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In memory of Salome Comley (1954–2010)
She left too soon.




AUTHORS’ NOTE


The peoples of southern Africa have integrated many words of their own languages into colloquial English. For authenticity and colour, we have used these occasionally when 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.


For exclusive extras, invluding information about Botswana, the book and its protagonist, as well as photographs of the places visited by Kubu in Death of the Mantis please visit: www.detectivekubu.com
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PROLOGUE
Sixty years ago


The desert glowed in the dawn light. The Bushman boy woke from a deep sleep, still tired from the exertions of the last days. His father was already up, standing like a sentry, watching the sun creep above the horizon.


‘We must go on, Gobiwasi,’ he said. ‘We will reach The Place today. We must travel while it is still cool. Here, chew on this as we go.’ He handed the boy a chunk of hoodia.


For the boy it had been a journey of heat, of sun, of exhaustion, as he tried day after day to keep up with his father. But he had offered no complaint, and now felt the thrill of discovery ahead. Today he would be at The Place! Very few people had ever seen it or even knew about it! He gathered up his few belongings, gnawed the root, and tried to match his father’s easy pace.


After about an hour, his father stopped and pointed silently ahead of them. Gobiwasi could see what appeared to be small hills on the horizon. He looked up at his father, and the man nodded. Then they set off again.


At last they came to the hills – a group of koppies rising out of the desert. They passed between them until they came to one in the centre of the group – a solitary hill with a rocky cliff facing them to the east, steep slopes to the west. It was uniformly high north to south, showing caves and recesses from bottom to top in the cliff. They rested in the dappled shade of a scrubby acacia and ate and drank a little. Then Gobiwasi’s father said it was time.


First they went to a large overhang in the centre. There his father pointed out paintings of ancestors, men and women dancing, thin-legged, watched by gemsbok, eland and springbok, gorgeous and strange representations that left the boy awed and a little afraid. Low down on the right, a lion, teeth unnaturally large, with a black mane and a long tail, seemed to growl at him.


Then they climbed to a cave many metres off the ground. The walls were black with soot, and on the floor lay a human skeleton, bones picked clean. Spread around it in a spiral were the contents of a hunting bag – spear, bow, delicate arrows, knife, cord, sandals that looked as if they would fall from the feet at the first step, leather-topped hollow root for holding the arrows, and several horns that Gobiwasi knew had contained poisons. To one side was a toy bow with small arrows – a child’s precious possessions. And two necklaces of cocoons containing pieces of ostrich egg shell that rattled in dance. A Bushman’s entire life lay on the floor. The boy wondered whose life.


They climbed farther, Gobiwasi scared of the height, afraid of slipping and falling. His father scampered up to the topmost cave, almost perfectly round at the entrance and perhaps five metres deep, and waited there. When the boy joined him and had caught his breath, his father took him by the hand and led him past a crowd of people, watching from the walls. Red people and brown people. Adults and children. Animals watched too, and a strangely shaped white fish that Gobiwasi did not recognise.


For the next few hours his father told him about the spirits and about the ancestors, visiting different caves and pointing out important paintings. Then they climbed down, and his father showed him a hidden spring at the back of a small cave, from which they drank.


On the second day, his father said they must fast. No food, and just a little water during the day. Gobiwasi must purify himself. For that night he would come to know the spirits of The Place. Gobiwasi was excited, scared, wanted to know more. But his father would say nothing, and they spent the day resting in the shade.


When it was dark, and before the moon rose, they climbed to the very heart of The Place. In the dark it was difficult, but the man knew the way, and they went slowly. ‘You must remember the path,’ he said. ‘You will need to find it again a long time from now.’ After a while they came to an open place and rested. His father gave him some white powder to swallow, and then he collected a bunch of very dry grass from the previous summer or perhaps the summer before that. ‘We will need fire,’ he said.


At last they came to a huge dark mass with a gaping crack, as if split by lightning or a supernatural power. They squeezed through the crack into the deep dark inside. It was cool, and Gobiwasi thought he heard whispers. It is the spirits, he thought, his heart in his mouth. Is this what my father meant? His father sat, put a wood block on the floor, and rolled the fire stick between his hands. After what seemed an eternity, the grass flared.


Suddenly the cave became the night sky. Blinking lights set in darkness. Lights of beauty that searched, probed, judged. He saw the light flicker on his father’s face, saw that his eyes were tight shut. He heard voices in his head, knew his father heard nothing. He cried out.


