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            PRAISE FOR DEADLY HARVEST

         

         ‘Deadly Harvest is number four in this fascinating crime series. Detective David “Kubu” Bengu is a wonderful creation, complex and beguiling. The exotic smells and sounds of Botswana fill the pages as well as the changes and struggles of a country brimming with modern technology yet fiercely clinging to old traditions. Compelling and deceptively written, it’s the perfect summer read’

         – New York Journal of Books

         
             

         

         ‘Tight plotting is seasoned with African culture and the uglier presence of political corruption, AIDS, and black magic. Detective Kubu is joined by Detective Samantha Khama, who helps unravel a mystery involving a witch doctor who is believable and utterly menacing’

         – Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine

         
             

         

         ‘These darker, grittier entries featuring the portly and perceptive Detective Kubu blend intricate plotting and a compelling cast … Though the cat-and-mouse chase that ensues propels the novel ever forward, Stanley also peppers the tale with richly detailed descriptions of Botswana and the lively lives of its citizens’

         – Booklist

         
             

         

         ‘This fourth adventure of Detective Kubu is a vibrant mixture of themes that infuses the traditions of old Botswana against the shock of the new. However, the real appeal of the book is the easy-going voice that Michael Stanley deploys, leading the reader into the darkest of places with little warning. This makes Deadly Harvest into one of the finest crime thrillers of 2013 …’

         – The Strand Mystery Magazine/SHOTS

         
             

         

         ‘This book took me to a world I didn’t want to leave. It kept me reading, it kept me guessing, and it kept me gasping at its many twists and surprises. Highly recommended’

         – R.L. Kline

         
             

         

         ‘Richly atmospheric … gritty depiction of corruption and obsession’

         – Publishers Weekly

         
             

         

         ‘… a fascinating police procedural … the most complex book in this series. Besides being an intricate crime puzzle that Kubu and his team must untangle, it also looks at societal issues’

         – St Paul Pioneer Press
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            For Alice Mogwe and Unity Dow,

who fight the battles we just write about.

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            The peoples of Southern Africa have integrated many words of their own languages into colloquial English. For authenticity and colour, we have used these where appropriate. Most of the time, the meanings are clear from the context but, for interest, we have included a glossary at the end of the book.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Cast of Characters

         

         Words in square brackets are approximate phonetic pronunciations. Foreign and unfamiliar words are in a glossary at the back of the book.

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Bengu, Amantle
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	Kubu’s mother [Uh-MUN-tleh BEN-goo]


                     
            
                        
                        	Bengu, David ‘Kubu’
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Assistant superintendent in the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [David ‘KOO-boo’ BEN-goo]


                     
            
                        
                        	Bengu, Joy
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kubu’s wife [Joy BEN-goo]


                     
            
                        
                        	Bengu, Tumi
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Joy and Kubu’s daughter [TOO-me BEN-goo]


                     
            
                        
                        	Bengu, Wilmon
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kubu’s father [WILL-mon BEN-goo]


                     
            
                        
                        	Betse, Dikeledi
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Orphan girl. Sister of Lesego [Dick-eh-LEH-dee BET-seh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Betse, Lesego
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Orphan girl. Sister of Dikeledi [Leh-SEH-go BET-seh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Big Mama
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Owner of the BIG MAMA KNOWS ALL shebeen



                     
            
                        
                        	Demene, Wilson
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rough character [Wilson Duh-MEN-neh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Dlamini, Zanele
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Forensic expert [Zuh-NEH-leh Dluh-MEE-nee]


                     
            
                        
                        	Gobey, Joshua
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Nephew of Tebogo Gobey. Head of police diamond division [Joshua GO-bee]


                     
            
                        
                        	Gobey, Maria
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tebogo Gobey’s wife [Maria GO-bee]


                     
            
                        
                        	Gobey, Tebogo
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Deputy commissioner of the Botswana Police [Teh-BOW-go GO-bee]


                     
            
                        
                        	Gondo
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Witch doctor [GON-doe]


                     
            
                        
                        	Khama, Samantha
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	First female detective in the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [Samantha KAH-muh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Koma, Constance
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lesego and Dikeledi Betse’s aunt and guardian [Constance KO-muh (‘o’ as in English word or)]


                     
            
                        
                        	Koslov, Helenka
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	IT expert in Botswana Police


                     
            
                        
                        	Mabaku, Jacob
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Director of the Botswana Criminal Investigation Department [Jacob Mah-BAH-koo]


                     
            
                        
                        	MacGregor, Ian
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Pathologist for the Botswana Police


                     
            
                        
                        	Maleng, Tombi
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Daughter of Witness Maleng [TOM-bee Muh-LENG]


                     
            
                        
                        	Maleng, Witness
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Father of Tombi Maleng [Witness Muh-LENG]


                     
            
                        
                        	Marumo, William ‘Bill’
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charismatic opposition party politician [William ‘Bill’ Muh-ROO-moe]


                     
            
                        
                        	Mogomotsi, Segametsi
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Real teenager killed for muti in 1994 [Seh-guh-MET-see Mo-go-MOT-see (‘o’ as in English word hot)]


                     
            
                        
                        	Molefe, Sunday
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rough character [Sunday Mo-LEH-feh (‘o’ as in English word hot)]


                     
            
                        
                        	Nono
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Young girl [NON-o]


                     
            
                        
                        	Oteng, Jubjub
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Bill Marumo’s girlfriend [JOOB-JOOB o-TENG]


                     
            
                        
                        	Owido, Mabulo
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tanzanian [Muh-BULL-o o-WEED-o]


                     
            
                        
                        	Pilane, Jake
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Doctor. Neighbour of Bill Marumo [Jake Pi-LAH-neh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Pitso, Jacob
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Freedom Party candidate


                     
            
                        
                        	Rampa, Kopano
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Undertaker [Ko-PAH-no RUM-puh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Serome, Pleasant
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Joy Bengu’s sister [Pleasant Seh-ROE-meh]


                     
            
                        
                        	Sibisi, Bongani
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Professor of ecology at the University of Botswana [Bon-GAH-nee See-BEE-see]


                     
            
                        
                        	Tibone, Robert
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	An assistant to Kopano Rampa


                     
            
                        
                        	Tobogo, Tole
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Partner of Constance Koma


                     
            
                        
                        	Van der Meer, Kees
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Professor at the University of Botswana [CASE fun-der-MEER]



                  
               

            

         

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Part 1

            
        
          Something Wicked
        
      

         

         
            ‘By the pricking of my thumbs,

            Something wicked this way comes.’

            Macbeth, Act 4, Scene 1

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 1
      

         

         As she walked home, Lesego’s head was full of Christmas. She knew her sister would save some of her tips and buy her a small present. Lesego had no money, so she was making Dikeledi a doily from scraps of red material left over from her needlework class. She was trying to embroider ‘Dikeledi’ across it in blue, but she’d made the first letters too big, and the whole word wouldn’t fit neatly. She frowned. She was going to have to start it again.

         Lesego was carrying a cloth bag heavy with shopping and another with her schoolbooks and, even though it was a threadbare hand-me-down, her school uniform was hot. She was already tired when she came to the steep hill leading to her aunt’s house in the upper section of Mochudi. She sighed, and her eyes followed the road upwards causing her to miss her footing. She stumbled, nearly dropping her shopping. The two potatoes she’d bought rolled from the top of the bag towards the road, and her shopping list, which had been shoved between them, fluttered into the weeds on the verge. She gave a small cry and scurried after the potatoes; her aunt would be furious if she lost anything. Just as she retrieved the fugitive vegetables, a red Volkswagen pulled over and stopped next to her. The driver leant across and opened the passenger door.

         ‘Hello, Lesego,’ he said. ‘Jump in. I’ll give you a lift up the hill.’

         She gave a grateful smile and wrestled her shopping and school books into the car. ‘Hello, rra. It’s very kind of you. It’s a long hill.’

         He smiled back, put the car into gear, and started on the road up. There was a click as he engaged the door locks.

         Lesego took no notice. She looked around. ‘This isn’t your usual car.’

         ‘You’re very observant, Lesego. My car is at the garage. They loaned me this one while they service mine.’

         She nodded, wondering about people who were so rich that they could just lend you a new car with no trouble. But she thought it would be rude to say that, so instead she pointed at her supplies.

         ‘I got everything my aunt wanted except the two sweet potatoes. They were too expensive – and old as well – so I bought two ordinary potatoes instead, which were cheap. Do you think she’ll be cross?’

         ‘I’m sure she won’t be. It was a sensible decision.’

         She nodded, relieved.

         When they reached the top of the hill, she turned to the driver. ‘You can drop me here if you like, rra. I can walk home now. Thank you.’

         But the car started to move faster now that it was on the level.

         ‘Let’s go for a short drive first,’ he said.
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         ‘Where’s Lesego?’

         Dikeledi looked down at her bowl of gravy with a few kidney beans floating in it. She hoped the question wasn’t meant for her, but her aunt looked directly at her: ‘Dikeledi, I asked you where Lesego was.’

         ‘I don’t know, Aunt,’ Dikeledi said in a frightened voice. ‘She didn’t come back from school.’

         ‘She didn’t bring the shopping, either. I gave her money.’ This seemed to offend Constance Koma the most. ‘Where is she?’

         Dikeledi glanced around the table desperately, looking for rescue. But the boys were silent, their eyes downcast. Surprisingly, it was Tole who came to her aid. The children were supposed to call him ‘Uncle’, but between themselves they had other names for Constance’s partner, with his bad breath and groping hands.

         ‘Who cares where she is, Constance,’ Tole said. ‘She probably stayed over with a friend. We’ll give her a good hiding when she gets back. Teach her a lesson.’ He reached across the table, pulled the dish of pap towards him and dug into it with his fingers. ‘Let’s eat.’

         ‘We haven’t said grace yet!’

         Tole hesitated, still holding the lump of pap. ‘For-what-we-are-about-to-receive-may-the-Lord-make-us-truly-thankful-Amen.’ He dipped the ball of pap into his watery gravy and slurped it into his mouth.

         The boys started to eat the same way, and Dikeledi joined in, hungry despite her worry for her younger sister. Her aunt scowled at her, but said no more.

         Soon the food was all gone.

         ‘The pap was burnt,’ Tole said. ‘And there wasn’t enough.’

         ‘If you got off your ass and found work, we’d have more,’ Constance said.

         ‘Don’t talk to me that way!’

         Constance just looked at him. After a few moments he shoved back his chair and stalked out. They all knew where he was going – to the Bootleggers Bar. He would come back drunk, and Dikeledi wished they could lock the door of the room where she and the boys slept. Putting it out of her mind, she jumped up and started to clear up the dishes. The pap had burnt, and the pot would be hard to clean. As she scoured it, she worried about her sister. It was really late now, and a ten-year-old girl shouldn’t be out.
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         At first Dikeledi couldn’t sleep. When she did eventually drift off, her sleep was fitful, and she muttered and tossed, disturbing the boys lying alongside her on the same thin, foam rubber mattress. Suddenly she sat straight up and screamed. The oldest boy reacted at once, covering her mouth with his hand. If they woke Constance or Tole, they’d all get a beating. Dikeledi struggled free.

         ‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘It was so awful, so real. I was lying on a table, tied down. It was dark but I saw a knife. A huge knife. It stabbed down, here and here and here.’ She pointed to parts of her body. ‘Oh God!’ She started to sob.

         ‘It was only a bad dream, Dikeledi. It’s okay. Careful, or you’ll wake them.’

         Dikeledi just shook her head and went on crying.
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         The next morning there was still no sign of Lesego. Dikeledi left early, tense with worry, and walked to the café in town where she had a part-time job, serving customers for tips and a few pula. Slipping out at about eleven, she walked to Lesego’s school, which had its morning break then, and found two of Lesego’s friends. They both told the same story: Lesego left straight after school to go shopping. No one had seen her since. Dikeledi hurried back to work, sick with fear.

         She left the café as early as she could, determined to persuade her aunt to go to the police. Perhaps it was not too late.

         ‘Go away, Dikeledi,’ Constance snapped. ‘Lesego probably skipped school and knows what’ll happen to her when she gets back home.’

         Dikeledi tried again and received a slap for her trouble, so for the moment she gave up and started on her chores.

         By the next day it was clear that Lesego wasn’t coming back, and Constance gave in to Dikeledi’s pleading. She brought Dikeledi with her to the police, as if to prove her concern to the girl.

         The duty constable listened to the full story before he asked any questions.

         ‘Has she ever done this before? Disappeared for a few days?’

         ‘Never. Now she’s run off with my money. That’s the thanks you get. I took the girls in when their mother died of AIDS. What could I do? They had no father, either. At least no one who’d claim them.’ Her hand tightened on Dikeledi’s shoulder as if she thought she might also vanish. ‘And this is the thanks I get. She runs away with my money!’

         ‘How much money did she take?’

         ‘Twenty pula.’

         The constable frowned. ‘She won’t get far on that.’

         Constance glared at him. ‘Twenty pula is a lot of money to me!’

         The constable nodded. ‘So you believe she ran away from home. Where would she go? Does she have other relatives here?’

         Constance shrugged. ‘Everyone has relatives. I don’t know.’

         ‘Have you asked them if they’ve seen her?’

         ‘Tole – that’s my man – asked around. He knows everyone. No one’s seen her.’

         The constable had run out of questions. ‘I’ll file a missing-persons report.’

         Dikeledi burst out, ‘Please, can you look for her? I’m sure something awful has happened. Something really awful. I’m so scared.’ Tears ran down her face.

         ‘Don’t worry, Dikeledi,’ the constable said. ‘We’ll look very hard. We’ll find her. The police here are very good. We’ll find her for you.’

         As he watched them go, the constable wondered if they would find the girl and whether she even wanted to be found. Maybe she had run away from the hard-faced Koma woman. But perhaps the sister was right. It wouldn’t be the first time something awful had happened in Mochudi.
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         The next day Dikeledi slipped away from work early and went home past the police station. The same constable was on duty, and she asked him whether they had found anything.

         ‘We asked at the school. They said she was there that day, then she left to buy some things and walk home.’

         Dikeledi nodded. She knew this.

         ‘We found a shopkeeper who remembers her. She wouldn’t buy sweet potatoes even though they were big and fresh. But she bought other stuff. Then she left.’

         Dikeledi nodded again, waiting.

         ‘We haven’t found anyone who saw her after that.’

         Dikeledi shook her head. ‘But someone must’ve. She would’ve walked up the hill. To get home.’

         The constable hesitated, then said kindly, ‘Dikeledi, perhaps she decided not to go up the hill. Maybe your aunt is right. Maybe she did run away. Would she have a reason to?’

         Dikeledi just shook her head, thanked him, and left.

         She stopped outside the police station, wondering what to do. Lesego might have run away from Tole and Constance – Dikeledi could understand that – but she’d never do it without saying goodbye to her sister. Never.

         Dikeledi wandered around for a while and spoke to a few more people, but she learnt nothing new. Eventually she gave up and headed for home. But when she came to the hill, she stopped. There was no other way for Lesego to get to their aunt’s house. She must have been here. Dikeledi scanned the area. It looked the way it always looked. Houses clustered at the base of the hill, then clung to the road as it climbed. On the edge of the road ahead, a couple of Coke cans, candy wrappers, two cigarette packets, a number of plastic shopping bags and a grubby scrap of paper. She caught her breath. She recognized the handwriting at once, even from a distance, the bottom loops of the g’s bulging out in the telltale script. She grabbed the paper, her heart pounding. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She was meant to find this! She checked it for a message, but it was only Lesego’s shopping list. She felt a surge of disappointment, but at least she knew Lesego had been here. She shouted and ran back towards the police station.

         Dikeledi didn’t recognize the man at the front desk, but she blurted out the story to him. He found the constable she’d spoken to earlier. He was eating a sandwich and wasn’t pleased to be disturbed.

         ‘What is it now, Dikeledi? What do you want?’

         ‘Look. I found her shopping list! Where the road goes up the hill. That proves she was there and something happened to her.’

         The constable carefully examined the piece of paper on both sides. He shrugged. ‘Are you absolutely sure it’s hers? Anyway, she could’ve dropped it on the way down the hill in the morning. And even if she was on her way back, it’s only a few hundred metres from the shops. Maybe she threw it away when she decided she wasn’t going home.’ He shook his head. But when he saw the girl start to cry, he added: ‘I’ll get one of the men to look around there and see if we can find anything else.’ He pushed the list back at Dikeledi.

         Dikeledi grabbed the paper and left, hopeless, and ashamed of her tears. She walked home up the hill with the list tucked into her dress. She knew that the list meant something, despite the constable’s dismissal. One day it would be important. Until then, she wouldn’t tell anyone else about it. Certainly not her aunt. Not even the boys. No one.

