But she didn’t lock the gate?’



Mr Pullman gave an irritated shrug. Edmund felt his time to question was rapidly running out. In a last bid at getting as much information as possible he said: ‘I take it your wife’s property is left to you?’



‘What the hell are you suggesting?’ Pullman turned on Edmund with an ugly snarl. ‘You think I killed my wife? Yes, her money is left to me. That’s because I’m her husband and her next of kin, bloody fool.’



A loud knocking at the door ended the interview.


‘That’ll be the doc,’ said Pullman, easing himself around the corner of the bar, pulling up his shorts as he did so.


Edmund was both relieved to be excused from Mr Pullman’s presence and surprised to see that it was the esteemed Dr Ndhlovu who had been summoned. Head of the pathology department in Bulawayo, he was a shrewd, elderly man whose enthusiasm for his job had grown in proportion to the number of years he had worked and, now that he should be retiring, he seemed set for another twenty years of examining dead bodies.


‘Ah, Chief Inspector Dube,’ he greeted Edmund effusively after Pullman excused himself to make a phone call. ‘Long time no see.’



‘Good evening, Dr Ndhlovu.’



‘You are the only one here?’ He looked around as though expecting to find someone hiding behind the door.


‘Yes. Are you?’



‘I have two assistants waiting in the car. Where is Khumalo?’



‘I am in charge of the case.’ Edmund felt the words stick in his throat.


Ndhlovu’s eyebrows raised slightly and he glanced briefly at his watch. ‘The body, please, Chief Inspector.’



Having a very slight frame meant that Dr Ndhlovu’s trousers, of an invariably dark chocolate shade of brown, were kept up with a thin black plastic belt, wrapped one and a half times around his waist. His face bore an unsettling similarity to a skeleton, especially when he smiled or laughed, which had led to the predictable nickname of Dr Death. Edmund found Ndhlovu’s enjoyment in his job both unnatural and morbid. He would have preferred the doctor to be a little more world-weary and cynical, perhaps even a little more aware of his own mortality. He hated the way the man greeted each case with a sense of awe for the murderer’s ingenuity or ridicule for their lack of imagination, as though he were a teacher marking essays. But he was good, there was no doubt of that, and Edmund always had faith in his conclusions


‘Uh-huh,’ said the doctor, carefully putting on a pair of disposable gloves and smoothing them down over his wrists. He approached the body. ‘I haven’t had one of these for a very long time.’ He smacked his lips together in ghoulish delight, his chin tilted in such a fashion as to suggest he were sampling a fine claret. ‘A connoisseur of death,’ thought Edmund, looking away as Ndhlovu inspected first the stab wound and then the eyes and hands of the dead Mrs Pullman.


‘Rigor mortis just beginning to set in,’ he said, letting the arm drop and then holding it up and dropping it again. ‘Time of death within the last couple of hours. Would you mind calling Nigel, Chief. I’ll need to ask him some questions.’



Edmund was surprised to hear Ndhlovu refer to Mr Pullman by his first name and annoyed with the way he called him Chief, but he didn’t protest. Instead, he obediently followed orders and pushed aside a sense that it should be him giving them. Just outside the bar area, he stopped and listened. Pullman was on the phone again.


‘Who is this guy, man? I thought you were going to send Khumalo? He’s where? Well, tell him to come back immediately. What’s the matter with you people?’



Edmund leant closer, listening carefully to all the harrumphs and mutters.


‘You get your guys over here now or there’s going to be hell to pay. You hear me?’



Edmund retreated back up the corridor to Mrs Pullman’s room. What did Pullman mean? Who was he talking to? Edmund felt a flush of embarrassment. Had the man already made up his mind that Edmund was incompetent?


Edmund stood in a corner of the bedroom, watching Ndhlovu as he worked his way down the body, checking various organs by pushing and prodding. When he came to Mrs Pullman’s legs, he looked enquiringly at the stockings, then reached up under her skirt and pulled them down. Edmund looked away again, embarrassed.


Ndhlovu examined her legs for a few minutes and then made some notes on a pad, his glasses slipping down his nose as he did so.