Then it was over. The flame died. The lights were gone. The beauty was gone. The voices were gone. He felt his father’s hand dragging him through the crack in the cave wall, skinning his knees in the process. The pain brought him back to his senses. He cried out, gulping the cool night air, and feeling a terrible thirst.


‘We will go now to the spring. You can drink. Then we will eat a little hoodia. Then you will sleep and dream. For the spirits have accepted you.’


Gobiwasi looked up at the stars and thought they were close enough to touch. They are watching me, he thought, and watching over me. Then he went with his father.


When Gobiwasi had drunk his fill, his father said, ‘You have met the spirits. You have seen their home. The Place is very sacred and very secret. You must take nothing. You must tell no one where to find it except your own oldest son when his time comes. And you must tell no one what you have seen here tonight, not even him. Do you swear this?’


Gobiwasi nodded. ‘I swear.’


After that, his father showed him the ancestors in the sky, bright-eyed and clearly seen. They spoke of these and other things, until Gobiwasi fell into a drugged sleep.


At dawn he woke with his head full of vaguely remembered dreams. His father was already up and motioned Gobiwasi to join him on a flat rock facing the east. Together they watched the great sun slowly lift itself from the desert to scorch another day.




PART ONE
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A presentiment is also like a dream which we dream




CHAPTER 1


It was so hot, the jackal couldn’t stand still on the sand. It must be well over forty degrees out there, Vusi thought, watching the animal trotting towards the shade from the birdbath where it had been drinking, shaking its paws comically when it stopped momentarily to sniff the wind. He turned back to the others. Where the hell was Monzo? He’d be the first to complain if anyone else was late, but he had no problem keeping his boss and three colleagues waiting for a quarter of an hour. He was probably picking a fight with someone or causing other trouble. There’s always one on every team, on every one of my teams anyway. Vusi frowned.


‘Let’s start.’ He wanted to get the meeting over before the extra bodies in his office drove up the temperature. The windows were closed against the heat, and a desk fan was labouring to keep the office bearable. There wasn’t much to discuss anyway. The meetings existed because Monzo complained that he wasn’t being kept informed. That’s because no one likes him, and so no one talks to him, Vusi thought sourly.


‘We need the aerial species-count numbers for the quarterly report. Who’s got those?’ Silence. It was Ndoli, the office manager, who answered. A slender man with rolled-up shirt sleeves and inkblot patches under his armpits. ‘Monzo will have them.’


Vusi sighed. Well, of course. It was Monzo’s job. He did the statistics and drafted the damn report anyway, coaching Vusi on the presentation to the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park steering committee. Monzo was good at what he did, when you could focus him on work. They weren’t going to get anywhere without the man, damn him!


Vusi used his handkerchief to wipe his damp face. Why didn’t they have air-conditioning anyway? This was the main Botswana office of the Transfrontier Park after all. Thirty thousand square kilometres to manage! He looked out of the window again. The jackal had reached the shade of an acacia tree and was lying panting. He’s hot too, but he doesn’t have to deal with Monzo and the Director of Wildlife Conservation, Vusi mused unsympathetically.


‘Where is Monzo, anyway?’ he asked no one in particular. ‘He’s twenty minutes late now. I’m a busy man. We’re all busy!’ He glared at the others as though they were to blame for Monzo’s rudeness.


Again it was Ndoli who answered. ‘He said he was going to check up on the Bushmen. He drove out that way this morning.’


‘Why? What’s it got to do with him? Why did you let him go?’


Ndoli rubbed his chin. A group of Bushmen had moved close to the park boundary a few weeks ago. No one knew why, perhaps not even the Bushmen themselves.


‘He was worried they’d poach in the park.’ He didn’t bother with Vusi’s last question. Monzo never asked permission for his escapades. A month ago he had gone off on a ‘field trip’ to the middle of nowhere, supposedly after poachers, and hadn’t returned for five days.


‘So what? Maybe they kill a springbok. Is that going to ruin the statistics? We don’t want all the trouble the Central Kalahari people had. High-court challenges, Survival International, speeches at the United Nations.’ Vusi felt his blood pressure rising. He thumped his fist on the desk. ‘I’m in charge here!’


His staff looked at him silently.