         It was several days before she had the courage to return to the police station. Again there was nothing new, and she forced herself to wait another week before she went back. But the constable had grown tired of her and was short and unhelpful. It was clear to Dikeledi that the police were no longer working on the case.

         A week went by and Christmas came. Dikeledi and Lesego had always celebrated together. In the past, they had found happiness in the small, secret gifts they gave each other. But with this lonely Christmas, Dikeledi finally gave up.

         She knew she would never see her sister again.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 2
      

         

         It was the Tuesday morning after the four-day Easter holiday. Assistant Superintendent David ‘Kubu’ Bengu drove to work with a smile on his face and a song in his heart. Actually the song was in his throat – Rossini’s ‘Largo al factotum’ from The Barber of Seville. He loved the piece with a passion, often startling other drivers with his slightly off-key, booming rendition. In some ways he saw himself as the factotum of the Criminal Investigation Department.

         Just after passing the Game City mall, Kubu turned right off the Lobatse road and into the Millenium Park offices of the CID. Every day that he came to work, he was grateful that the detectives had their offices at the foot of Kgale Hill – a wild enclave with the city lapping around its base; a rocky outcrop of natural bush that offered walks with wonderful views and provided homes for baboons, small buck and other wildlife. Not that Kubu had ever been very far along the walks; his bulk and general belief that the best exercise involved lifting something delectable to his mouth rather dampened his enthusiasm for clambering up the hill. Nevertheless, as he squeezed himself out of his old Land Rover in the narrow parking bay, he could enjoy the wildness of the hill above him and hear distant calls from the baboons.

         Kubu had spent a quiet weekend with his wife and daughter, and had particularly enjoyed the pleasure three-year-old Tumi had given his parents when they were all together on Easter Sunday. They were besotted by her.

         He had barely walked into his office, however, when he realized that the day was not going to be a quiet one. There were already four messages on his desk.

         The top one read ‘The director wants to see you – immediately.’ The word immediately was underlined many times. The director’s assistant was not shy about making a point.

         The second was from his wife, Joy, reminding him not to forget to pick up Tumi at noon for her doctor’s appointment. He felt a twinge of irritation. Stop nagging, he thought. You told me about it as I was walking out the door.

         The third message read ‘Detective Khama would like to speak to you.’ Kubu raised an eyebrow. Samantha Khama was new to the Criminal Investigation Department and the only female detective. Kubu had met her briefly when she joined the CID a few weeks earlier, but he hadn’t worked with her on any cases. Already the rumour mill was active, with people whispering that she disliked men and was possibly a lesbian. This was a dangerous reputation to have in a country where same-sex relationships were illegal. What did she want? he wondered.

         The final message was in his own handwriting – he’d left it for himself on Thursday afternoon, before the long weekend. It had but one word on it – ‘Funeral’.
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         ‘Sit down.’ Director Mabaku was not known for his pleasantries.

         Kubu carefully lowered his considerable frame into the armchair that faced the desk. Mabaku took a folder from the stack on his desk and opened it.

         ‘What do you know about Bill Marumo?’

         Kubu frowned. Marumo was a charismatic politician who had defected from the ruling Botswana Democratic Party to found the Freedom Party. Disgruntled voters were flocking to him, and pundits were beginning to think that he could become a real threat to the BDP. But Kubu didn’t think much of Marumo, regarding him as an upstart with no respect for tradition. A crowd pleaser with no substance.

         ‘He’s getting a lot of attention. Swaying a lot of voters. Even Joy’s talking about supporting him.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘And as for Joy’s sister, Pleasant, she and her husband – they’ve actually joined his party.’

         ‘Who would want him dead?’

         ‘He’s dead?’ Kubu gasped.

         ‘I didn’t say that! I asked who would want him dead.’

         ‘Obviously the BDP would be delighted if he went away. There’s no other real opposition. But they’d never do anything as stupid as that.’ He paused. ‘I don’t know much about him otherwise. He may have some private enemies. Why? What’s happened?’

         ‘There was a dog’s head at his front door this morning. And a message smeared on the door in blood. Here’s a photo.’

         Kubu looked at the print. The words ‘your next’ were scrawled across the door. The writer had obviously dipped his hands in the dog’s blood to write the warning.

         ‘At least we know whoever wrote the message wasn’t well educated,’ Kubu said with a smile.

         Mabaku didn’t appreciate the joke. ‘I want you to dig around and see what you can find. Marumo will see you at his house at noon. The address is on the back of the photo. This had better not be the BDP’s doing!’

         ‘Has Forensics been there?’

         ‘Yes. Your friend Zanele Dlamini had her people there right away. She may still be there. The head was only found two hours ago.’

         Kubu heaved his large body out of the chair.

         ‘And, Kubu,’ Mabaku growled, ‘this is very important. I want to know what’s going on. And quickly. Report to me when you get back.’

         ‘Yes, Director.’
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         It’s going to be one of those days, Kubu thought as he walked back to his office. How am I going to pick up Tumi, take her to the doctor, and be at Marumo’s house at the same time? I’ll bet Marumo will be an hour late anyway. Maybe I should get Tumi to the doctor half an hour early and hope he can see her right away. I may even be at Marumo’s on time – fifteen minutes late at most.

         He shook his head. He knew it was wishful thinking. The doctor liked to talk about criminal behaviour with Kubu and always dragged out Tumi’s appointments when he was there. If Marumo was on time, and he, Kubu, was late, Mabaku would banish him to a distant village like Tshwane or Shakawe, where he’d be far from his family, and the food would be inedible.

         No. He’d better reschedule Tumi’s appointment for later in the week. Joy would not be happy.

         He sat down behind his desk with its orderly piles and picked up the phone.

         ‘Joy Bengu, please. It’s her husband speaking.’ He held the phone away from his ear to minimize the noise of shouting children. Joy worked at a day-care centre.

         After a few minutes, she came to the phone.

         ‘Hello, my dear,’ Kubu said in his most loving voice.

         ‘Don’t tell me you can’t take Tumi to the doctor!’ Joy’s voice was not loving.

         ‘Something’s come up, and the director’s made an appointment for me at noon. There’s nothing I can do.’

         ‘Since when has the director made your appointments? You know I can’t take Tumi today.’

         ‘I feel terrible about it, my darling. I hadn’t forgotten.’ He paused. ‘Confidentially, a threat was made against Bill Marumo this morning. Mabaku’s given it top priority. I’m sure the commissioner is worried that people will accuse the BDP of intimidating the opposition. It could all blow out of control if it’s not well handled. I’m sure that’s why he wants me involved.’

         ‘Is Marumo all right?’

         ‘Yes. It was just a threat. I’ll tell you about it later. Promise me you won’t tell Pleasant. It’s really confidential at the moment.’ Joy and her sister Pleasant were inseparable. They shared everything, sometimes to Kubu’s embarrassment.

         Kubu sensed the reluctance in her voice as she promised.

         ‘I’ll phone the doctor and reschedule.’

         He heard Joy sigh. ‘I’ll do it,’ she said. ‘And you’d better make sure that nothing happens to Marumo. He’s going to save this country, if anyone can. And don’t forget the funeral. You’d better pick us up at three. And you promised to think about the little girl. Will you do that?’

         ‘Yes, dear. I will. Thank you, dear.’ Kubu was indeed grateful.
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         Before Kubu could settle down, there was a knock, and a short, thin woman walked in, her police uniform hiding any hint of femininity.

         ‘Good morning, Assistant Superintendent,’ she said. ‘I’m Detective Khama.’ She extended her arm to shake hands, touching her right forearm with the fingers of her left hand in the respectful way.

         ‘Ah, yes. We met the day you arrived.’ He was surprised by the firmness of her grip. ‘Please sit down. How are things going?’

         ‘Thank you for seeing me. It’s been a hard two weeks – so much to learn. So much bureaucracy. I’m pleased I took all those computer courses. I can see some of the older detectives are really struggling.’

         ‘I’m one of them!’ Kubu smiled. ‘So how can I help you?’

         ‘Rra, I’ve been assigned –’

         ‘Please call me Kubu. Everyone does. I’ve had the nickname since I was about fourteen. A friend of mine told me that I wasn’t a David – my real name – but a Kubu. I was really upset at first at being called a hippopotamus, but soon everyone was using the name, and it actually made me feel a little special. I came to like it. Now I barely know my real name.’

         ‘That’s a nice story. As I was saying –’

         ‘You’re older than most of our new detectives. What did you do before coming here?’

         ‘Ever since I was a teenager, I wanted to be in the police. But my family is poor, so I couldn’t go to university. And I’m small, so they didn’t want to take me as an ordinary constable. So I worked for seven years as a secretary in a law firm so I had enough money to get a degree through the University of South Africa.’

         Kubu nodded, impressed. UNISA was a correspondence university, and the degrees were challenging. Samantha must have been very focused.

         ‘That’s impressive. But how did you get into the CID?’

         ‘I made an appointment with the commissioner of police and told him I wanted to be a detective. He wasn’t very helpful at first, but when I pointed out there were no women in the CID, and the constitution gave women equal rights, he changed his mind.’ A glimmer of a smile flitted across an otherwise impassive face.

         I’m sure the conversation didn’t go quite like that, Kubu thought. Maybe that’s where the rumours started. Taking on the commissioner of police!

         ‘We always need new blood.’ He hesitated. ‘And new perspectives. I’m sure you’ll be a great asset. Now, how can I help you?’

         ‘Director Mabaku gave me this case. It’s my first. I’d like as much help as I can get. I want to do well, and everyone says you’re always willing to help. So here I am.’

         Kubu nodded. ‘Tell me about it.’

         ‘About four months ago, a young girl, Lesego Betse, disappeared in Mochudi. I’m told you know the town well.’

         ‘I was born there, and my parents still live there.’

         ‘I’m from there, too. Anyway, the local police never found any trace of her. After a while they assumed she was dead and cut back the effort to look for her. Then a bit later they declared the case cold and stopped looking altogether.’

         ‘Hmm. I wonder why the director gave you a cold case. He should’ve given you something straightforward to cut your teeth on – a grocery-store robbery or a hold-up at a garage.’

         ‘I asked for it.’

         Kubu stared at her for a few moments. ‘A cold case is the hardest to tackle, even for experienced investigators. You could be setting yourself up for failure.’

         ‘I know it’s a risk. But I’ve sacrificed a lot to become a detective, and I want to make a difference.’

         ‘And I admire that, Samantha. But sometimes it’s better to take things a little slowly. Take time to learn the ins and outs of the business. I was lucky. I hung around detectives while I was getting my degree. I learnt more from that than I did at university. Experience really does make a difference.’

         ‘Assistant Superintendent, you’re a man. I don’t think you understand what it’s like to be a woman in a man’s world. All we ever hear is to take it slowly, not to rock the boat. You know what that means? It means men don’t want to change, and anyone who pushes, threatens their cozy lifestyle.’

         ‘Not all men are like that –’

         ‘Women who complain are branded as nuisances. I hear what the other detectives are already saying about me. “A troublemaker”, they say. They resent an intrusion into their male club. How do you think it feels? I want to make a difference for women. To give crimes against them the same attention as the police give crimes against men. Is that unreasonable?’

         Kubu sat quietly, pondering the truth of what Samantha had said.

         ‘Kubu,’ she said in a quieter voice. ‘I’m told you have a daughter. Do you want her to be a second-class citizen? What if she wants to be a detective, and then is treated like me? Could you sit back and do nothing?’

         ‘Samantha, I appreciate what you want to do. But I think you’ll have more chance of success if you get to know the other detectives first and earn their respect. Then they’ll listen to you. Change is always a slow process. Nobody who joins the force and immediately rocks the boat accomplishes what they want. They get people’s backs up.’

         Kubu felt the atmosphere chill. ‘And I was told you would be sympathetic, that you weren’t like the others! But you’re the same, aren’t you? In favour of women’s rights in words, but not in action.’

         Kubu felt a flush of anger. Nobody talked to him like that, let alone someone new. She didn’t know him; didn’t know what he believed. Look at his relationship with Joy. They were equals. He took a deep breath. ‘I do want to help. I’m going to get a cup of tea for myself. And then we can talk. Can I get one for you?’

         ‘No, thanks.’

         A few minutes later Kubu returned. He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out a tin of mixed cookies. ‘I’m on a diet, actually. So I only eat these on special occasions. Welcoming a new detective is one of those.’ He picked out his two favorites and offered the tin to Samantha, who refused. ‘In fact, it’s two special occasions, as you’re our first lady detective.’ He extracted two more cookies. He carefully replaced the top and slid the tin back into the drawer.

         ‘So, let’s get to work. I remember reading about the case you’re talking about. My mother was very upset. She thought it was another Mogomotsi case. You know about that one? Segametsi Mogomotsi was fourteen when she disappeared while trying to sell oranges to raise some money for a church excursion. Her dismembered body was found months later.’

         Samantha sat perfectly still for several moments, eyes unfocused. ‘I know about it. It was also in Mochudi.’ She looked into Kubu’s eyes. ‘The government was forced to call in Scotland Yard to take over, but never made their report public. Why do you think that was? Because high-up men in Botswana were involved. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Justice for some, a blind eye for others. Who cared that a little girl was murdered for body parts, when the reputation of men had to be protected. The same thing may have happened to Lesego Betse, and the trail is fresher.’

         What happened to her that makes her so intense? Kubu wondered. He made a mental note to ask his mother whether she knew Samantha’s parents.

         ‘We need to keep all the possibilities in mind,’ he said. ‘With no word after four months, we have to assume she didn’t just run off. Someone abducted her. That could have been for a variety of reasons. It could have been for sex, or to take her out of the country and sell her as a sex slave. There have been cases of that. The fact that we haven’t found a body suggests that might be the case.’

         ‘Or it could be a witch doctor who’s taken her. For muti.’

         Kubu nodded. ‘In any case, this is how I would proceed.’

         For the next hour Kubu gave Samantha insights into how to undertake such an investigation – the people she should speak to, the evidence she could trust, the evidence that may be unreliable, and the hostility she would encounter, both from people she would question and from Betse’s family, who likely thought the police had not taken the investigation seriously. He also suggested that she check on unidentified bodies of children that had turned up since December. If she could find Lesego’s body, that would be her best break.

         Eventually Samantha stood up to leave.

         ‘I hope you’re successful,’ Kubu said. ‘Let me know how it goes. Come and see me anytime. Cases like this need to be solved.’

         She thanked him and left.

         Kubu sat quietly for several minutes, reflecting on what had just happened. The CID will never be the same, he thought. I just hope that what emerges is a better place.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 3
      

         

         Kubu glanced at his watch. He had about an hour and a half before his meeting at Marumo’s house. He turned on his computer and went to get another cup of tea while it booted up. As he walked back into his office, he heard the familiar Windows start-up sound. Ignoring his e-mail, he went straight to the internet. Google is my friend, he thought as he typed in ‘Bill Marumo’. He had more than seventeen thousand hits in a fraction of a second. I’ll start with Wikipedia, he muttered. He picked up his pen and started to take notes.

         ‘William Mishingo Marumo. Born Maun 11/11/1972.’

         ‘Only child. Father killed in mine accident in 1984.’ Kubu wondered whether it had happened in Botswana or South Africa.

         ‘Graduated Maun Secondary School, 1990. BA (Honours) Political Science, University of Botswana, 1995. Member of Student Representative Council, 1993–1995, president 1995.’ That’s where he got started in politics, Kubu mused.

         ‘Mochudi, January 1995: arrested in protests against alleged police cover-ups in investigation of ritual murder of Segametsi Mogomotsi.’

         Kubu put down his pen. Now there’s a coincidence, he thought. Not half an hour ago Detective Khama and I were talking about the murder of Segametsi Mogomotsi, and now I read that Bill Marumo was arrested in the ensuing protests. He scratched his head. It’s impossible that the two are related. Still, he felt a niggle of discomfort. He really didn’t believe in coincidences.

         He continued to browse the numerous reports about Marumo – articles in all of the Botswana newspapers, blogs, and even some coverage overseas.

         ‘Junior reporter at the South African Sunday Times 1996–1998. News reporter Botswana Radio 1998–2000, then Botswana TV 2000–2004.’ Kubu made a note to check what types of programmes Marumo had worked on.

         ‘Joined the BDP in 2002. Elected to parliament 2004, representing BDP in Gaborone West – North constituency. Left BDP 2008 to found Freedom Party. Charismatic speaker and fund-raiser. Only Freedom Party representative in 2009 elections.’

         Kubu read some of the reports about rallies and speeches Marumo had given in his re-election campaign, as well as a number of editorial comments. Even after the election, Marumo had managed to stay in the public eye. He’d worked feverishly to support his candidates in two by-elections, although both had lost badly in the end. In parliament he constantly challenged the government’s ‘same old way’ approach, and he wrote a weekly column in Mmegi newspaper.