Edmund felt a presence behind him and turned his head quickly to see Nigel Pullman standing in the doorway, watching, a drink in one hand.


‘Had your wife complained of feeling unwell recently?’ Ndhlovu asked, looking over his glasses at the dead woman’s husband.


He shook his head. ‘Marcia? She had a bit of an upset stomach last week.’



‘Last week when?’



‘Friday. Well, Thursday night. She played bridge in the evening and woke up feeling unwell in the night. Blamed it on the snacks.’



‘She went to the doctor?’



‘Yip. She was at the quack’s on Friday.’



‘And she got better?’



‘It was just a passing thing.’



Ndhlovu nodded his head. ‘I take it you know she suffered from kidney problems.’



Pullman shook his head. ‘Nope.’



‘There is characteristic swelling of the ankles and puffy feet. Can you see?’ he asked, holding up Marcia’s right leg as though he were about to pass it over to Mr Pullman. Pullman picked up a chair and moved it next to his dead wife’s bed.


‘Thought it was gout.’



He let the leg drop and stood back, stroking his chin. ‘She never mentioned painful, heavy legs? Did she have trouble with breathing at all?’



Nigel Pullman shrugged, pushing his lower lip up in a suggestion that he neither knew nor cared. ‘She did have high blood pressure,’ he said. ‘We both do.’



‘Headaches?’ asked Ndhlovu, moving alongside Mrs Pullman’s head. ‘Did she ever complain about headaches?’



‘Don’t all women?’ asked Pullman, giving Ndhlovu a knowing look.


Ndhlovu ran a finger along Marcia’s face. ‘See this, this white powdery stuff?’ He showed Pullman his finger. ‘This is called uremic frost. It is symptomatic of kidney failure. I am more than a hundred per cent sure this is what your wife died of. We’ll take the body tonight. The results won’t take too long to be confirmed.’



Edmund left Dr Ndhlovu and Nigel Pullman poring over Marcia’s body and made his way to the kitchen. There was no one there. Edmund opened the pantry door and looked inside. It was noticeably well-stocked. He ran his eyes over the contents of the pantry: tins of smoked oysters and salmon, numerous packets of savoury biscuits, bottles of wine and specialist coffee seemed to take up an inordinate amount of space.


On two of the bottom shelves were trays covered in cloths. He drew the cloths back and found an assortment of snacks: the feast for the book club. He felt hungry just looking at them. One tray was laden with whole scones. The others were a mix of tiny sandwiches and things arranged on biscuits. He looked closer and then stood back and compared the two trays. One was more neatly arranged than the other and the snacks were arranged in a definite pattern: one mushroom vol-au-vent and then two savoury biscuits topped with cream cheese and oysters. The platter was edged with tiny sandwiches: one smoked salmon and cucumber and one cheese.


‘Mushroom, biscuit, biscuit, mushroom, biscuit, biscuit on this tray.’ He found himself saying, just under his breath. ‘But on this tray,’ he turned to the second, ‘the pattern is different – and inconsistent. Mushroom, mushroom, biscuit. Mushroom, biscuit, biscuit. Biscuit, biscuit, sandwich. There is no order. No symmetry.’



Edmund pulled the cloths back over the trays and paused, his forehead furrowed slightly. A feeling had stirred in him that the disrupted pattern was important, but its significance eluded him. There was a small fridge in the pantry as well. He opened the door and found butter, more bottles of wine, white this time, some sauces in bottles, a punnet of mushrooms and five cartons of cream. He reached into the fridge and took out a small white container.


‘Crème fraiche,’ he read aloud and then jumped violently as a heavy hand came down on his shoulder. It was Mr Pullman. Edmund’s first thought was that Mr Pullman suspected him of rifling through the pantry, but instead he seemed to be looking for something. He threw the cloths back on two of the trays and carried them out of the pantry with him.


‘Bring a bottle of white wine,’ he called back over his shoulder to Edmund. ‘The sweet stuff.’