Vusi lost his temper. ‘Well, get out there and find him!’


He pulled a file across his desk and pretended to study it, indicating that the meeting was adjourned. No one would argue about looking for Monzo in the suffocating heat. They simply wouldn’t do it.


Why must I work with people like this? Vusi asked himself. When will I get a promotion out of here to head office in Gaborone, or at least to Tsabong? He heard the chairs scrape back as his staff left. He glanced up, avoiding their eyes, and found the safety of the window instead. The jackal had gone. He looked down again, and a bead of sweat dripped on to the file.


Oddly, it was Ndoli who became concerned. As much as he disliked the man, he had a sneaking admiration for Monzo’s manipulative abilities. Certainly, Monzo would be capable of keeping them waiting, but he’d do it for a reason or to make a point. Here there was none. And why didn’t he answer the two-way radio? Ndoli had tried several times to raise him. No one had heard from Monzo since he set off to check on the Bushmen. Hell with him, Ndoli thought, he deserves whatever he gets. But, unable to concentrate on anything else, after an hour he cursed loudly, causing everyone in the communal office to look up. He grabbed a bottle of drinking water and opened the outside door. Waves of heat invaded the office like a live thing, gobbling the less fiery air inside the room. He forced through the barrier of heat, slamming the door behind him.


His vehicle was parked under shade cloth with the windows open, but the driver’s seat was still too hot for his bare legs. He had to perch on the edge of the seat so that his shorts protected him.


The dirt road was nothing but a track leading from the Wildlife offices at Mabuasehube through thick Kalahari sand, and he had to use four-wheel drive, sometimes low range, to battle through it, avoiding slowing lest he sink in and be unable to move again. Maybe that’s what happened to Monzo, he speculated. But why doesn’t he answer the radio? Maybe he’s driven out of range. As he drove, his shirt used captured sweat to glue itself to his body, while his face and arms suffered convection roasting from the open windows. The discomfort made him furious. Monzo better not be sitting under a shady tree drinking beer!


After half an hour, he was starting to wonder if Monzo had gone another way. But around the next bend he saw his vehicle, off the road on the higher, harder verge. He pulled in behind it and went to investigate. The Toyota Hilux 4×4 bakkie was not locked, but nothing appeared to be wrong. Ndoli walked around the vehicle and saw a set of footprints heading away from the road. He followed them for about fifty metres, until they disappeared as the sand merged into the ubiquitous calcrete limestone of the Kalahari. Circling around for a few minutes, he spotted them continuing into the desert sand.


Soon the prints disappeared again. As he searched for them, he came to the top of a donga, a steep ravine cut by an ancient stream through the grey calcrete. The soft rock at the edge was crumbling.


Ndoli looked down. At the bottom of the donga, some three metres below, Monzo was lying on his back, not moving. Next to him squatted a Bushman. Two others stood and watched. When they saw Ndoli, there was consternation; then they waved and shouted to him.


Ndoli let out an exclamation and scrambled down the scree slope. A few moments later he was kneeling next to the prone game ranger. One of the Bushmen was trying to pour water from an ostrich shell into Monzo’s mouth, but the liquid appeared merely to be running over his face. Grateful for his first-aid training, Ndoli felt Monzo’s throat and found a faint pulse. He thought he detected shallow breathing, so he spread fine Kalahari dust on his palm, held it to Monzo’s nose, and was relieved to see it move. Next he felt for injuries, but found no obviously broken bones. But the back of Monzo’s head was a mass of congealing blood; he must have sustained a vicious head blow when he fell into the donga. And he would have sunstroke as well.


Ndoli turned to the Bushman. ‘When you find?’ he asked slowly in Setswana.


‘Soon.’ The man shrugged. It was obvious that his knowledge of Setswana was limited.


‘Move him?’


The man shook his head. ‘Give water.’


Ndoli wondered if it was safe to move the injured man, wanting to get him out of the sun. It would be difficult to do it carefully even with the Bushmen’s assistance. Monzo was large, big-boned and overweight. After a moment he decided not to try, and pulled off his damp shirt, using it to protect Monzo’s head and arms from the marauding sun. Then, asking the Bushmen to wait, he went back to his vehicle and radioed for help.