         There was no doubt that Marumo was getting a lot of attention with his attacks on what he called the BDP’s arrogance and lack of sensitivity to the plight of ordinary people. But even more than his attacks on the government, he was gaining supporters with his message of hope. He called for sharing the prosperity of Botswana, claiming that there was enough money to uplift all, to reduce the incidence of AIDS, to improve education, to create jobs, to protect retirement. His slogan: ‘Believe in yourselves, and we can change the world!’

         Sounds like Obama, Kubu thought.
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         As Kubu drove to Marumo’s house in the upscale suburb of Phologolo, he hoped that the interview wouldn’t last long. He was feeling hunger pains and wanted to put them to rest. He was about to turn into Pela Crescent, where Marumo lived, when he was stopped by a couple of policemen.

         ‘Assistant Superintendent Bengu, CID,’ he said, opening the window and showing his badge.

         ‘Okay, rra. Please park on the street. It’s that house up there.’

         As though I could miss it, Kubu thought, seeing a crowd of people and two television trucks.

         Kubu looked around as he heaved himself out of his old Land Rover. An upper-middle-class suburb. Very little traffic. Nice trees. Secluded. A low probability that anyone would have seen whoever left the dog’s head, he thought. But if someone did see something, there was a decent chance they’d paid attention.

         He walked to the house and skirted the crowd, which was in a semicircle around the gate to the driveway. Marumo was standing on a chair, pumping his hand in the air. Camera flashes were reflecting off his sweating face. ‘Whoever did this – they won’t silence me,’ he shouted. ‘The people want change, and nobody is going to stop us.’

         Kubu walked up to a man standing behind Marumo and whispered in his ear: ‘Assistant Superintendent Bengu for a noon meeting.’ The man looked at Kubu, but did nothing.

         ‘Tell him!’ Kubu hissed.

         The man pulled a piece of paper from his shirt pocket, scribbled something on it, and handed it to Marumo, who had paused to take a drink from a bottle of water.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen, that’s all for now. Thank you,’ he said. Then he added sarcastically, ‘The government has sent its ace detective to solve this great mystery.’ He jumped off the chair and extended his hand to Kubu. ‘Nothing personal,’ he grinned. ‘Couldn’t resist taking a shot at the government.’

         ‘It sounded more like a shot at me,’ Kubu replied without a smile. ‘Can we go inside?’
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         ‘I’m reasonably familiar with your political career,’ Kubu said after they had settled down in the living room. Kubu liked the feel of the plush leather chair that he’d lowered himself into. ‘Do you think it’s at all possible that the BDP would try to intimidate you by leaving a dog’s head at your front door?’

         ‘Of course. They’re very nervous of the gains we’re making. They’ll be in real trouble at the next elections if they continue to lose support.’ Marumo took a deep drink from his water bottle. ‘It was a BDP supporter all right but, even if you find who did it, you’ll never be able to tie it to the party. They couldn’t afford any connection to come out. That would be a disaster for them.’

         ‘Do you think the threat is serious – you know, the“your next”?’

         ‘No. My party would tie it to the BDP. If it is the BDP behind it, killing me would backfire. Besides, it won’t happen.’ He took another swig of water. ‘I’m well protected.’

         ‘You have bodyguards?’

         ‘Oh, no. It’s my destiny to be president. Nobody can stop that.’

         What arrogance, Kubu thought.

         ‘Is there anyone else who may want to kill you? Ex-business partners, ex-girlfriends?’

         Bill shook his head.

         ‘Have you ever had an affair with a married woman?’

         Bill didn’t flinch. ‘No, never. That wouldn’t be good.’

         ‘Do you owe anyone money?’

         Again Bill shook his head. ‘It can only be politics related. I’m sure of that.’

         Kubu read through his notes and was satisfied he’d written down all the important facts.

         ‘When did you find the head?’

         ‘I didn’t. My girlfriend did. I was working out in the back room, and

         she leaves for work around seven. When she opened the front door, there it was. When I heard her scream, I came running. It was disgusting.’

         ‘What’s her name?’

         ‘Jubjub Oteng.’

         ‘Did either of you hear anything or see anything?’

         ‘No. We were up at six, so it must have been left during the night.’

         ‘I see you’ve got an electric gate across the driveway. Was it open?’

         ‘No. We always shut it at night. If the government spread the wealth around a little more, there wouldn’t be so much car theft.’

         ‘So, whoever left it must’ve climbed over the wall.’

         ‘That’s what the lady detective said this morning. They found footprints as well, next to the tree at the gate. She thought whoever it was scaled the wall to get in and used that tree to get out.’

         Kubu frowned. ‘Lady detective?’

         ‘Very attractive woman. Didn’t ask many questions, but poked around and took a lot of photos –’

         ‘Oh! You mean Zanele Dlamini. She’s not a detective. She’s from Forensics.’

         Bill shrugged.

         ‘Well, thank you for your time, Rra Marumo. We’ll be in touch if we learn anything.’ Kubu struggled out of the low sofa. It’s like a sports car, he thought. Nice to be in, hard to get out.

         ‘I think it looks like something that a witch doctor would do – or someone imitating a witch doctor. You know, a spell for bad luck,’ Kubu said. ‘Do you believe in that sort of thing?’

         Marumo smiled. ‘No, Superintendent. I do not. We live in the twenty-first century now. That’s stuff of the past. The country would be better off if it paid more attention to accurate information than to the rantings of old men and women who think they’ve got special powers. Have you been to a kgotla? Chiefs and their advisers – all ancient – invoking the spirits to help them mete out justice.’ He shook his head. ‘No, we must move our country into the present. Make it energetic. Make our people energetic, not lazy as they are now. Then the country will prosper. Everyone will improve their lot. Have a roof over their heads, and food on the table.’

         He can’t get off his soapbox, Kubu thought. I wonder if he’s still on it when he’s in bed with his girlfriend.

         ‘Rra Marumo, please phone me if you are suspicious of anyone. Or if you remember something you’ve not told me.’ Kubu shrugged. ‘But on the basis of what you’ve said, I don’t have anything to go on – unless Forensics found something useful, like fingerprints that we can match. But I doubt they will, unfortunately.’

         Marumo nodded.

         ‘And you may want to hire a night watchman. That may be enough to scare off anyone who wants to do this again. Or put barbed wire on the wall and the gate, like your neighbours.’

         Kubu handed Marumo a business card and shook his hand. ‘I hope nothing like this happens again.’ He started to leave, then stopped. ‘Please ask your lady friend to phone me as soon as possible. I’m sure I won’t learn anything new – but you never know.’

         As he walked back to his car, Kubu thought the chances of finding who’d left the dog’s head were slim. He shook his head. He remembered when politics in Botswana were clean. And that wasn’t long ago. ‘I hope this isn’t a sign of things to come,’ he muttered to himself.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 4
      

         

         By the time he’d navigated the crowd of reporters and was heading back to Millenium Park, Kubu was ravenous. Mabaku would just have to wait for his report; Kubu needed lunch. He settled for the Wimpy at Game City and had steak, eggs and chips, but skipped dessert because he was pushed for time. Then he rushed to see Mabaku and was glad to find him free. He had to fetch Joy at three p.m.

         Mabaku glanced up from the paperwork that seemed to be swallowing his desk and waved Kubu to a chair. ‘What did you find out?’

         ‘Not much. I haven’t had a chance to check with Zanele, but there are no obvious clues.’

         ‘Do you think it was political?’

         ‘It was political all right, but not necessarily the BDP. The smaller parties fight even more bitterly between themselves.’ Kubu hesitated. ‘Frankly, I wouldn’t be surprised if Marumo set it up himself for the publicity.’

         Mabaku’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What? Decapitate a dog and leave it for his girlfriend to find? That’s pretty extreme.’

         Kubu shrugged. ‘He’s a born showman. He was performing for the reporters when I arrived. And we only have his word that his girlfriend, Jubjub, found the thing. I want to question her about that. He’s not at all worried, either. Apparently he’s destined to be president of Botswana. No one can stop him. Can you believe the arrogance of the man?’

         ‘Kubu, I know you dislike him, and I can’t say his politics appeal to me much, either, but he could become president of Botswana. We have to take this seriously.’

         Kubu nodded. ‘I’m going to follow up with Zanele once she’s had a chance to look through what they collected. And we’ll go door-to-door around the area to see if anyone saw anything. And the dog’s a mongrel. No hope of tracing it unless someone comes up with the rest of the body.’

         ‘Well, keep on it.’

         Kubu climbed to his feet, but Mabaku had a question on a different topic.

         ‘Have you spent any time with Detective Khama? I suggested she chat with you to get some guidance.’

         ‘Yes, actually I spoke to her this morning. She’s on the lost-girl case from Mochudi. A bit much for a novice, I’d say.’

         ‘Maybe you can keep an eye on her. Mentor her a bit. Give her some tips.’

         ‘I haven’t really got the time to mentor a new detective, and I’m not sure she’ll listen.’

         Mabaku paused. ‘Is that how she came across? It can’t be easy for her settling in here as the only woman detective. She’s very persuasive and talked me into letting her take on that case, but I know some people wouldn’t mind seeing her in trouble with it. Give her a chance, Kubu.’

         Kubu said he’d see what he could do. He hesitated and then turned to another matter.

         ‘Director,’ he said. ‘Is it true that Deputy Commissioner Gobey is retiring?’

         Mabaku stared at him for a few moments. ‘Yes. As of the beginning of June, I’m told.’

         ‘Will you be the new deputy commissioner?’

         ‘It’s impossible to know what the commissioner will do. There’ll be others in the running, too. I’m not sure I really want the job, in any case.’

         ‘You’re the best man for the job, Director. I’ll be very disappointed if you don’t get it. You deserve it.’

         ‘Thank you, Kubu. If I get it, it may open an opportunity for you, too.’

         Kubu looked at the sea of paperwork threatening to drown the director’s desk. ‘Thank you, Jacob, but I’m happy with my role as detective.’

         Kubu checked his watch and left in a hurry. It was already a quarter to three.
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         As he drove, Kubu thought about Seloi, the young woman whose funeral he was about to attend. She was the older sister of one of Joy’s charges at the day-care centre and hardly more than a child herself. They were orphans; their parents had already succumbed to the same killer. Kubu fumed. How had this been allowed to happen? Why had Seloi not been on a stable regimen of anti-retroviral drugs? Why had she been allowed to waste away before their eyes? What crack had opened in Botswana society for these unfortunate people to fall through? Now Seloi’s little sister Nono – also HIV positive from birth – had lost the last of her family and was alone in a frightening world.

         Joy and Tumi were waiting when Kubu arrived. He kissed Joy, and picked up Tumi to receive a big kiss and a huge hug around his neck. This, Joy would say with amusement, was the only part of Kubu’s anatomy that the three-year-old could reach around. Kubu would just laugh.

         Once Tumi was settled in the car seat, they headed to the cemetery. The traditional and religious parts of the funeral had already taken place; only the actual burial remained.

         ‘What did you do today, Daddy?’

         ‘I was at work, darling.’ Kubu didn’t think Tumi would want to hear about a severed dog’s head.

         There was a moment of silence, and Joy took her opportunity.

         ‘Did you think about what we discussed, Kubu? About Nono? There’s no one to look after her now her sister’s dead. She’s with a distant relative now, but they don’t want her. They’re very poor, and there’s no room, and they can’t afford another mouth to feed. They say she has to leave.’

         ‘I didn’t have much time today, darling, with all the fuss about Marumo.’ He hesitated. ‘The social services –’

         ‘Will just dump her somewhere. She’ll lose her friends and the people at day care – the only people who still care about her. That’s all she has left, Kubu. She’s only four. If we can just look after her for a few weeks, a month at the most, we can find her a proper home. And Tumi loves her.’

         ‘Please, Daddy. Please can Nono visit us for a while?’

         So Joy had enlisted Tumi in this plan, too. Well, he couldn’t deny that the child desperately needed help, and who else could she turn to?

         ‘I suppose we could do that,’ he said at last. Joy leant over and hugged him, and Tumi yelled with pleasure from the back seat.

         When the excitement died down, it was quiet for a few minutes while Kubu negotiated the traffic. Joy checked her watch. ‘I hope we’re not late for the funeral.’

         Tumi piped up. ‘What’s a funeral, Daddy?’

         ‘Where we go to say goodbye to people who’ve left us. Like Seloi.’

         ‘Where has she gone?’

         Joy said nothing. She’d had this all day; it was Kubu’s turn.

         ‘She’s died, Tumi. Gone to another place.’

         ‘Mummy says she’s with Jesus.’

         ‘Yes, I’m sure that’s right.’

         ‘Can we go too? To Jesus?’

         Kubu glanced at Joy imploringly, but she just smiled.

         ‘One day, darling. Not yet. We’ve a lot of fun to have together first.’

         ‘Why must we wait?’

         Joy took pity on Kubu. ‘We have to wait till we are called, darling. Now let Daddy drive. The traffic’s bad.’
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         The cemetery was several acres of grassless sand, with mounds in straight lines like soldiers on parade. The graves of the more affluent had an awning supported by a metal frame. A few had elaborate gravestones, but most were inexpensive wooden crosses. The area where the burial was to take place had many small mounds – a sad reminder of the scourge of AIDS.

         There was quite a crowd of mourners at the graveside, many of whom had made the traditional walk from the girl’s home. Kubu and Joy greeted the few people they knew and took the opportunity to socialize. Tumi was sombre, clinging shyly to Joy’s dress. She kept staring at the open grave with the large pile of sandy soil next to it.

         After about half an hour the undertaker arrived, driving a black pick-up truck with the coffin, covered by a black cloth, strapped down on the back. The undertaker parked as close to the grave as possible – still about a hundred metres away – and climbed out of the cab. His white shirt was sweat-stained, and he mopped his face with a handkerchief. While he straightened his tie and struggled to put on his jacket, he shouted for some strong men to come to help him.

         At the sight of the coffin, the women gathered around the grave and started to cry out and ululate. Some wept.

         Kubu watched as four fit-looking men headed for the truck. The undertaker untied the coffin, carefully folded the black shroud, and slid the cheap, pinewood box towards the volunteers. The men struggled to lift the coffin to their shoulders and carried it along the sandy path to the graveside. By the time they rested it on the waiting ropes slung across the hole, they were breathing hard. The wailing rose to a crescendo as they braced the ropes and lowered the box into the ground. Kubu glanced at Tumi, but she seemed intrigued, rather than frightened. He could just imagine the questions ahead.

         Most of the mourners threw a handful of soil into the grave, and then they all waited while the men filled the grave and topped it with stones. The wailing died down, and people started to talk again. Joy went off with Tumi to comfort Nono.

         Kubu found himself standing next to the undertaker, who was watching the final stage of the burial with proprietary interest.

         Kubu said, ‘I suppose you have a lot of funerals for young people these days.’

         The man nodded. ‘I’m sorry to say we do. It’s the plague. AIDS. The government should do something to stop it.’

         Kubu was irritated. Why was it always the government that had to take action? Why couldn’t people help themselves and each other? But he just nodded.

         The undertaker introduced himself. ‘I am Kopano Rampa, rra. Professional undertaker and director of Funerals of Distinction.’

         Kubu turned to the pompous little man and replied with the same formality, ‘I am Assistant Superintendent David Bengu of the Criminal Investigation Department.’

         Rampa took a step backwards. ‘The police? Is there a problem?’

         Kubu relented. ‘Not at all. My wife is a friend of the deceased. The funeral went quite well, I thought.’

         ‘Yes, thank you, rra.’ But Rampa seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. ‘Well, I’d better finish things up here. Please excuse me. It was good to meet you.’ He moved off and started loading the truck.

         Kubu shrugged, then went to find Joy. It was time to take Tumi and Nono home.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 5
      

         

         Detective Samantha Khama climbed the steps to the third floor of the Social Sciences building at the University of Botswana. The staff offices were on the upper floors, but she wasn’t sure she was in the right place. Spotting a receptionist, she asked for help.

         ‘I’m looking for Professor van der Meer. He’s an anthropologist. He’s writing a book …’ Her voice trailed off because the receptionist was nodding.

         ‘Do you have an appointment?’ she asked. ‘Professor van der Meer is very busy.’ She obviously took the casually dressed policewoman for a student.

         ‘Yes. I’m Detective Khama of the Botswana CID. Tell him, please.’

         The woman’s attitude changed, and she guided Samantha to the professor’s office. He rose to greet her and extended his hand. She shook it, touching her right forearm with her left hand in respect. He did the same unselfconsciously. He must have been in Africa for some time, she thought. He had frizzy, red hair and a light complexion that was freckled by the Botswana sun. A half-buttoned shirt and khaki shorts completed a casual image.

         He looked at Samantha appraisingly and offered a friendly smile, which the policewoman did not return.

         ‘Dumela, Detective. Kees van der Meer. I am very pleased to meet you. I want to help you,’ he said in laboured Setswana.