Still in shock from the unexpected advent of Mr Pullman, Edmund looked round wildly before realising that the wine was in the fridge in front of him, which was still open. He looked blankly at the labels and breathed a sigh of relief when he found a sweet white wine, closed the fridge and followed Mr Pullman into the bar area.


Ndhlovu was sitting on one of the black leather seats, his legs stretched out in front of him and looking quite at home, Edmund thought, watching him light his cigarette and blow out a haze of grey smoke in a rather careless manner that showed little regard for those he was with. Nigel Pullman couldn’t have cared less, thought Edmund, watching the stocky man pull the cork out of the wine bottle with little trouble.


‘Ah, you remembered,’ said Ndhlovu as a large glass of white wine was placed in front of him. ‘Sweet, I hope?’



‘Like you said, I remembered,’ said Pullman, pouring himself another whisky. ‘Help yourself,’ he added, slapping the two trays of snacks down on the table. ‘I can’t eat half the stuff. Nothing with wheat in it. Stokes the arthritis. Try the oysters. They are lekker.’



Edmund looked on appalled as the two men set into the trays of snacks. Ndhlovu had an unfortunate habit of talking whilst he was eating, which meant that anyone in his immediate vicinity could be hit by bits of vol-au-vent shrapnel. Pullman had an equally unappealing habit of sucking his entire fingers into his mouth one by one every so often to clean them off. Edmund backed away, disgusted.


‘It’s certainly a puzzling one,’ spluttered Ndhlovu as Pullman refilled his glass. ‘She was dead before she was stabbed.’



‘Why,’ Edmund’s voice was small and dry. He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘Why would somebody stab her if she was already dead?’



Pullman didn’t respond, merely tilting his glass so that the chunks of ice knocked together.


‘He didn’t know she was dead. Thought she was asleep and took a stab at her.’ Ndhlovu’s head twitched from side to side like an inquisitive bird.


‘Did your wife often sleep in the afternoon, Mr Pullman?’ asked Edmund, turning to the man who looked straight past him when he answered.


‘What’s it to do with you?’



‘It would help to know her routine,’ said Edmund.


‘Routine!’ spluttered Ndhlovu, pieces of salmon sandwich flying out of his mouth. ‘It was someone taking a chance. The gardener, I’d say. He knows the madam has gone for a rest. He creeps in the room and stabs her.’



‘With what?’



‘With what? With whatever he can find, man!’



‘A letter opener that Mr Pullman says he doesn’t recognise? If it was something she kept beside her bed, I’d understand, but if it does not belong to this house, then it means the intruder brought it with them.’



‘A man never knows his own house,’ was Ndhlovu’s sage reply and Edmund noticed how Mr Pullman did not refute him. ‘Women know everything: where they got it and who gave it to them and how long they’ve had it. Husbands don’t know anything!’ He cackled at what he obviously believed was a clarity of vision on his part.


Edmund sat silently for a few minutes. He didn’t agree.


‘The gardener doesn’t work here anymore. Why would he come back a week after being fired, especially if he has a new job?’



Ndhlovu shook his head at Edmund as though the younger man had no idea of the intricacies of human nature. ‘My friend, anger is a terrible burden. It is likely that he sat and planned and plotted and all the while his anger brewed.’



The gardener was always a suspect, but then so was the husband. Everyone knew that in Zimbabwe the police chose the nearest person to the victim and beat a confession out of them.


‘What about the key? Why did he lock the door and how did he get the key back inside the house?’



‘He had a duplicate. Easy enough to do.’



‘But why lock the door?’



‘Why not?’ replied Ndhlovu. ‘You are in danger of creating stereotypes, my boy. You are saying a gardener is not capable of this or that.’



‘What’s the point? He’d know the gate didn’t work. In any case, Mr Pullman himself said that he doubted it was the gardener,’ Edmund started, looking to the man for backup.


He was surprised to see Pullman shake his head. ‘I’m allowed to change my mind.’



‘There are other people to consider,’ Edmund pursued.


‘Perhaps,’ agreed Ndhlovu with a slow nod of his head.