Vusi was not overcome by sympathy. What was Monzo doing wandering around in the desert and falling into dongas anyway? Serves the bastard right! But, of course, it would create more work for Vusi and difficulties for his staff. How typical of Monzo! Perhaps he would be rid of him for good. But he shook his head to dispel such uncharitable thoughts. The man was in a critical condition. He was suffering from heat stroke and dehydration in addition to concussion from the bad head wound. He had not regained consciousness, and the doctor who had seen him in Tsabong thought his skull might be fractured. Now he was being taken by helicopter to the hospital in Gaborone. And whose budget will pay for all that? Vusi fumed.


He heard the outside door open. Ndoli must be back. He went out to the main office and found the manager looking tired, hot and depressed.


‘What took you so long?’


‘I stopped at Monzo’s house to tell Marta about the accident.’


Vusi paused. He should have done that himself. ‘I want a report on what happened,’ he snapped.


‘I don’t know what happened. The Bushmen found him lying in the donga with his head bleeding. I told you everything on the radio.’


‘Did you get their names? The Bushmen?’


Ndoli shook his head. ‘They’re not going anywhere. I’ll recognise them when I see them.’ He wondered if that were true. There was something generic about the small yellow-brown people and, if they wanted to, they could vanish into the desert in a few hours.


‘But what was he doing there? How did he fall into the donga? It was broad daylight!’ Vusi winced, thinking of the blinding sun.


‘Maybe he was looking for the Bushmen, or discovered the donga, wanted to take a look and got too close to the edge. It was very crumbly. Perhaps it broke under him. He’s heavy enough.’


‘Maybe. How long will it take to get him to Gaborone?’


‘Should be there. They left well over an hour ago.’


Vusi was silent. An unpleasant thought had occurred to him. Perhaps Monzo had found the Bushmen and had picked a fight with them. Maybe he got a rock in the back of his head and a shove into the donga for his trouble. Still, Bushmen weren’t aggressive. They were peaceful people. They had tried to help. But Monzo could make anybody mad. Perhaps there had been a struggle and Monzo fell. Well, they would know what had happened soon enough, once the man regained consciousness.


Vusi’s thoughts were interrupted by his radio phone. He grabbed it and listened for a minute. Then he thanked the caller, disconnected, and turned to Ndoli, who was waiting in the doorway. ‘Monzo died on the way to the hospital. God rest his soul.’


Ndoli nodded and walked away, the talk in the office suddenly stilled. Vusi scowled. There would have to be an investigation. Intuitively he knew that while his difficulties with Monzo were over, his real problems were just about to begin.




CHAPTER 2


Vusi stopped his car on the sandy track leading to the last in the row of comfortable homes that The Wildlife Department supplied to its staff members at Mabuasehube, courtesy of a large grant from the European Union. White-plastered walls, roofs of thatch, and even lawn and small gardens fighting the desert sand, the dryness and the heat.


Ndoli had offered, but this was a duty Vusi felt obliged to handle himself. He knocked quietly, and Monzo’s wife, Marta, let him in and offered him a seat. She folded herself on to the couch and started comforting a small boy. Vusi felt the first pang of regret at Monzo’s death; the boy could not be more than six. He took in the short, busty woman sitting opposite him on the threadbare sofa. She looked good in a dress with traditional touches, and large loop earrings framed an interesting face. Behind her on the wall were two faded prints, and to the side was a table holding mounted photographs and a crude carving of a woman’s head, perhaps done by one of her boys. The room was tidy and clean despite the kids, and clearly the centre of the home.


He wondered how to begin. Marta looked composed; she had not obviously been crying, but she wouldn’t have seen Monzo after the accident. Perhaps she doesn’t know how serious his injuries were, Vusi thought. Also some women don’t show their emotions. ‘Mma Monzo,’ he began. ‘I have some news. I’m afraid it’s not good.’ She nodded, and sent the boy outside to play with his brother.


‘He died?’


Vusi nodded. ‘I’m very sorry. He was a wonderful colleague and friend, really. He never regained consciousness, you see. He wouldn’t have felt any pain.’ He wondered what would be an appropriate reaction if she started to sob.


But Marta just shook her head. ‘Your wonderful colleague and friend was a lousy husband, Rra Vusi. Well, actually, he wasn’t a husband at all. You’ll find out when you check his records. He never married me. I discovered he already has a wife somewhere in South Africa. I’m his mistress. Isn’t that what you men call us? They’re his children, though.’ She nodded to the boys playing in the yard. It appeared to be a game of hide and seek, but the younger one had forgotten to hide in time, and a quarrel looked imminent. ‘I suppose now I have to leave with nothing but the two kids. When must I go?’