         Samantha replied in English. ‘Thank you for seeing me, Professor. It’s good to meet you, too.’

         Relieved, Van der Meer switched languages. ‘Actually, I hope I can help. I’m not sure what it is you want. You weren’t very specific on the phone.’ He smiled again and waved her to a comfortable chair. His English had a strong accent; Dutch, she guessed.

         ‘I’m sorry, Professor, I wanted to explain it to you in person. I’m investigating the disappearance of a young girl. She’s been missing for about four months. I believe she was abducted.’

         Van der Meer saw the point at once. ‘You think she was taken by a witch doctor? For muti?’

         Samantha nodded. ‘That’s possible. It could also be a sex crime, but then I think we would have found her by now, though perhaps not alive.’

         The professor paused. ‘A lot of African children are taken and sold overseas as prostitutes or sex slaves. You’d never hear about what happened to them.’ He shrugged. ‘Anyway, just what do you want to know from me, Detective? I study traditional healers and why their remedies and spells are often more effective than Westerners would expect. That’s what my book is about. Healers, not witch doctors.’

         ‘But you must know about them too, if you’re studying that part of our culture.’

         He sighed. ‘Yes, of course the two blur. It’s the border between black magic and white magic, as a Westerner would say. What do you want to know?’

         Samantha hesitated, then decided to start at the beginning. ‘The trail is cold now. Months have passed, and the police in Mochudi found no clues to what happened. If I’m right, the girl’s been dead for a long time. I’m going to investigate the crime again, but I’ll be surprised if I find anything new. I’m hoping you can help me understand the motive. If I can find out who is most likely to have benefited, perhaps I can find some connection, some insights.’ She hesitated, realizing that her idea was pretty tenuous. But the professor just nodded.

         ‘What’s the girl’s name?’

         ‘Lesego.’ She was glad he cared enough to ask.

         The professor shook his head. ‘It’s not a good name.’

         ‘It means Lucky. A nice name, I think.’

         Van der Meer paused. ‘How much do you understand about how witch doctors operate, Detective? Do you believe in some of these things yourself? And please don’t be embarrassed; it may actually help if you do.’

         Samantha shook her head angrily. ‘It’s nonsense. It’s only for ignorant people and children!’

         Van der Meer’s eyebrows rose. ‘I’ve heard stories – and experienced things myself – that make me wonder whether the world is as rational as we like to think. May I tell you a story? When I came to Gaborone I rented an apartment near here. At first I was comfortable there, but after a while I started to develop a bad cough and allergies, like hay fever. I thought it might be dust. The apartment wasn’t very clean, and I felt better when I went out. My doctor prescribed antihistamines and for a while I was okay, but then it started up again. My maid said it was a curse – that a witch doctor had put a spell on the apartment. I thought it was nonsense, but as you say, I’m interested in such things. So partly just to observe what he’d do, I contacted someone who had a reputation for detecting spells. He came to the apartment and walked around for a while, sometimes stopping as if he were hearing something in the distance. Eventually he got a kitchen chair and lifted one of the ceiling panels. He took out a packet of something wrapped in cloth. After he’d removed it, I started feeling better. Now I have no problems.’

         Samantha shrugged. ‘He could’ve hidden it there himself.’

         ‘Yes, of course. But the point is that I had no idea it was there. I still have no idea why anyone would put a curse on the apartment. I hadn’t offended anyone. Perhaps someone else wanted to rent it, and the idea was to drive me out.’

         ‘Maybe.’ Samantha shrugged again. ‘What I want to know is how these things are supposed to work.’

         ‘Well, let me try to explain the basic principle they use. It’s not all that complicated. The idea is to transfer a desired property exhibited by one organism to another through some medium. Let’s say you admire the strength and courage of a lion. So you kill it and eat its heart. You believe you ingest its strength and courage with the organ. This concept of transference is widespread in a variety of cultures, especially African and Eastern. But don’t think it’s restricted to them. I myself take a homeopathic remedy that consists of tiny, tiny amounts of a material that causes the symptom I want to cure. The amounts used are far too small to have a measurable biochemical effect. Why does it work?’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe only because I believe that it does.’

         Samantha said nothing, and the professor could see that she was completely lost.

         ‘Let me give you a concrete example. Let’s say Tau is a man who is rich and powerful, but is not successful sexually. As you know, in the culture here it’s very important to a man’s self-esteem to have great sexual prowess and many offspring.’

         Samantha nodded. ‘And to a woman’s also.’

         ‘Yes. So Tau goes to a witch doctor for help. Tau’s a rich man and goes to a powerful witch doctor. It’ll cost him a lot, but he doesn’t care – that just shows how successful he is and how powerful the medicine will be. The witch doctor tells him what he needs. He must take the sexual power from another man – a young virile man, maybe a boy, who hasn’t spent any of his sexual power yet.’

         ‘So Tau gets that boy’s sexual organs?’

         ‘Yes. Exactly. Made into a potion in a special way, of course. That potion is very powerful muti.’

         ‘It’s all complete nonsense!’

         The professor shrugged. ‘Physiologically it’s nonsense, of course. But think of the effect in Tau’s head. He believes he’s obtained great power from the medicine. What’s more, power that he’s caused to be taken from another man by force. That makes it even more potent. Sex is driven by the mind in any case.’

         Samantha disliked the story, but could believe it. Men always seemed to be looking for power and sex. This was just another example.

         ‘However, this was a young girl.’

         Van der Meer thought for a moment. ‘A woman who can’t make milk may get muti made from the nipples or the breasts of a healthy young woman. If a woman can’t conceive, the muti must be made from a womb. Someone with a weak heart needs the heart of a healthy person. Young. Fresh.’

         Samantha felt a bit queasy. These are my people he’s talking about, she thought. I’m ashamed for them.

         The professor continued, ‘But I think this case may be different. Sometimes there is something very unusual about the individual, which suggests strong spirit power. For example, it could be a special birthmark on the face. And albinos are thought to have enormous power. Do you see the connection with Lesego?’

         Samantha shook her head. ‘Lesego wasn’t an albino.’

         ‘But her name – “Lucky”. That’s why I said it was a bad name. Not many children are called that. The name gives them a power that others want badly, perhaps badly enough to steal. Potions for luck usually involve animals thought of as fortunate for a special reason: the scaly anteater – safe from attack with its armour-plating; the klipspringer – escapes easily by jumping between rocks on hooves that seem to hold like Velcro. But in this case …’

         Samantha absorbed this new idea. ‘So it could be for fertility, young organs to fix unhealthy ones, or even just for luck.’ She felt more nauseous. And she was uncomfortable with this white European, who seemed to find all of this reasonable. She stood up. ‘You’ve been a big help, Professor. I need to think about how all this fits with my case. Can I come back if I have more questions?’

         ‘Of course, Detective.’ Van der Meer stared at her without smiling. ‘I just want you to understand something important. Many, many, people believe in witchcraft. Not just ignorant people and children, but business people, people in the government.’ He paused. ‘And many in the police also believe. That’s why so few cases are solved. They’re scared the witch doctor will put a spell on them if they get too close.’

         Samantha didn’t react.

         ‘Most of these people would never dream of using muti themselves,’ he continued, ‘but they’re scared to death of it. And the few who would use it are powerful people, and they use powerful witch doctors. They’ve a lot to lose.’ He paused. ‘I think you should be careful with this investigation, very careful.’

         Samantha clenched her jaw. Another man telling her to go slowly, fit in, be careful.

         ‘Thank you for your time, Professor,’ she said and left abruptly.

      

   


   
      

         
            Part 2

            
        
          Fell Swoop
        
      

         

         
            ‘What all my pretty chickens and their dam

            At one fell swoop?’

            Macbeth, Act 4, Scene 3

         

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 6
      

         

         She hopped and skipped over the sand alongside the road. It had been such a happy afternoon, and she had the whole weekend ahead of her. For the first time since her mother had died ten months ago, she hadn’t felt pangs of grief. Playtime had been nothing but fun – she and her friends kicking a soccer ball all over the grassless playing field, shouting incessantly for a pass and screaming with excitement when someone neared the goal.

         She knew her father would be angry that her school uniform was covered in sand and her shoes scuffed, but she couldn’t wait to tell him that she’d scored a goal – her first – a shot from twenty metres that sped past the fingertips of the goalkeeper. Her father had played soccer when he was young, so he’d understand her excitement and be proud of her. She looked forward to that.

         She heard a crunching behind her. She turned and saw a white Toyota pulling off the road onto the sand. It slowed down and stopped next to her. As the window opened slowly, she saw a man leaning over, struggling with the handle.

         ‘Hello, Tombi.’

         It took a few moments for her eyes to recognize him in the dark interior.

         ‘Oh! Dumela, rra. I didn’t think it was you.’

         ‘My car’s at the garage, Tombi. They loaned me this one while mine’s being fixed.’

         It must be nice to have a car, she thought.

         ‘Can I give you a lift home? You live near here, don’t you?’

         ‘Yes, rra. Not far from those shops down there.’

         ‘Jump in. I’ll buy you a milkshake on the way.’

         A grin split Tombi’s dusty face as she clambered into the car. ‘Oh, thank you, rra. I haven’t had one for a long time.’

         He smiled back, put the car into gear, and moved off. There was a click as he engaged the door locks. Tombi took no notice. A milkshake would be the perfect way to end the afternoon.
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         Witness stirred the pot of pap. It would be done soon. The tomato and onion sauce was ready, simmering on the back burner.

         Where was Tombi? he wondered. She should’ve been home more than half an hour ago. Maybe she was still playing soccer with her friends. He shook his head. Girls playing soccer! When he was in school, boys played soccer. Girls played … He stopped stirring. What had girls done after school? He couldn’t remember. He wasn’t interested in girls then. It was only when he met Tombi’s mother when he was nineteen that he started paying attention. That was fifteen years ago. Now she was gone.

         He started stirring again. Still, he was lucky. Tombi was a good girl. Naughty from time to time – she was a teenager after all – but never anything serious. More important, she studied hard at school, had three or four close friends, and wasn’t distracted by boys. So far.

         He dreaded that moment. He wasn’t sure how he’d cope. His friends with daughters didn’t know what to do. None of them seemed to understand their kids. But he knew what he would do – he’d forbid her from having sex even though it seemed that all school children were doing it. For them, it was as natural as shaking hands. But he knew what AIDS could do to a family. He would have to talk to her soon – remind her of what had happened to her mother.
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         Tombi was now over an hour late, and Witness was worried. He drove to her school in his dilapidated Volkswagen and saw a few boys kicking a ball around.

         ‘My daughter’s name is Tombi. Tombi Maleng. Do you know her?’

         The one boy looked at the others. They shook their heads.

         ‘We don’t know any of their names.’

         ‘There were some girls playing soccer, but they all left a long time ago,’ another interjected.

         ‘How long ago?’

         ‘I don’t know. A long time! An hour? Maybe two?’

         ‘No,’ another said. ‘It was only half an hour.’

         ‘You’re sure you don’t know her?’

         They all shook their heads.

         Witness thanked them and walked over to the school buildings, hoping to find someone working late. His stomach began to ache. Other girls had disappeared …

         He was in luck. A teacher was still there, grading tests. She knew Tombi, but hadn’t seen her that afternoon.

         ‘She probably went home with a friend and has lost track of the time.’

         ‘She’s never this late. Her best friends are Chastity, Zuni, and Asakona, but I’ve no idea where they live. I don’t even know their last names. Do you know any of them?’

         ‘Yes, I teach them all. It’s Chastity Maboda, Zuni Tsimako, and Asakona Ramotwa.’

         Witness borrowed pencil and paper and wrote the names down. ‘Do you know where they live?’

         The teacher shook her head. ‘You can find out at the office. But it’ll only be open on Monday.’

         ‘I can’t wait until then. Perhaps you have their phone numbers?’ The teacher took a notebook from her desk and flipped the pages.

         ‘I’ve only got the Mabodas’ number.’ She read it out. ‘I’m sure Tombi’s fine. Don’t worry. She’s probably back home by now. Check there before you get everyone upset.’

         Hoping she was right, Witness thanked her, walked back to his car, and drove home.
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         ‘Hello. Is that Mma Maboda? This is Witness Maleng – Tombi’s father. Is Tombi there by any chance?’

         Mma Maboda said she wasn’t.

         ‘Please could you ask Chastity if she saw Tombi this afternoon?’

         He took his mobile phone out to the veranda and looked up and down the road. Nobody.

         ‘Rra Maleng? Chastity said they all played soccer this afternoon. Tombi scored a goal apparently.’

         ‘When did Chastity get home?’

         ‘It must’ve been around five thirty, I think.’

         ‘That’s an hour and a half ago! Can you ask Chastity if she knows where Tombi was going after soccer?’

         There were muffled voices on the line.

         ‘Chastity says she was going home.’

         ‘Mma Maboda, I’m very worried. Please phone me if Tombi comes to your house. Now can I speak to Chastity? I need to get hold of Asakona and Zuni.’

         After speaking to Chastity, Witness hung up. The pain in his stomach was worse.

         The calls to the homes of Asakona and Zuni were similar. Both children had returned home about the same time as Chastity. Both said Tombi was going straight home.

         Witness grabbed a photo of Tombi and drove to the little cluster of shops at the end of his road. He went into the mini-mart and showed the photo to the woman behind the counter.

         ‘Have you seen her?’

         The woman shook her head. ‘I know Tombi. But she didn’t come in today.’

         At the garage next door, the attendant looked at the photo and shook his head. Finally Witness spoke to a number of minibus taxi drivers who used a vacant area near the school entrance as a parking lot, but none had noticed Tombi.
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         It was after nine when Witness walked into the Broadhurst police station. He explained the situation to the constable on duty.

         ‘Don’t worry, rra. Kids do this the whole time. She’s off with a friend. Probably spending the night. It hasn’t occurred to her that you’d be worried.’

         ‘She always lets me know.’

         ‘Fill out this missing-persons form.’ The constable handed Witness three forms and two sheets of carbon paper. ‘Press hard.’ He smiled. ‘Maybe she’s with her boyfriend.’

         ‘She’s not like that.’ Witness was having difficulty containing his anger. ‘She’s a good girl. She doesn’t have a boyfriend. Something’s happened to her. Here’s a photo. Please make copies and have your people go out and look for her.’

         The constable took the photo. ‘Nice-looking girl,’ he said. ‘I’ll make copies. But you’ll see. She’ll be back in the morning.’

         Witness banged the counter with his fist. ‘Something’s happened to her. I’m telling you.’ Then he lowered his voice. ‘Please get your people out and look,’ he pleaded.

         ‘Sorry, rra,’ the constable replied. ‘I know you’re worried, but it’s too soon to do anything tonight. Besides, I don’t have the staff. Wait until tomorrow. Kids always show up.’
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         Witness hurried home hoping desperately that Tombi would be there. But she wasn’t. He didn’t know what to do. He drove back to the school and slowly followed the road Tombi would have used to walk home. There was no sign of her. No sign of anything. Even though it was late, he banged on the doors of several houses. Nobody had seen her.

         ‘Don’t worry. She’ll be back,’ they all said. ‘Our kids often stay out with friends.’

         ‘She’s not like that,’ he snapped. ‘She’s a good girl.’

         When Witness eventually returned home, any remaining hope was dashed. Tombi was still not back. He took a beer from the fridge and sat down at the kitchen table. What could he do? He popped open the can and drained it without taking it from his lips. He liked the cold fizzing as the liquid slipped down his throat almost as much as he liked the taste. He grabbed another.

         It was too late to go and search the neighbourhood. But he couldn’t just sit and do nothing. What could he do?

         He drained the second can.

         I’ll organize a search party in the morning, he decided. Get all my friends to help. He decided he’d better phone them right away even though it was late, otherwise he might miss them in the morning.

         He started with the parents of Tombi’s friends.

         ‘I’m sorry to phone so late. But Tombi still isn’t back. I need help looking in the fields along the road. Anywhere she may have walked. Can you meet me at the school at eight tomorrow morning? Please come and help. And bring as many other people as you can. And long sticks to poke under bushes. Please help me.’

         Then he phoned all his friends and acquaintances and even some of his colleagues at work. Most said they would come.

         When he finished phoning, he collapsed on the sofa with another beer. How was he going to get through the night? He’d never sleep.

         He put his head in his hands. His body shook, and tears dripped from his eyes. He was desperately afraid.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 7
      

         

         Witness tossed and turned all night. His mind played out the worst of scenarios, and the pain in his belly intensified. When the first streaks of light crept through the torn curtains, he climbed out of bed and pulled on his clothes. It was time to renew his search for Tombi.

         He had nearly two hours before meeting his helpers at the school. In the meantime he’d go out on his own. He made himself a cup of strong tea, added milk and lots of sugar, and cut himself a thick slice of bread.