‘It wasn’t me if that’s what you think,’ said Pullman, his hand twitching ever so slightly so that the melting ice cubes clunked together.


‘I didn’t say it was,’ laughed Ndhlovu, showing his rotten front teeth in a wide grin.


‘I wasn’t talking about you.’ He looked straight at Edmund. ‘Well, what would you say?’ pursued Mr Pullman, looking back at Ndhlovu.


‘I’d say she wasn’t feeling well. She went to have a sleep and died. Kidney failure. Someone found her and took the opportunity to stab her.’



‘But why?’ insisted Edmund. ‘If she’s dead, why stab her?’



‘Like I said, whoever it was thought she was asleep.’



‘So you mean they meant to kill her? They think they have killed her?’



There was a pause while Ndlovu drank his wine, eyeing Edmund carefully over the rim of his glass.


‘There’ll be an autopsy, of course.’ Edmund tried to make it sound more of a statement than a question.


Ndhlovu shrugged. ‘Yup. And I am sure it will confirm what we already know.’



Ndhlovu knocked back the rest of his wine and looked at his watch. ‘Nice wine,’ he said, looking hopefully at the half full bottle on the bar counter. Nigel Pullman reached it down, shoved the cork in hard and handed it to him.


‘For the road.’



‘Nice snacks,’ said Ndhlovu, turning his gaze to the nearly empty trays.


‘Take them. Here!’ He threw a packet of paper napkins at Ndhlovu and watched as the man piled the rest of the mushroom vol-au-vents into three of them and tied them each into a neat parcel.


‘Could I have your wife’s diary?’ asked Edmund, standing up. It was impossible not to notice Mr Pullman and Ndhlovu shared a look over his head. Ndhlovu obviously gave the nod of assent as Pullman disappeared and returned with a heavy black book with gold leaf on the pages.


‘You can see it, you can’t have it,’ he said, handing it over to Edmund with a sneer.


Edmund took it gingerly as though he were being handed a valuable Bible. He opened the book at where a thick piece of golden ribbon marked the day’s appointments.


‘One o’clock, S.P. S.P. is?’



‘One of her friends, probably. I haven’t a clue.’



Edmund closed his eyes in momentary frustration. Anyone would think Nigel Pullman had no interest at all in his wife’s killer being caught.


Edmund looked back at the previous page and then flicked back through the used pages. ‘Everyone else she’s going to meet is given a name. Anne, Simone, Janet, Tristan. Could S.P. mean anything else? Plumbers? Skies Plumbers, maybe?’



‘Skies Plumbers! What planet are you from?’ snarled Mr Pullman, taking the diary back.


‘I just thought… it would help to know… we could eliminate them from the investigation.’



‘Eliminate them from the investigation!’



Edmund’s heart went cold as Pullman’s hand came down on his shoulder and the man pulled him close. ‘You think you’re in some sort of movie, don’t you? Hey! You’re in Bu-la-way-o. Now, good night.’



Edmund pulled away and made for the door. ‘I may have to ask you some more questions, Mr Pullman,’ he said, avoiding the man’s eye. ‘I’ll find you at work if I do?’



Pullman stared at him a moment, something between a mixture of a smile and a snarl on his face.


As Edmund turned to go down the front path, he noticed that Ndhlovu hung back and a whispered conversation between the two men ensued. Catching his eye, Pullman closed the door. The gate was heavy to push open. He looked up. There was a small square at the top of the gate through which one could put their hand to take the padlock off, but it was not the easiest thing to manage. It was no wonder Mrs Pullman had not bothered to lock it. Not if she knew she would be called to open it soon by Janet.


Edmund set off down the road alone, quite glad of the cold night air. As he neared the intersection with the main road, car lights came round the corner at speed. Edmund stood back and glared. His expression changed when he saw it was a police car. It neither slowed nor stopped and he watched as it turned into the Pullmans’ drive. He remembered Pullman’s conversation on the phone. Where’s Khumalo? The road descended into darkness again and Edmund was left with an overwhelming feeling that he was always on the edge, never in the middle of life. He breathed deeply and continued on his way back to the police station.
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