Vusi was horrified by this development. Another problem, a scandal! The paperwork to determine insurance and pension payouts! How like Monzo. Causing trouble from the grave. He pulled himself together.


‘No, no, Mma Monzo, that is, er … You can certainly stay for the moment. No rush to leave the house. It will take us time to get a replacement for your husband … I mean Monzo. And there will be some money, I’m sure. You’ll be the common-law wife and, of course, these are his children. We’re definitely on your side. You mustn’t worry.’


She gave him a strange look with a mixture of emotions. Then she folded her arms, lifting her generous breasts, and smiled.


‘Thank you, Rra Vusi,’ she said. ‘You are very kind.’


The detective was taking his time, Vusi thought with irritation. The man settled himself into a chair and glanced around the office, peering at the wall calendar. He looked relaxed despite the two-hour drive from Tsabong through the sand and heat. A Bushman, wrinkled and wizened, of indeterminate age, leant against the office wall. Detective Sergeant Lerako had brought him, but hadn’t introduced him. Ndoli sat on the edge of his chair, looking uncomfortable.


‘I understand that Monzo went to meet some Bushmen,’ Lerako said at last. ‘Have you had any problems with them here?’


‘Certainly not,’ Vusi replied. ‘No problems at all, as far as I know.’ He looked at Ndoli for confirmation, but was met by silence. ‘Why?’


Lerako ignored the question and turned to Ndoli. ‘Exactly what did Monzo say to you when he left?’


Ndoli shifted in his chair. ‘He said he’d had a report that the Bushmen were poaching in the game reserve. Said he was going to put a stop to it one way or another.’


‘What did he mean by that?’


Ndoli shrugged. ‘He was angry. I guess he meant to chase them off.’


Lerako turned back to Vusi. ‘Did he say anything like that to you?’


‘No,’ he said flatly. ‘What’s it matter why he drove out there anyway?’


Lerako folded strong arms across a broad chest. His neck spread from his head to his heavy shoulders. He looked like a bodybuilder. And he didn’t smile.


‘In homicides, people found at the scene are often involved. There were Bushmen at the scene.’


‘But this was an accident! He fell into the donga!’ Ndoli exclaimed.


‘We have to consider every possibility. I’ll want to know where everyone was that morning. Another fact is that most murders involve family, or friends, or persons who knew the victim.’


‘Murder? That’s ridiculous!’ Vusi had an uncomfortable feeling that he was losing control of the situation. Where was I yesterday morning? he wondered. I was late. Monzo had already left when I got in. ‘You can’t think one of us was involved!’ he said. ‘We’re a team.’


Lerako ignored him and changed tack. ‘Who benefits from Monzo’s death?’


Vusi swallowed, hesitated. ‘Well, he had a wife and family. Marta and the two boys. There will be pension and insurance benefits for them. Little enough to bring up two young children, I’m sorry to say.’


Ndoli looked at his boss sharply, but Lerako appeared not to notice. ‘How much?’


‘I can’t say yet. It depends on certain things … Perhaps fifty thousand pula.’


‘I need to see the place where he was found. Will you take me?’


‘Ndoli will do it,’ said Vusi, firmly. The day was already hot. ‘He’s the one who found Monzo with the Bushmen. He can tell you about it.’


Lerako nodded. Turning to Ndoli, he indicated the Bushman. ‘I’ve got a tracker with me. He may be able to help if we can’t find these Bushman suspects. I’ll get my stuff, and we’ll meet you at the vehicle.’


When they had gone, Ndoli turned to his boss. ‘Do you know Marta wasn’t Monzo’s wife?’


‘Yes, I know. Just a technicality. Nothing to worry about. I don’t think we should bother the police with it.’


‘He had another woman, too. Not the wife. More a pay-as-you-go.’


Vusi winced at the term. ‘So what? We need to get this over with. It was an accident, wasn’t it?’


Ndoli nodded and went to join the detective. Vusi was left wondering why he felt guilty and a little scared.