         He was terrified. Over the past few years, several young girls had disappeared without trace. Some said the girls were kidnapped for sex, but most whispered that it was for muti. Witness shuddered. The thought of his little girl being cut up … He cried out in anguish. What sort of man could do that to an innocent girl?

         And what would he do if he lost her? What had he done to deserve this? First his wife, and now his beautiful daughter.

         ‘No!’ he shouted. ‘No, no!’ He wasn’t going to give up. He was going to find her.
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         Witness walked Tombi’s likely route to the school. He looked for any hint of what had happened, but to no avail. The sandy verge had many tyre tracks and many more footprints. There was no way he could know which were Tombi’s – if, in fact, she had been there. Then he walked back on the other side of the road with the same futile results.

         When he reached his house, he phoned the police station to ask if they had any information.

         ‘No, rra,’ was the reply. ‘But I’ll send a constable over this afternoon to take a detailed statement. As we told you last night, we’ll only start searching tomorrow if we have enough men. It will probably have to wait until Monday.’

         ‘But she may be dead by then!’ Witness shouted. ‘You need to start looking today!’

         ‘Sorry, rra. That’s impossible. I suggest you phone the hospitals in case she’s had an accident that hasn’t been reported to us. Goodbye, rra.’ The line went dead.

         Witness felt like throwing his phone at the wall.

         He still had nearly an hour before the search party was going to gather at the school, so he decided to drive to the Princess Marina Hospital. The nurse at Admissions checked the records, but no one matching Tombi’s description had been admitted. She suggested that he phone the two private hospitals in Gaborone and gave him their numbers. He phoned both, but neither had any information.

         With a few minutes remaining, he stopped at a shop near his home, where he knew the owner. When he understood the situation, the owner sympathetically made a pile of copies of Tombi’s photograph. Witness thanked him and scribbled his phone number on one of the copies. ‘If you see her, please phone me.’
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         When Witness arrived at the school, he was grateful to see about twenty people waiting. Most of the helpers had brought sticks of some sort, either broomsticks or branches cut from trees. Two women came up as soon as he climbed out of the car. He recognized them as the mothers of Chastity and Asakona.

         ‘Oh, Rra Maleng. I hope Tombi is okay. We’re all praying for her.’ Mma Ramotwa touched him on the arm.

         ‘She’s such a lovely girl. Chastity doesn’t know what could’ve happened. They all left for home at the same time,’ Mma Maboda said. ‘I’ve brought my husband and one of my neighbours to help. I also went to all the teachers’ houses, and some of them have come, too.’

         Witness fought back his tears. ‘Thank you.’

         A large man with a bright shirt, shorts, and sandals walked over. ‘Dumela, Rra Maleng,’ he said, extending his hand. ‘I’m Charlton Tsimako, Zumi’s father. My wife cannot be here, so I have come in her place.’

         They shook hands in the traditional manner.

         ‘I’m a security guard at a bank,’ Charlton continued. ‘I’ve had some training in searches. Let me help you.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Witness responded. ‘I have no experience. But I have something that will help.’ He held out the packet containing copies of Tombi’s photograph. ‘I was able to make these this morning.’

         The big man turned and shouted: ‘Dumela, everyone. Please come here so we can get started.’

         The group walked over to him.

         ‘Thank you for coming to help. We all know how Witness must be feeling. So let’s get started.’ He took the copies from Witness. ‘We’re going to break into groups. Some are going to go to every house between here and Witness’s home on Dutela Crescent. Show them Tombi’s photo and see if they saw her or saw anything unusual last night around five thirty. Also ask at the tuck shops. There are several on the way. And see if any of the taxi drivers saw anything.’

         He made four groups of two people each and gave them each a set of roads to cover. They took their copies and set off. ‘We’ll meet back here in an hour!’ he shouted after them.

         ‘The rest of us will search all the bush areas around here. We’ll start outside the school gates and check the big vacant area along Segoditshane Way. When we get there, we’ll form a line with about three or four metres between us. Use your poles to check under bushes or in long grass. We’ll keep doing that until we’ve covered all the areas around there. Then we’ll check along the railway line, even though that’s in the opposite direction.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Let’s go!’

         ‘Why aren’t the police here?’ one of the men shouted.

         ‘They say they’ll send a constable this afternoon,’ Witness answered. ‘They don’t seem interested. They say kids often disappear for a few days.’

         ‘Aaii,’ one woman exclaimed. ‘The police never do anything. They’re useless. All they’re interested in is their paycheck. We can do a better job than them.’

         They picked up their sticks and set off to start the search.
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         The searchers made a ragged line as they walked in the soft sand, sharing gossip and shouting encouragement. They poked clumps of long grass or crouched to peer under bushes. Even when they used their poles to move branches aside, thorns often managed to scratch their arms. Most difficult were the wag-’n-bietjie – wait-a-bit – bushes, with their thorns curved towards the centre.

         It took about twenty sweaty minutes for the line to reach the end of the first section of bush. After a few minutes’ rest, they moved to the next section and slowly worked their way back.

         When they reached the school, several of the other groups had already returned and were standing in the shade of an acacia tree.

         ‘Did you find anything?’ Witness asked as he walked up.

         Nobody had anything positive to report. No one had seen Tombi the previous evening, and no one had seen anyone or anything suspicious.
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         Big man Charlton took control again. He widened the area for the groups to go house-to-house and asked one of the men, who ran a small business, to make fifty posters with a photo of Tombi and Witness’s phone number. ‘When you’ve made them, staple them to trees and lampposts in the area. Maybe somebody will recognize her or remember something.’

         Then he led the rest of the group to the next area where they would beat the bushes for any sign of the missing girl.

         As Witness worked his way through the bushes, he became increasingly despondent. I’m never going to find her, he said to himself. She’s gone. What have I done to deserve this? He lifted his pole and smashed it against the nearest bush. And again, and again.

         Charlton walked over and put his arm around Witness’s shoulders. ‘Have faith, my friend. If she’s alive, we’ll find her. And if she’s not, she’s in a better place.’

         For just a moment Witness buried his face against Charlton’s chest. Then he pulled away.

         ‘Let’s keep looking,’ he said as he went back to his place in line. ‘Let’s keep looking.’

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         It was nearly noon when the remaining searchers assembled back at the school. There wasn’t a single lead, not a scrap of information that could help Witness find Tombi. She had disappeared without trace.

         ‘Thank you for your help, my friends,’ Witness said to the group. ‘You did everything you could. I fear the worst. Someone has taken her. For what, I don’t know. Please pray for her; pray that she’s alive.’ He wanted to add that otherwise they should pray that her death was quick and without pain. But he knew he’d choke on the words if he tried to say that. ‘And take care of your own children. Look after them. Protect them.’

         When the others had left, Witness sat down under a tree outside the school gate and leant against its trunk. He thought back to his wife, and the familiar feeling of sadness came over him. And anger. When had it happened? Who was it?

         He thought they’d built a good marriage. They’d laughed and played together, and he’d loved watching Tombi grow from a little black ball, squirming in his hands, to a happy teenager, well on her way to becoming a woman.

         Then came the shock – the night his wife told him that she was HIV positive. That he should get tested, too. He’d been devastated. And she refused to answer any questions, which made him furious. He had a right to know. She was his wife.

         She was different after that night. The sparkle was gone, as were the energy and laughter. And a year later she died, a wasted shadow. He hadn’t known whether to be relieved or sad.

         So he transferred all his love to Tombi. She’d filled the void. And hadn’t disappointed him.

         But now she was gone.

         He sobbed. It wasn’t possible. It wasn’t fair.

         He continued to lean against the tree, head down, until he became aware that someone was watching him. He looked up and saw Gordon Thembe. He dropped his eyes again. Gordon was not one of his friends. He did odd jobs when he needed money, and otherwise hung around the shebeens, drinking and chatting with his friends and women. Witness thought him lazy and unreliable. He wished the man would go away and leave him in peace. But Gordon flopped down next to him. ‘Courage, my friend,’ he said. ‘Somehow she will be found.’

         Witness grunted.

         ‘You must try and relax, man. Keep calm. You’re no use to Tombi this way. Here, share this with me.’ The man pulled a plastic packet from his jacket, removed a crinkled cigarette paper, and poured out some dried plant material. Witness guessed it was dagga, the local name for marijuana. He wanted to be angry with Gordon, to tell him to leave. But after all, the man had risen early to help search for Tombi. He shrugged. Gordon rolled the dagga in the paper and neatly sealed it by licking along the edge.

         When the pungent smoke started to rise, Witness took the joint and inhaled deeply a few times. He coughed a little, but after a while felt the tension ease. As Gordon babbled about nothing in particular, Witness listened quietly, taking a drag from time to time, letting his brain unwind.

         ‘They’re probably right,’ he said at last. ‘Tombi will come home. I’ll be very cross with her!’ That struck him as funny, and he giggled. Gordon chuckled, too, while he rolled another joint.

         Suddenly Witness grabbed Gordon, almost pulling him over. ‘Look at that man!’ He pointed towards the road, his hand shaking. ‘You can see he’s a witch doctor!’

         Gordon looked at the shabbily dressed man walking along the road, perhaps looking for work. There seemed nothing unusual about him. He started to chuckle again.

         Witness turned to him angrily. ‘Can’t you see? He’s changed himself into a man but he still has hyena fur! He’s a witch doctor. He has Tombi!’ Witness clambered to his feet, but Gordon grabbed his arm.

         ‘Witness, my friend, it’s just a man. He has torn clothes, not fur. No one is with him. Come, sit down again.’

         Tense, Witness watched the man until he was out of sight. Then he collapsed back under the tree and smoked more dagga. He started to count the branches of the tree, but they kept moving, confusing him. He laughed aloud. He tried to explain the joke to Gordon, but he was laughing, too. Witness closed his eyes. It was much easier to count the branches that way. Gordon watched him for a few minutes while he finished the joint. Then he climbed to his feet.

         ‘Witness will be all right here,’ he said to himself. ‘He’ll sleep in the sun with good dreams.’ He shook his head. ‘But he’ll wake again to his pain.’ He rose to his feet and shambled away.
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         ‘Are you all right, rra?’ The young female voice seeped into Witness’s mind.

         ‘Tombi!’ He jumped up. ‘Tombi, where have you …’ He stared at the young woman, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, and the smiling man next to her.

         ‘You’re not Tombi! You’re not my daughter.’ His temper flared. ‘I’ve lost my daughter. How dare you pretend to be her!’ He gave her a shove, but was so unsteady that he nearly fell over and had to grab the tree for support. He glanced at the man and shouted, ‘You’re old enough to be her father! Leave her alone!’

         The girl looked at him in surprise. ‘It’s a poster, rra,’ she said hesitantly. ‘We’re putting up posters for the election. I was going to put it on the tree here. It’s just a poster.’

         Witness shook his head vehemently. ‘You’re too young to have sex!’ he shouted at her. ‘You’ll die of AIDS! That man could be your father!’

         Still holding the poster, the young woman backed away, turned, and ran to a couple of other women taking posters out of the boot of their car. She pointed at him. They talked for a few moments, stacked the posters back in the boot, and drove away, shouting something he couldn’t hear properly.

         Witness leant against the tree and closed his eyes, his mind swirling.
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         When Witness eventually pulled himself together, he decided to go home, grab some lunch, and then phone the hospitals again. And the morgue. If there was no information, he’d go back to the police and make them do something.

         As he drove home, he noticed that each telephone pole had a poster, but not of Tombi. One poster read FREEDOM PARTY. PUBLIC MEETING. SATURDAY. MOTSWEDI JUNIOR SECONDARY SCHOOL. 11 A.M. The next showed a picture of the handsome man who had been with the young woman. He smiled down at Witness, teeth glistening. VOTE FOR FREEDOM was splashed across the bottom.

         ‘There’s nothing to smile about!’ he shouted. ‘My daughter’s gone!’

         But the man continued to smile, and Witness felt his eyes following him down the road.

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 8

         

         Samantha had arranged to meet Lesego’s family on Saturday around six, when they all gathered before supper. Driving to Mochudi, she recalled Kubu’s advice and comments, and admitted to herself that she was a little nervous about how the meeting would go. But when she arrived at the house, her confidence returned, and she knocked firmly on the front door.

         She was greeted by a man who introduced himself as Tole Tobogo. He was polite, but she disliked the appraising way he eyed her. A bitterlooking woman sat stiffly on the threadbare couch with a teenage girl next to her. The teen must be Dikeledi Betse, the missing girl’s sister, she thought. Two boys squatted on the floor. Tole introduced her to Constance Koma and told her the names of the others. He pulled up a rough-wood chair from the dining table for the detective.

         Constance spoke for the first time. ‘So the police are interested in Lesego’s disappearance now. It’s a bit late. Nearly five months late.’

         Samantha had talked to the investigating officer and agreed with the woman’s opinion. Not much investigating had, in fact, been done. The police had asked around the town and found nothing. They’d filed a missing-persons report, and then they’d lost interest. Nevertheless, she felt obliged to defend them. ‘The police have always been interested in the case, mma. There just hasn’t been a lot to go on.’

         ‘So what makes you think you can do anything? You look very young.’

         Samantha bristled, but kept her voice calm. ‘I’m reviewing the case for the CID. To see if we can find anything that was missed.’

         ‘And what do you think happened?’

         ‘She was probably abducted and killed for muti.’ But for Constance’s hostile tone, Samantha would have been more circumspect in her choice of words. The faces around the room registered shock. Only Dikeledi showed no reaction. She’s suspected this all along, Samantha thought.

         For a moment there was dead silence. Then Constance put her hands to her face and started to cry. The expressions of surprise and disbelief on the faces of the others would have been almost comical in any other context. None of them moved; it was Samantha who went across to the couch and put her arms around the woman, but Constance pushed her away, then seemed to regain her composure.

         ‘I’m all right,’ she said. ‘What do you want with us after all this time?’

         ‘Can each of you please tell me everything about the day Lesego disappeared? Anything at all that was unusual. Even if you don’t think it’s important. Let me decide that. Please try. Otherwise we may never find out what happened.’

         Each member of the family described what they recalled of that day, but no one remembered anything unusual.

         Then Tole spoke about the following week. ‘I asked everyone I met. But no one had seen anything. At least that’s what they said. I think they were scared a witch doctor was involved.’

         ‘The people you talk to only want to drink at the bar,’ Constance interjected.

         Samantha ignored that and spoke to Tole. ‘Did anyone seem evasive? As though they were hiding something?’

         Tole shrugged and subsided.

         Samantha turned to Dikeledi. ‘The police at the station said you were very concerned. Very loyal. That you came back several times. Did you find anything? Is there anything else you can remember that might help me?’

         Dikeledi looked down at her feet. After a few moments she shook her head.

         Constance stood up and put a pot of pap on the stove to cook. Samantha realized it was a signal for her to leave, but she had noticed Dikeledi’s hesitation.

         ‘Would you show me the route Lesego would’ve taken to school, Dikeledi? Would you drive with me? It won’t take long, and I’ll bring you right back.’

         The girl hesitated again, but then nodded. She jumped up and left the room, reappearing a few minutes later with a jacket, despite the warm evening.

         Samantha gave Tole her business card and thanked them all for their help. Constance just nodded and concentrated on the pap.
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         Dikeledi directed her down the hill to the town; there was only one way to go. Then she described how Lesego might have reached the hill from the school via the shops she needed to visit. Samantha stopped the car at the deserted school and turned to the girl.

         ‘You were close. It must be terrible for you. I’m so sorry.’

         Dikeledi nodded, but didn’t reply. She fought back tears.

         ‘You wanted to tell me something at the house, didn’t you? But not in front of the others. Won’t you tell me now? I really want to find out what happened.’

         Dikeledi turned away from her and stared out at the after-glow of the sunset. ‘Why do you care? I suppose it’s your job, but no one ever listened to me. Now it’s too late.’

         Samantha wondered how to reach the girl, knowing she couldn’t take too long. Dikeledi was expected home.

         ‘I grew up in Mochudi as well. Did you ever hear of a girl called Segametsi Mogomotsi? She also lived here in Mochudi. She disappeared, too, when she was about your age. Segametsi was one of my best friends.’

         ‘What happened to her?’

         Samantha didn’t want to talk about the details. She didn’t even want to recall them. ‘They never found the men who did it. I vowed I was going to, but I didn’t, either. She was murdered for muti.’

         Suddenly Dikeledi was sobbing in her arms. All the tears held back over the past months came flooding out. Samantha just held her and let her cry.

         Almost as quickly as they’d come, the tears stopped, and Dikeledi wiped her eyes and nose with her hand. She dug in a pocket of her jacket, pulled out a piece of paper and offered it to Samantha. ‘I found this at the bottom of the hill. You remember where it turns into the town? Exactly there.’ Samantha examined it. It was a handwritten list of items, obviously a shopping list. She noticed the exaggerated loops on the g’s.

         ‘It was Lesego’s, wasn’t it?’

         Dikeledi nodded. ‘I’m sure. And she dropped it there when they took her. I know that’s what happened, but the policeman didn’t believe me. They didn’t do anything.’ The tears were close again.

         ‘I believe you.’

         ‘What are you going to do?’

         ‘Next week I’m going to ask at every house close to the bottom of the hill. I’m going to tell them that’s where Lesego was abducted. Perhaps someone will remember something. I’m going to find out what happened. And then I’ll come and tell you.’

         Dikeledi digested this without comment. At last she said, ‘Can I have it back? The list? She left it for me.’

         Samantha hesitated but, after all this time and handling, the chance of finding any prints on the list was remote. She passed it back to the girl.

         ‘I need to go home now, please. My aunt will be cross if I’m late.’

         ‘Of course,’ Samantha said and started the car.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 9
      

         

         The hospitals had no news for Witness, nor had the morgue. Witness didn’t know which way to turn, what to do. So he sat in his house and did nothing.

         Late on Saturday afternoon, there was a knock at the door. Witness flung it open, hoping. But it was a police constable.

         ‘I have come about your missing daughter.’

         Witness waved him to a chair and sat down opposite.

         ‘Rra,’ the constable began, ‘please start at the beginning.’

         For the next twenty minutes, the constable asked questions and made notes.

         ‘Thank you, rra. We’ll send your daughter’s photo to all police stations and ask them to keep a look out for her. And on Monday morning, we’ll send some men to search the area around the school.’

         ‘We’ve already searched there!’ Witness snapped. ‘We found nothing. You’re too late. You should have been here this morning.’

         ‘The station commander had no one available this morning. And may not have anyone tomorrow, either. That’s why we may have to wait until Monday.’

         ‘The police are useless,’ Witness growled as he showed the policeman to the door. ‘I’ll phone the station tomorrow to see what you’ve done. And it better be something.’
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         That evening, after waiting well past suppertime in some vague hope that Tombi would return, Witness walked to the Big Mama Knows All shebeen, a favorite of his friends. This local bar was named after its proprietor, accurately reflecting her size, her knowledge of local gossip and her willingness to dispense advice. It was in a small house in the middle of a residential area of sandy streets and few trees. The front rooms had been converted into a single large one, with a few cheap tables and a counter that groaned every time someone leant on it. On the wall was a pin-up, undressed to within a hair of Botswana’s laws, and a few faded posters featuring St Louis beer. The fluorescent lights weren’t designed for romance.

         None of the neighbours had ever complained about the shebeen – there were rumours that Big Mama was a witch doctor. In fact, she was a traditional healer, whose potions were sought after from near and far.

         As he walked through the door, Witness was grabbed by Big Mama and lost his breath to a huge hug. ‘Have courage, my friend,’ she whispered in his ear. Then, almost deafening him, she yelled out, ‘Get Witness a beer! Right away! On the house!’

         As the evening passed, Witness’s friends plied him with several more cartons of Chibuku Shake Shake beer, the cheap local favorite, to cheer him up. But it only made him maudlin.

         ‘What will I do if Tombi doesn’t come back? I’ll be all alone. There won’t be anything to live for.’

         His friends slapped him on the back and told him to be optimistic – that the police were probably right, and she’d be back on Sunday evening, embarrassed because she’d fallen in love or some such thing, and had forgotten to let him know.

         ‘What have I done to anger the spirits?’ he wailed. ‘First my wife, and now my daughter.’

         ‘Have another beer,’ they said. And he did.

         Witness had been drinking for several hours when a group of young men and women marched through the door chanting, ‘Vote for Jacob Pitso. Vote for freedom!’ They spread out and put pamphlets on every table. Witness grabbed one, angry at the smiles and happiness. He didn’t recognize the one face, but where had he seen the other? He’d seen it recently. He grimaced, trying to squeeze the memory into the open. Who was it? Who was it? Then the fog of alcohol lifted for a moment. It was the man outside the school with the girl who had pretended to be Tombi! This was that man, the smiling man. Witness stood up, a little precariously, and pointed to the photo.

         ‘He’s evil!’ he shouted. ‘I saw him with a girl this afternoon. He was in her arms. She was just a baby. Like my Tombi!’

         One of the young men walked over. ‘Oh, shut up. You’re drunk. Rra Marumo was in Lobatse today, and he’ll only be back tomorrow.’

         ‘No, he wasn’t! I saw him at the school this afternoon. With a girl. He was smiling as though they’d just made love. Then I saw him on the street – still smiling. He should be flogged at the kgotla.’

         ‘Go home,’ a young woman said. ‘Go and sleep it off.’ She pushed him, and he staggered against the wall and fell to the floor.

         Witness pushed himself to his knees and screamed, ‘He’s the Devil! You are all evil!’

         Two of his friends lifted him to his feet, dragged him to his car, and threw him on the back seat. One friend drove Witness’s car home; another followed. When they reached the house, they lifted Witness, found his keys, and dropped him on the sofa in his living room.

         ‘He’ll be okay,’ one said.

         ‘He’s not going to feel good when he wakes up,’ said the other. ‘I hope Tombi doesn’t come home and find him like this.’
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         It was six in the morning when Witness woke up. It took him a few minutes to work out where he was. He was shivering from the cold, so typical of Gaborone nights at that time of year, and felt awful all over. A furry substance lined his mouth, and his head pulsed out a monotonous rhythm of pain. Surprisingly, he was not nauseous.

         After several cups of strong tea and a couple of thick slices of bread, he showered, changed and set off for church. He wanted to be early so he could ask the pastor to say a special prayer for Tombi.

         As he waited, he was approached by a man he recognized but didn’t know.

         ‘Rra Maleng? I’m Tumiso Mikopi. I live near the Motswedi school. I was in Molepolole yesterday and only heard about your daughter this morning. I’m very sorry to hear that she’s missing. You must be very worried.’

         Witness nodded and shook the extended hand.

         ‘Rra Maleng. I know Tombi, because she sometimes plays with my daughter, Alice. When I was driving home from work on Friday, I saw her walking –’

         ‘Where was she?’ Witness almost shouted. ‘Where did you see her?’

         ‘She was on the road next to the playing fields.’

         ‘Did she look okay? Was everything normal?’

         ‘She looked happy – as though she was dancing.’

         ‘Did you see anything else?’

         ‘Well, I parked my car and got my briefcase from the boot. I looked up the road, but she wasn’t there. I thought she must’ve gone into one of the houses. But I did notice a white car along the road going away from the school. It was too far away to see what type it was, and I’ve no idea if Tombi was in it. I didn’t give it any thought. Then I packed a suitcase and drove to Molepolole to see my sister. Only got back late last night.’

         ‘Could you see the driver? Surely you could tell the make of the car?’

         Mikopi shook his head. ‘It was too far. I couldn’t see it very well. I didn’t recognize it. They all look much the same these days. A few seconds later, and I wouldn’t have seen it at all.’

         ‘Can you remember what time it was?’

         ‘It must have been around half past five. That’s usually when I get home.’

         ‘And Tombi looked fine?’

         ‘Yes. She was skipping along the road.’
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         Witness was very restless during the service. He wanted to race to the police station and give them this new information. He sat near the back and gazed at the dirty stained-glass window behind the altar. As the service dragged on, he fidgeted, wishing for it to end. Normally he enjoyed the hymns, but today there seemed to be more than usual. Not one. Not two. But four! And each with more verses than he remembered. He didn’t hear the resonant basses and soaring sopranos. His mind was elsewhere, thinking back on the good times he and Tombi had enjoyed, and the things he’d said that he wished he could take back.

         Even though he was anxious to leave, he tried to pay attention and draw comfort from the sermon. Witness didn’t understand the prolonged and convoluted discussion of Exodus 21:22–25 – ‘eye for eye, tooth for tooth’ – and whether the pastor was for or against the concept. All he knew was that if he found the man who had taken Tombi, he’d chop him into little pieces.

         After what seemed an eternity, the pastor ended the service by asking the Lord to give Witness strength and urging the congregation to pray for Tombi. However, it was nearly half an hour more before Witness was able to leave. Several of the parishioners wanted to talk to him, to console him and, of course, to reassure him that Tombi would show up.
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         When he eventually reached the police, a peeved duty constable raised his voice. ‘Rra Maleng, please! We’ll definitely start searching tomorrow morning. We don’t have the staff today. It is Sunday.’

         ‘And my daughter is missing,’ he yelled. ‘She may be dying! Don’t you care?’

         ‘Rra Maleng –’

         ‘She was fine after school. Rra Mikopi saw her. Then she disappeared in a white car! You’ve got to look for a white car …’

         The constable came out from behind the counter, took Witness’s arm firmly, and led him from the building. ‘Come back tomorrow at lunchtime, rra. We may have some information then.’

         ‘You’re useless!’ Witness shouted. ‘You do nothing while people are being murdered! Go to hell, all of you!’
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         Witness took the week off, supposedly to look for Tombi. In reality, he spent most of each day either walking up and down the road where she was last seen, or moping at home, remembering incidents when he could have been a better father. In the evenings, further depressed by a total lack of progress by the police, he visited Big Mama Knows All and drank increasing amounts of Shake Shake beer. Sometimes he would go outside with Gordon Thembe and they would surreptitiously share a joint. Big Mama wouldn’t tolerate that in her shebeen. On other occasions he would go on drinking until he ended up picking a fight with someone and being taken home by friends, who were now worried about his state of mind.

         ‘He’ll drink himself to death,’ one said as they dropped him off at home for the fourth time that week.

         ‘If he doesn’t get killed by someone at the bar first,’ replied a second.
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         On Thursday, Witness was walking towards the school, when a pick-up truck drove slowly by, posters pasted to its side, a loudspeaker blaring.

         ‘The government is destroying the country. It’s corrupt and getting worse. What are you going to do about it? Now is the time to stand up to the government and its nepotism. Join us in the fight. Come to a rally on Saturday morning at Motswedi Junior Secondary School. Come and hear the Freedom Party candidate, Jacob Pitso, and the leader of the Freedom Party, Bill Marumo, tell you how they can make the country strong again. How you can prosper. Believe in yourselves, and we can change the world!’

         Witness turned and shouted at the truck. ‘Marumo seduces young girls! He’s unfit for any office! He should be in jail!’

         Some of the people on the truck made obscene gestures in reply.
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         On Saturday morning, Witness woke up with a blinding headache. A week’s worth of Shake Shake and dagga was catching up to him. He struggled to his feet, swaying unsteadily, then stumbled towards the kitchen to make tea.

         As he sat drinking it, he was overcome by sadness. Now he was sure that Tombi was gone; gone forever. His prayers hadn’t been answered; the police hadn’t turned up anything, and hadn’t traced the white car. No one except Rra Mikopi had come forward with any information. As he drooped over his tea, he heard music outside, bright, cheerful music. Then he heard the loudspeaker again, encouraging people to the school where the rally was to start in twenty minutes.

         Witness’s sadness turned to anger in a flash. It was people like Marumo who were responsible. Rich, famous, with big smiles, they could attract girls like the one who’d impersonated Tombi. Marumo and his friends were responsible for how bad Botswana had become, where nobody had morals anymore, where girls could disappear without a trace for God only knew what reason.

         He threw his teacup onto the floor and rushed to get dressed. Then he ran down the road towards the school. A large group of people were headed towards the playing field, which had a small platform set up at one end, surrounded by Botswanan flags, alternating with posters of Pitso and Marumo. VOTE FOR FREEDOM posters were everywhere.

         ‘I’ll show him,’ Witness muttered as he neared the school. As he panted into the parking lot, he saw the politicians walking towards the platform.

         ‘Rapist!’ Witness shouted and sprinted towards the group. ‘You’re the Devil!’

         As he charged, several people tried to stop him, but he shoved them aside. Gordon and another of his drinking friends from Big Mama’s, who’d come to see the Freedom Party rally, spotted him and called out. When they saw Witness running towards the dignitaries, they shouted at him to stop, but he didn’t hear them. As he reached the front of the crowd, several young men pounced on him and brought him to the ground. He screamed and lashed out, catching one of the men with a glancing blow to the head. But they hung on, shouting for the police. At that moment, Witness’s two friends dashed up.

         ‘Don’t phone the police!’ Gordon exclaimed. ‘We’ll take him home. His daughter has disappeared, and he’s not himself.’ Each took an arm. ‘We’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything silly.’ Reluctantly, the men pinning Witness agreed, not wanting a scene. Witness’s friends hauled him away from the crowd to their car and drove him home.

         They spent the next few hours inside Witness’s house drinking beer. The two men tried to persuade Witness that Marumo was just another politician, that his morals were no better and no worse than anyone else’s.

         ‘Witness, my friend. You’re imagining things. Marumo wouldn’t pick up young girls in a public place. And he wasn’t even in town that day!’

         ‘Get this nonsense out of your head,’ Gordon said. ‘You’ll only get into trouble, and that won’t help matters.’

         Witness listened, but he didn’t believe. He knew what he knew. Marumo was an evil man. A man without morals. A man who seduced young girls. But, as they spoke, he just nodded, wishing they’d leave him alone.

         Eventually, when the men were sure that the rally had ended, they took their leave with a stern warning that Witness should behave. ‘Listen to us! Don’t do anything stupid!’

         As they walked to their car, Gordon shook his head. ‘Poor Witness,’ he said to his friend. ‘He lost his wife last year, then he lost Tombi last week. Now he’s lost himself.’

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 10
      

         

         Sundays were family days in the Bengu household. Kubu liked to lie in, Joy curled up by his side, and let his mind float in and out of sleep. Later they would drive to Mochudi for lunch with his parents, a tradition that was rarely missed. Finally, in the evening, the family would relax at home.

         This Sunday, Kubu woke near seven with the sun streaming through the window. Joy was still asleep, and he could hear that Tumi and Nono were already awake and playing with Ilia in their room. They were obviously teasing the fox terrier, because every time she barked, there were loud shushes from the girls. Kubu smiled, but it faded as he thought of Nono’s future.

         She and Tumi played well together and enjoyed each other’s company. Around Joy and Kubu, she was polite and restrained, and she seemed to regard her temporary home with acceptance rather than enthusiasm. Kubu sighed. They really needed to find her a new home as soon as possible, so she could settle into a new life. But it was very difficult. No one wanted an HIV-positive little girl.

         At last Joy stirred and gave him a sleepy kiss. Kubu put his arm over her and pulled her into his embrace. He kissed her neck. ‘I love you, my darling. So very much.’ She smiled and snuggled even closer. Just as he was about to kiss her again, the door flew open, and the two young girls burst in. Tumi jumped on the bed, followed by Ilia. Nono stopped at the foot of the bed.

         ‘Mommy, Ilia caught a rat! A big one. It’s dead. In the passage.’

         This news didn’t exactly make Joy’s day, so Kubu rolled out of bed to take care of the matter.

         ‘Coffee in bed?’ Kubu asked. Joy smiled and nodded. He walked over to Nono and lifted her onto the bed with the others. ‘Do you girls want cereal for breakfast? With milk and sugar?’

         Tumi enthused, and Nono nodded with a shy smile. Kubu smiled back and went to start the day.
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         The traffic to Mochudi was unusually light, and few cows or sheep had strayed onto the road to slow progress. As soon as they turned into Kgafela Drive, Ilia jumped up and stuck her nose out of the slightly open window, tail wagging furiously. She knew where they were. They drove past the Taliban Haircut & Car Wash and the dubiously named Jailbird Security Company. Nono, who had never been outside Gaborone before, looked around with wide eyes.

         They arrived at Kubu’s parents’ house at around noon, earlier than expected. As soon as Joy opened the door, Ilia bounded up the stairs to the veranda and jumped onto the lap of Kubu’s waiting father. Wilmon patted her for a few moments and then struggled to his feet to greet his family. Ilia yelped as she jumped off his lap. At the sound of the car doors, Kubu’s mother, Amantle, came out of the house and stood at the top of the stairs, beaming.

         Kubu walked up the stairs and greeted his parents formally, in the traditional Tswana way. ‘Dumela, my father. Dumela, my mother.’ He then extended his right arm to his father, touching it with his left hand as a mark of respect.

         Wilmon took Kubu’s hand and responded solemnly: ‘Dumela, my son.’

         ‘I have arrived,’ Kubu said. ‘And I apologize for being early. The traffic was light.’

         ‘You are welcome in my house. How are you, my son?’

         ‘I am well, Father. How are you and Mother?’

         ‘We are also fine.’ Wilmon’s voice was strong, but quiet.

         Then Joy reached the veranda, the girls in tow. She and Amantle embraced affectionately – Amantle had long regarded Joy as a daughter. Then Joy hugged Wilmon – a non-traditional greeting that always confused the old man. He obviously liked the touch, but was uncomfortable with the intimacy. Tumi rushed around demanding to be picked up and kissed, and her grandparents reciprocated her affection with huge smiles. Finally, Joy introduced Nono, who was hanging back, apart from the proceedings.

         ‘Come, Nono. This is Kubu’s father, Uncle Wilmon, and this is his mother, Aunt Amantle. Come and say hello.’

         The girl came forward, accepted a hug from each of them, and then stood looking around. With her usual enthusiasm, Tumi said, ‘Come, Nono, let’s go to the garden. Grandfather has plants for medicine. I know their names!’ She glanced at Wilmon for permission. He nodded, and they ran off.

         The women went into the kitchen, carrying the provisions that Kubu and Joy had brought, leaving the men alone on the small veranda. Wilmon turned to Kubu and nodded thoughtfully.

         ‘I am glad you have another child. It is good for a man to have many children.’

         Kubu looked at him with surprise. ‘We can’t keep her, Father. We’re only looking after her for a few weeks.’

         Wilmon frowned. ‘Where did she come from then?’

         Kubu sighed. He had told his father the whole story by phone earlier in the week. ‘She isn’t my child, Father. Joy knew her sister. We’re just looking after her.’

         Wilmon shook his head. ‘You should have more children,’ he said with annoyance. ‘You should not look after the children of other people, because they will not look after you when you are old!’

         He looked around. ‘Where are the girls?’ He struggled to his feet, causing an irritated Ilia to fall to the ground again. He stepped off the veranda and looked towards the back of the house. ‘Look! They are in my herb garden.’ He called out angrily to the girls. ‘Children! Come out of there right away. Quickly now!’

         The girls ran up with worried expressions. Kubu came to their defence. ‘Father, you told them it was okay to look at the herbs.’ But now Wilmon was smiling. ‘Tell me what you saw, girls. Tumi, what are the names of the plants?’

         Kubu frowned. His father’s thoughts often jumped without apparent connection these days. His mother must have noticed it, too. He would have to talk to her. It was time for his father to see a doctor, but he had no idea how they would persuade him to do that.
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         Joy had brought fresh tomatoes, lettuce, cucumbers, radishes, and a selection of cold meats and fruits. It wasn’t traditional fare, but Kubu liked a generous cold lunch on a hot Sunday. And the older Bengus had also come to enjoy this style of meal. At home, Kubu would wash it down with a generous helping of dry white wine, suitably chilled, and retire for an afternoon nap. However, Wilmon didn’t approve of wine on the Sabbath, so Kubu had brought a cooler with the makings of steelworks, his favorite non-alcoholic drink – Kola tonic, lime juice, ginger beer, bitters, and ice.

         While Kubu made a pitcher of the drink, Joy and Amantle worked in the kitchen, slicing cucumbers, washing lettuce, halving radishes and making a fruit salad.

         ‘Nono is a sweet little girl,’ said Amantle. ‘It is a pity about the AIDS. It is so sad.’

         Joy paused. ‘She doesn’t have AIDS, my mother. She’s HIV positive. She’s had the virus from birth. But she’s perfectly healthy right now. As healthy as you and me.’ She went back to her vegetables.

         Amantle continued. ‘And you must be worried about Tumi. You know how children are. Touching and kissing. I am very worried about her. She could pick it up, too.’ She finished washing the lettuce. ‘Do you want to keep Nono?’

         ‘She’s just with us for a few weeks. Till we can find her a permanent home,’ Joy said firmly. ‘Have you finished the lettuce?’

         ‘I think you want to keep her. I do not mind – everybody needs a family, but you must fix the AIDS problem.’

         ‘Fix it? What do you mean?’

         ‘When Kubu told me about it on the phone, I spoke to Wilmon. He knows about these matters. He makes good medicines from his herbs, but not for this. First, we must all pray.’ Amantle hesitated. ‘And then Wilmon knows someone who handles such things. A very wise woman. She only deals with good spells and medicines. She can fix the AIDS. But Kubu will have to pay. You will need to arrange it with him.’

         All Joy’s training and education kicked in. Nothing cured HIV. Anti-retrovirals only held it at bay – if you could get them. She shook her head.

         ‘Joy? Are you listening to me?’

         ‘A witch doctor? It’s not possible. You can’t fix AIDS. HIV is a virus. You can’t wish it away.’

         ‘This woman can. You know Funile, who lives by the school? She tested positive. She took the special medicine, and we all prayed. And the next test was negative!’

         Joy muttered about false positives, then finished the salad in silence. Amantle let the matter drop. But just for the moment.
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         When the preparations were complete, they all sat down around the small dining room table. After Kubu poured the steelworks, they joined hands, and Wilmon said grace. Then they all tucked in.

         As they ate, Kubu watched the two girls. Tumi picked out the food she liked best, while Nono, as usual, ate everything she was given. She’s never had enough to eat before, Kubu thought. That should never happen in a country as rich as Botswana.

         When the meal was over, Kubu turned to his mother. ‘Do you recall the Khama family here? There was a girl called Samantha. She’s in the CID now. She works with us.’

         Amantle thought for a moment. ‘Yes. It is a good family. I remember Samantha. She was a pretty girl. Is she married now?’

         Kubu realized that he didn’t know the answer to this most important of questions, so he just shook his head. Amantle continued, ‘Well, I am not surprised she cannot find a man if she joined the police. It is not a proper job for a girl. She should already have several children.’ She paused. ‘It is interesting that you should mention her. I was thinking about her last week.’

         ‘Why was that, Mother?’

         ‘I saw Dikeledi Betse at the café. She is the sister of Lesego Betse. You know, the girl who disappeared last Christmas?’ She looked at the two children, staring at her wide-eyed. ‘Never mind. She reminded me of another girl who disappeared in Mochudi – Segametsi Mogomotsi. You remember her, of course. It is nearly twenty years since she disappeared. The police never solved that case, either. Samantha and Segametsi were very good friends.’

         Kubu said nothing. This explained a lot about Samantha’s behaviour.

         It was Joy who responded. ‘The case was never solved because the police didn’t care enough about it. Probably they were told not to. It’s all part of the corruption in Botswana. The people who run this country are only interested in their own positions. I’m tired of it.’

         Amantle and Wilmon stared at her. They were not used to Joy straying outside her role. She was supposed to be the oil that made the family function harmoniously.

         Wilmon said, ‘My child. You were not even alive when Botswana became independent. And you did not live through the period before independence. We had very little. We were poor. But today the country has cities and factories and employment. We can be proud.’ He nodded and leant back in his chair with a satisfied look.

         ‘The things we have, we have because of the diamonds,’ Joy said. ‘Some of that money went to useful things. But only some of it.’

         Amantle chipped in. ‘Joy is right, my husband. They never found who killed Segametsi. And now there is Lesego, and there have been others. Who knows what happens to these girls? The police do nothing or everything is kept secret.’

         Kubu said, ‘What you say isn’t right, Mother. In fact, Samantha is working on exactly these issues, and I’m helping her. The police are very active in these cases. But they are hard to solve because –’

         ‘Because they aren’t seen as important, or there are high-up people involved,’ Joy interrupted.

         The two children sat quietly and looked from one adult to the other. The talk of the murders didn’t frighten them – they didn’t understand it – but they sensed friction developing. Nono put her hands over her mouth.

         ‘That’s why I support the Freedom Party,’ said Joy. ‘Marumo may not have all the answers, but at least he’s asking the right questions.’

         Kubu snorted. ‘I had the pleasure of meeting him last week. I’m sure you all heard about the dog’s head at his door? I was sent to investigate. He wasn’t interested in that at all. He just cared about getting as much publicity as possible for the by-election in Gaborone North. I wouldn’t be surprised if he set up the whole thing himself.’

         ‘There are stories that he sleeps with many women,’ Wilmon began, but Amantle interrupted.

         ‘Many people here have heard him speak and have met him. He is trying to make things better. I do not think you should talk about him like that.’

         Kubu was dumbfounded. On the domestic front, Amantle’s word was law. But he had never heard her contradict a man on a matter of business or politics. He realized that he’d underestimated his mother over all these years. Perhaps Joy was influencing her.

         ‘Bongani and Pleasant support him too,’ Joy said. ‘Bongani is a professor. So he knows about these things.’

         Wilmon shook his head. ‘These people do not understand that we must preserve our culture and our history. They want everything changed. But change does not always mean that things are better. Sometimes they are only different. Sometimes they are worse.’ He leant back and folded his arms.

         Amantle stood up abruptly and started removing the dirty dishes. Kubu could see she was angry. He could see Joy was angry. He could see that Wilmon – stubborn as always – wouldn’t budge. How had this discussion got out of hand so quickly? Why was it that women always reacted emotionally instead of weighing the points of discussion? Was this Marumo’s secret weapon? That the women believed his façade?

         It was Tumi who saved the situation. ‘Please, Grandmother,’ she said. ‘Is there any dessert?’

         Amantle laughed, the tension broke, and the women went to fetch the fruit salad.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 11
      

         

         Thinking about Tombi consumed Witness for the rest of the weekend. And the more he thought about her, the angrier he became. He didn’t deserve to lose both his women, both his loves. He felt he was about to explode.

         On Monday morning, Witness phoned the police station yet again – with the same result. They had no new information. Witness screamed at the policeman on the phone. ‘You’re all useless! You’ve done nothing to find my Tombi. You should all be fired!’

         He slammed down the phone and, totally frustrated, headed to Big Mama Knows All, even though it was only nine in the morning. When he arrived, he found he was the only patron. He sat down at the counter and, after a few minutes, heard a door slam at the back of the shebeen. Moments later Big Mama wheezed her way behind the counter.

         ‘Witness, my friend, it’s too early to drink. You must take hold of yourself.’ The counter creaked as she leant on it, her gigantic cleavage looming in front of Witness’s face. ‘And why aren’t you at work? It’s important you keep yourself busy.’

         ‘Big Mama,’ Witness replied, ‘I have to understand what’s happening to me. I need to do something. I can’t sit around and do nothing.’

         ‘Some things are just meant to be.’

         ‘Aaii, Big Mama. I don’t believe that. I’ve always been good to my family. I’ve worked hard. But I’ve lost everything. First my wife, now my daughter.’ He shook his head. ‘Witchcraft is behind it. Someone has put a curse on me.’

         Big Mama looked at him, weighing her words. ‘It may be so. It is indeed strange.’

         ‘Who would do that? And why? I’ve done nothing bad to anybody.’

         ‘Perhaps you need help from someone who understands these things.’

         ‘But you are powerful, Big Mama. People come to you from far away. You can explain these things.’

         ‘No, Witness, my power is in healing. My medicine is for making people well, not for casting spells, or for removing them. I can’t help you.’ Her upper arms and breasts wobbled as she stood upright. ‘There is a woman not far from here who is very powerful in such matters. People visit her from all around the country – for help in getting married, or having children, or making money. I’m told she’s very successful. But she’s also very expensive. You could ask if she will help you. But be prepared to pay many pula.’
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         Witness walked up to the nondescript house surrounded by nothing but sand and a few rocks that marked the path to the front door. An elderly man wearing long pants, patched at the knees, and an old sport jacket sat barefoot on a milk crate outside the door. Grey hair curled from underneath a brown fedora.

         ‘Dumela, rra,’ Witness said, standing several metres away.

         ‘Dumela,’ came the reply. Most of the man’s teeth were missing and, when he spoke, there was a slight whistle.

         Witness stood waiting.

         The man looked at Witness, but said nothing.

         Eventually Witness broke the silence. ‘Rra, is this the place of Mma Gondo?’

         The man pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. ‘Yes.’

         ‘Rra, I’d like to consult Mma Gondo on a problem I have – a daughter who is missing.’

         The man gazed at Witness without saying anything.

         ‘Rra, I don’t know what I must do to see Mma Gondo. Can I make an appointment? And how much will she charge?’

         ‘Tomorrow at ten in the morning. She will tell you how much.’ The man closed his eyes and leant back against the wall.
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         The next morning Witness was at the witch doctor’s house with plenty of time to spare. The doors and windows were shut, and the old man nowhere to be seen. Witness waited a few minutes, then walked to the end of the street and back. When he returned, nothing had changed. He wondered if the old man had remembered to tell the witch doctor of his appointment. Now agitated, he walked tentatively around the house. The curtains were drawn behind all the windows. But when he reached the front again, the door was open. Hesitantly he moved towards it, peering into the dark interior.

         ‘Come inside, Witness Maleng.’ The voice was old and husky. Witness started to tremble. How did she know his name? He edged inside. To his right, through an open door, he saw an old woman, with white hair and a heavily wrinkled face, sitting on a pile of pillows. Around her shoulders was a heavy blanket, even though the day was warm.

         ‘Sit over there.’ She pointed to a low wooden stool. Witness sat down and waited.

         For several minutes, the woman stared at him. He was afraid to say anything.

         ‘You have brought the money?’

         ‘Mma,’ Witness stammered, ‘the old man said you would tell me how much. I have brought all I have. Nearly a thousand pula. It’s all I have.’

         The woman continued to stare at him. Witness glanced away. What would he do if it wasn’t enough?

         Eventually the woman pointed to the floor between them. As she did so, the old man hobbled slowly through the door and put down a wooden bowl. Then he turned and left.

         ‘Put your money in there,’ she rasped.

         Witness pulled a pile of dirty pula bills from his pocket and put them carefully in the bowl.

         He sat back and waited.

         ‘Your daughter is missing, and you want to know how to find her.’ It was a statement, not a question. Witness nodded.

         ‘A girl like your daughter can provide very powerful muti. There are people who seek such muti to get what they want – power, money, good luck. And there are witch doctors who will help them. They do not think of the children’s families.’ She paused. ‘Muti like that costs many pula. More than you dream about.’

         The old woman rocked back and forth, eyes shut.

         ‘Your daughter is a virgin?’

         ‘Yes, mma. I believe so. She has no boyfriend.’

         ‘Did she bleed each month?’

         Witness was not used to such talk and looked at the floor. ‘Yes, mma. I took her to the clinic before Christmas.’

         ‘That is good, but it is also bad.’

         Witness frowned, but said nothing. There was silence for a few moments.

         The old woman sighed. ‘You must seek a man. A man who was nothing and is now everything. A man no one knew and now all know. A man who was weak and now is powerful. That is where you must look. That is where you will find out about her.’

         Witness was puzzled. He didn’t understand. ‘But where will I find this man? Where must I look?’

         ‘You will know the man when you see him.’ She turned away.

         ‘But, mma! I don’t understand.’ Desperation was beginning to creep into Witness’s voice. He felt a hand take hold of his upper arm. It was the old man.

         ‘Come!’ The grip was strong. It led him to the door, where he was blinded by the glare. He turned to argue, but the door closed. He heard the lock turn.
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         ‘Big Mama! Mma Gondo took all my money, but she was no help. I don’t understand what she told me.’

         Big Mama pulled a carton of Shake Shake from the fridge and shook it vigorously. ‘On the house,’ she said. ‘Now tell me what happened.’

         Witness recounted what the witch doctor had said. ‘She said look for a man who was nothing, and is now something!’ he cried. ‘There are many like that. Where do I start?’

         ‘Sit down, Witness. Listen to me. She’s a very powerful witch doctor and wouldn’t cheat you. Hear what she said.’

         ‘I told you what she said. Nothing that can help me.’

         ‘It’s very clear to me what she told you to do.’

         Witness frowned.

         ‘She said you must look for someone who was nothing, who now enjoys great success.’

         ‘But where do I start? There must be many like that.’

         ‘The man’s fortune would’ve changed since Tombi disappeared. You must look for something that’s happened in the last week.’

         Witness nodded slowly. ‘But where will I start? Gaborone is a very big city.’

         ‘Tombi was stolen from here. Here’s where you must start.’

         ‘But Big Mama, I’ve been looking since the day she disappeared.’

         ‘Not for the right thing. You’ve been looking for information, for clues. You must now look for people.’

         ‘But where?’

         ‘You paid Mma Gondo for her wisdom. Now trust she will guide you.’
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         Witness walked out of the shebeen into the bright afternoon. For a moment he stood blinded by the light and blinked a few times. Then, starting to cross the street, he looked up and saw the man, the man Mma Gondo must surely have meant all along. In front of him, crooked on a lamppost, the man’s face leered at him. Bill Marumo! Witness stood staring at that smiling, taunting face.

         A man pushing a wheelbarrow of potatoes shouted at him to get out of the street, but Witness didn’t hear him. He only moved when a car hooted loudly, the driver swearing at him.

         It had to be Marumo, the man was evil. He knew that. Yet, how had Marumo benefited? He puzzled about it for a few minutes, and then he laughed aloud, attracting odd looks from passersby. How easy it was; how clear now that he’d thought it through. The man hadn’t benefited. Not yet.

         He turned round and walked back into Big Mama Knows All.

         ‘Witness! You back already?’

         ‘Yes, I’m back. You were right. Mma Gondo showed me.’ He nodded slowly.

         Big Mama folded her arms, using them to support her impressive breasts, and waited for him to continue. But he changed tack.

         ‘The Freedom Party,’ he said. ‘Everyone says it is impossible for them to win. Isn’t that right?’

         Big Mama shrugged. ‘People here have always supported the BDP. A few young people support the Freedom Party, yes. It’s Marumo’s charisma and his empty promises. But the BDP will wipe him out.’

         Witness shook his head. ‘No!’ he said. ‘He’ll win. You’ll see. Marumo will win.’

         Big Mama started to reply, but Witness turned and walked out. Then he drove home. He was sure he was right, but he’d wait for the election on Friday to be absolutely certain. In the meantime, he’d plan his next move. He was calm now, satisfied in his hate.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 12
      

         

         Joshua Gobey was an important man but, in his own eyes and those of his wife, not as important as he deserved to be. He was short and thin and had spent much of his life looking up at taller and broader men. He didn’t do that anymore. Not since he’d become the head of the key Diamond Division of the Botswana Police, the section tasked with preventing the theft and smuggling of diamonds from the rich Debswana mines, which formed the backbone of the country’s economy. When he spoke, people listened – even his uncle, Tebogo Gobey, deputy commissioner of police.

         Joshua arrived early for his appointment, but his uncle’s personal assistant showed him in immediately. Tebogo was behind his desk working, but rose at once and accepted and reciprocated Joshua’s respectful greeting. But there was a touch of reservation in his welcome; too many favours had been requested and granted for Tebogo to be really warm. He was fond of his late brother’s ambitious son, but he was uncomfortable with their relationship within the police. At least Joshua was competent, although not brilliant. Tebogo wondered what had brought him to his office this time.

         Joshua closed the office door and chose a chair while Tebogo returned to his seat behind the desk.

         ‘How are you, Uncle?’ The voice seemed to indicate real concern. Tebogo frowned. His mind went back to his last visit to the doctors and their useless advice.

         ‘As well as can be expected. They say the emphysema is getting worse. That I must cut out smoking.’ He shrugged to indicate his reaction to that proposal. ‘I’ve cut down. And I have some herbal medicines from a man I know who is a great healer. I’m sure that will help.’

         ‘Are you looking forward to your retirement?’

         Tebogo smiled. Of course, this was his nephew’s interest. ‘I’m not sure. Maria says I mustn’t get in her way at home!’

         They both laughed.

         ‘I was wondering …’ Joshua began, but Tebogo interrupted.

         ‘If I’ve spoken to the commissioner about my successor?’

         ‘Well, yes.’

         Tebogo nodded. ‘He was receptive to the idea of considering you. He has some other possibilities, of course.’

         ‘The grapevine says he favours Jacob Mabaku.’

         Tebogo hesitated. Joshua was well informed. Indeed, the CID director was probably the front runner. At last Tebogo said, ‘He’s made no decision as yet.’

         Joshua, too, hesitated. ‘It’s too uncertain,’ he said at last. ‘I think we must explore other ways.’

         ‘Other ways?’ Tebogo frowned, unhappy with Joshua’s use of ‘we’.

         Joshua leant back and folded his arms. ‘Uncle, you’re a man of the world, and a very successful one.’ He leant forward. ‘All entirely on merit of course. No fair person would suggest otherwise. But in rising so high, you must have protected yourself from other men. Men intent on bringing you down and replacing you. Men who used improper ways of advancing their own ends.’

         Tebogo said nothing, wondering how much his nephew knew and where this was going.

         ‘Mabaku now. He’s a decent detective, good administrator. But vision, leadership?’ Joshua shook his head. ‘How do you think he came to the commissioner’s notice? By solving a murder here or there? There has to be more to it than that.’

         ‘More to it?’ Tebogo tried to sound puzzled.

         ‘Of course. He’s had help. Like you’ve had help with your lungs. I’m sure you’ll have a long healthy retirement, Uncle. Maria is sure of it.’

         So that’s it, Tebogo thought. He’s been talking to my wife. Nothing stops the wagging of her tongue. ‘What are you asking?’

         ‘I just want to meet the person you use, Uncle. The one who gives you the “herbal” medicine. So that I can also have some help. Help to ward off what the other candidates are doing. Just so the commissioner can see clearly that your recommendation is the best one.’ Joshua nodded slowly. ‘That I’m the best person to succeed you as deputy commissioner. On merit.’

         So, thought Tebogo. This is the price. In addition to all the pula these witch doctors and healers have sucked from me, I am now sending my brother’s son into their clutches – the brother who would never forgive me if he knew. His skin crawled, and his heart sank.

         ‘I’ll see if it is possible. I don’t know. He can be busy. Or difficult. And expensive. Very expensive.’

         Joshua nodded again. He had what he wanted. He thanked his uncle and rose to take his leave.
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         Joshua pulled his BMW 323i up on the verge of the dirt track and switched on his interior light to check his uncle’s directions. He was in the middle of a poor area, houses little better than shacks dotted over a few acres of stony dust. It wasn’t the kind of place he expected to meet a powerful witch doctor. But the hand-drawn map was quite specific, showing the shack on the corner of the track he was on and the one intersecting from the right. He reversed slightly so that his headlights picked out the building. There was no sign of life, and no car was visible. He switched off the headlights and the engine and waited. He’d been told to wait until he saw a light come on inside.

         After twenty minutes he was getting irritated. Was this all a waste of time? He checked his watch. He would give it another ten minutes.

         Just as he was ready to give up, a reddish light appeared in the window facing the street. It was there for about thirty seconds, then it vanished. He grunted, locked the car, and walked to the makeshift door.

         As he reached for the handle he stopped. He had a strong feeling of danger, and his police experience warned him to take such premonitions seriously. He should quietly get back into his car and drive off. Leave this behind him. Never look back.

         But that was silly. Then Mabaku would become the new deputy commissioner, commissioner in due course, maybe a minister in the government. Just because Joshua didn’t have the guts. That’s what his wife would say, and she’d be right. He gritted his teeth and pulled open the door.

         He found himself in the main room of the house. Its single window was now covered by a heavy blind. In one corner was a table supporting a kerosene lamp. The breeze of the door opening caused the flame to flicker, throwing moving shadows. At the side of the table, with the light somewhat behind it, sat something large. The face had sunken eyes and a baboon snout with exposed teeth. The torso was bare and strong, a leopard skin wrapped around the loins. The baboon head is a mask, Joshua thought. And what right does he have to leopard skin, the mark of royalty? He swallowed. The most powerful witch doctors were said to be shape-changers, becoming baboons or hyenas at will to do their evil work in the night. He felt an urge to run, but stood his ground. This man is just dressed up to frighten me, he thought. Like a monster in a horror show for children! It’s laughable. He didn’t laugh, but he felt calmer.

         ‘Close the door. Sit down.’ The voice was cold.

         Joshua closed the door and paused, waiting for his eyes to become accustomed to the dimness. Then he moved forward to the only other chair in the room, facing the witch doctor and looking into the dancing light.

         ‘My name is Joshua –’

         ‘I know who you are,’ the baboon man interrupted in a voice that slithered like a snake. ‘I know what you want. You are here for me to decide if I want to help you, to decide if you are worthy.’

         ‘I am the head of the Diamond Division of the Botswana Police,’ Joshua said angrily. ‘I am …’

         ‘I said I know who you are.’ The words were said softly, but Joshua subsided. ‘How are you with women?’

         The question was so unexpected that Joshua stammered. ‘I … I … I’m strong. With my wife. And there are others. This is not my problem.’

         The witch doctor seemed satisfied. He thought for a moment. ‘We need something very rare and very special. A leswafe.’

         Joshua sucked in his breath. ‘An albino?’

         The witch doctor nodded. ‘Yes, there is great power there. We will take that power for you. Then you will be strong. Not just with women.’ The last was said with contempt.

         ‘Will I become deputy commissioner?’

         ‘For that answer, you need to find some old man squatting in the street to throw the bones for you. I offer you real power, not empty promises sold for a few pula. Don’t waste my time.’

         Joshua swallowed. ‘When will it be ready?’

         ‘I must find the right one. These things are difficult. When I have him, I will phone you. You will come at once, and we will take the power you desire from him.’

         ‘I must be here when you do it?’ Joshua was horrified.

         ‘Not here. But, yes, you will do it with me. The power is much stronger that way.’

         Joshua was silent. He realized what the witch doctor was saying. He was to participate in a murder. I will leave now, he thought. I will tell no one this happened. He stood up so that he was looking down at the witch doctor. That made him feel a bit better. Then he sank back into the chair.

         The witch doctor nodded, satisfied. ‘It will be fifty thousand pula.’

         ‘That’s a fortune! How will I explain the payment of all that money?’

         ‘You are still not understanding! You do not explain. After this you will have power. And you walk that road from this point on with me as your guide. It is very little money. I do it so cheaply as a favour to your uncle.’

         ‘I’ll need to think about it.’

         The witch doctor shook his head. ‘You need to decide now. I won’t waste my time with a man who cannot make up his mind. I will give you power, but you must use it.’

         Joshua decided to leave. He wanted to escape this evil man with his cold snake-voice. Again he got to his feet, but he realized it was too late. It had been too late once he opened the door of the shack, too late once he’d spoken to his uncle. Perhaps it had been too late after the first time he’d gained something he didn’t deserve.

         The witch doctor seemed to know all this. ‘I will tell you when I want the money.’

         ‘All right,’ said Joshua.

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Chapter 13
      

         

         It was nearly midday on Wednesday, and Kubu was contemplating lunch. Perhaps the café at Game City would have one of its specials – generous and cheap. This pleasant contemplation was interrupted by a knock on his door. Samantha appeared in answer to his shout. Because of their previous meeting, Kubu’s reaction was mixed. Still, he waved her to a chair.

         ‘How’s it going?’ he asked. Samantha seemed excited. Was it possible that she was actually getting somewhere?

         ‘Well, I’ve found a few leads. Can I tell you about them? See what you think?’

         Kubu grunted, and she continued.

         ‘First, I think Lesego was abducted for muti, not as a sex slave. She had something special that may have made her attractive to a witch doctor.’ She gave Kubu a brief account of her interview with Van der Meer.

         ‘So you think it was her name? She was killed for her name?’ He was shocked.

         Samantha nodded. ‘Maybe. Then I went to see the family. There wasn’t much – nothing they hadn’t already told the police. But the girl’s sister had something. She’d found Lesego’s shopping list discarded at the bottom of the hill leading up to her house. She was sure that Lesego threw it there when she was abducted. If that’s so, then we know exactly where she was taken.’

         ‘Why didn’t the sister take it to the police at once when she found it?’

         ‘She did. They weren’t interested.’

         Kubu grunted again and waited for her to continue.

         ‘I decided to go to each house in the immediate area and tell them that we knew Lesego was abducted there that day – to see if I could get them to remember something.’ She paused.

         Kubu thought this over. Samantha shouldn’t have told potential witnesses that the police knew something that they did not. This was hardly police procedure by the book. But Kubu wasn’t exactly renowned for going by the book either, as Mabaku was fond of pointing out. He let it go. ‘That’s a pretty long shot,’ he said mildly.

         ‘I know. But it paid off. One man I spoke to yesterday said he saw a red car stop at the bottom of the hill. He remembers because it was an odd place to stop – on the curve at the bottom of the hill – and he thought perhaps it had broken down. But when he went out to look, it started up again and headed up the hill.’

         ‘Was he sure it was that day? It was four and a half months ago!’

         Samantha hesitated. ‘He thought so. He has a very good memory and remembered other things from before Christmas. But no, he wasn’t sure.’

         ‘Did he remember seeing the girl?’ Samantha slowly shook her head. ‘Why didn’t he tell the police at the time?’

         ‘Well, he didn’t see anything suspicious. Anyway, they didn’t ask him. The police didn’t do much at all. They should react at once when someone goes missing, especially a child. They don’t take these cases seriously.’

         ‘Maybe so.’ Kubu was beginning to agree with her sentiments.

         ‘So, I think that she was abducted in a red car that evening. I’m trying to work out how to check up on red cars in Mochudi.’

         ‘You realize, of course, that there could be hundreds of other explanations for the car and everything else?’ Samantha started to object, but Kubu held up his hand. ‘Let me finish. Suppose that your whole theory is right. Let’s see where that takes us. So, if the abductor wanted her specially – for her name, as you suggest – then he must’ve known her and where she’d be that afternoon. Perhaps she knew him, too. That would explain why he found it so easy to get her into the car.’

         ‘Yes, I also thought of that. That’s why I want to try to find red cars in Mochudi.’

         ‘Good. But if I were going to abduct a child, I wouldn’t use my own car. I’d borrow one, or rent one, or – best of all – steal one. I suggest you take a look at cars reported stolen around that time that turned up a while later, probably undamaged.’

         ‘That’s an excellent idea, Assistant Superintendent! I’ll start with cars reported stolen in Mochudi.’

         Kubu shook his head. ‘Probably not there. I’d steal a car somewhere in Gaborone. Much less obvious. And it’s only half an hour drive to Mochudi anyway.’

         Samantha was thinking ahead. ‘The trouble is the man wouldn’t have to know her. Maybe he’d heard about her. Maybe someone tipped him off.’

         Kubu nodded. ‘Of course that might be the case. But someone knew her or knew of her, so that makes a personal connection. Did she have a lot of friends? Maybe she had a weekend job? Check if anyone was asking about her at the school – who she was, where she lived and so on.’

         Samantha was making notes, obviously excited. Kubu realized she was very likely to be disappointed. All this was speculation and would probably lead nowhere.

         ‘Any luck with unidentified bodies?’

         Samantha shook her head. ‘Nothing that fits a girl of that age.’

         Kubu hesitated. ‘That suggests that she was abducted to be sold. A witch doctor would have to get rid of the body once he had taken the body parts he wanted for muti. So maybe the name is just a coincidence after all.’

         Samantha bit her lip, but didn’t argue.

         Kubu checked his watch. ‘Well, it’s lunchtime.’

         Samantha was already on her feet. ‘No time now. I’ll get something later. I want to check up on any car thefts and then start a list of Lesego’s friends and acquaintances. I’ll need to go back to Mochudi. Thanks, Assistant Superintendent.’

         Kubu watched her go and heard her hurried progress up the corridor. He’d tried to be encouraging, but her theory was based on a set of flimsy connections. Well, he thought, at least she’s keen.

         He decided to walk to Game City. The exercise was good for him, and he’d work up an appetite. Not that that was ever a problem. He chuckled as he locked his door.
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         It was Friday afternoon, and Kubu had his feet up on his desk. Although he had eaten a paltry lunch of salads, lovingly provided by Joy, he had managed to invite several of his colleagues for tea in his office. This, of course, enabled him to delve into his tin of mixed cookies without guilt. His eyes were closed, and he was contemplating with pleasure a weekend with his family – time alone with his wonderful wife, and playtime with the always effervescent Tumi. Even Nono was slowly coming out of her shell and was joining the games with some enthusiasm.

         As a smile spread across his face, there was a banging on his door. Kubu hurriedly put his feet on the floor and opened a folder on his desk.

         ‘Come in!’ he shouted.

         Samantha rushed in, obviously upset. ‘Assistant Superintendent, it’s completely unacceptable!’

         ‘Detective, please sit down. Let me get you a cup of tea. I was just going for one myself. Problems have a habit of shrinking over a cup of good tea and a cookie.’

         Kubu walked out of his office and returned a few minutes later with two cups of strong tea.

         ‘Here, have a cookie.’

         Samantha took two from the offered tin, and Kubu matched her.

         ‘So, tell me what’s happened.’

         Samantha took a deep breath. ‘When I started on the Lesego case, I sent a memo to all police stations to let me know whenever someone young went missing. Well, someone from the Broadhurst police station phoned yesterday and told me that a girl had disappeared on the thirteenth. That’s nearly two weeks ago!’ She took a deep breath. ‘How will we ever stop these terrible crimes if the police do nothing?’

         ‘Calm down, Samantha. Just because they only phoned yesterday doesn’t mean they’ve been doing nothing. When people go missing, and this is particularly true for kids, they’ve often just forgotten to tell someone.’

         ‘Well, why didn’t I hear of it sooner?’

         ‘You should’ve been told right away, but the reality is that everyone is busy, things fall between the cracks. Maybe they don’t like the CID interfering in their missing-persons case. Who knows? Overall the police do the best they can, but like everyone else, they’re not perfect.’

         ‘Aren’t you just condoning incompetence?’

         ‘Calm down, Samantha. So, what do you want to do about this new case?’

         Samantha leant back in her chair, and Kubu noticed her shoulders relax a bit.

         ‘Well, I want to interview the family. I’d like to get to it right away. I’ll go and see if they are home tomorrow or Sunday. It’s not far from here, so it should be quite easy. I don’t mind working on the weekend.’
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