It was hardly a pristine crime scene. There were scuff marks and footprints everywhere. Monzo had been strapped to a stretcher, carried out of the donga at a point where it was less steep, and driven to a spot where the helicopter could land, so the whole area had been trampled. The entire staff must have been here milling around, Lerako thought with dismay. Anything could have happened at the edge of the donga. He dumped the evidence bag he had carried from the vehicle and turned to Ndoli. ‘Tell me how it was.’


Ndoli hesitated, looked down, and then met the detective sergeant’s impatient look. ‘Well, the vehicle was back up there where we parked,’ he indicated the location vaguely, ‘and Monzo was over here.’ He pointed at the precise spot. He remembered the scene perfectly, and it was clearly marked by the efforts to get Monzo on to the stretcher. What else should he say? ‘I’m not sure what more you want to know, Sergeant Lerako.’ Lerako was an odd name. He wondered if it somehow matched the man’s personality. He had no intention of asking, though.


‘Why did you move it? Monzo’s vehicle?’


‘Why abandon it out here? We thought it was an accident.’ He looked down at the glaring sand. ‘I still think it was an accident.’


‘All right. Go on.’


‘Well, I stopped when I saw Monzo’s bakkie. Then I followed his footprints. I lost them once or twice, but eventually they led me to the edge of the donga.’ He pointed to a position above them at the top of the steep incline. ‘Monzo was lying down here, and one of the Bushmen was squatting next to him. The other two were standing over there. I thought he was dead. When I got to him, one of the Bushmen was trying to give him water. Why would you do that if you wanted to kill him?’


Lerako ignored the question. ‘Did you notice footprints? Were there any up there except for Monzo’s? Any down here except for the Bushmen’s?’


Ndoli frowned. He’d just assumed the ones at the top of the donga all belonged to Monzo. Once he’d spotted the ranger lying crumpled below, he’d forgotten about footprints. Now, with all the prints from the rescuers, it was unlikely that anything could be identified. He shook his head, feeling foolish.


Lerako made him describe the scene exactly, and then nodded. ‘I see it,’ he said. ‘Wait. I’ll call if I need you.’ Puzzled, Ndoli did as he was told, finding a thorn tree with a thick canopy nearby. If only there was a breeze!


Lerako photographed the scene, and then started walking upstream from where Monzo had fallen. The tracker walked with him, a few paces to his right. Here there were no footprints. Only the tracks of buck – springbok judging by the size – and some old hyena spoor. Nothing recent. Their eyes scanned the ground. From time to time one of them would stop for a closer look before moving on.


Ndoli wiped sweat off his face with his sleeve, wondering what on earth the policeman hoped to find. The sun didn’t seem to bother him. His clothes looked fresh despite the oppressive heat and the journey from Tsabong. By comparison, Ndoli’s khaki uniform already felt like wet rags.


About fifty metres from where Monzo had lain, Lerako stopped and bent over for a careful look. He called the tracker over and pointed something out before walking back for his evidence bag. Then he retraced his tracks back up the river, yelling for Ndoli to join him. When he caught up, Lerako pointed to a chunk of calcrete, a convenient shape to hold. It was partially covered with a russet stain. There was no doubt about what that was. Even after a day and a half of drying in the sun, there were several flies.


‘That’s what killed your friend,’ Lerako said. ‘Someone smashed his head with it, then threw it here, probably from the top of the donga.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s very unlikely he’d kill himself falling down that slope. Break a few bones, yes. Bash his head, yes. But smash open his skull, no. And why fall anyway, in broad daylight?’ He didn’t mention that the doctor in Gaborone felt a deep skull fracture was unlikely from such a fall. He turned away, took pictures from different angles, and then pulled a latex glove on to his right hand and carefully lifted the rock into a plastic bag.


He turned to the tracker and said slowly in Setswana, ‘Find tracks. One hundred metres all round. Here and up there.’ He pointed to the top of the donga. The tracker nodded and set off upstream, examining the ground closely.


Lerako turned to Ndoli. ‘We may as well wait in the Landie. Then we’ll go and find your Bushman friends. I suspect they know a lot more than they told you. What do you think?’ Ndoli started to answer, but Lerako was already walking back to the vehicle. Clearly he wasn’t really interested in Ndoli’s thoughts on the matter.




CHAPTER 3


When the phone rang, Assistant Superintendent David Bengu – Kubu to his friends and even some of his enemies – was contemplating how his life had changed. He was holding a desk photograph taken at Tumi’s christening. The baby, of course, was the centre of attention, resplendent in a blue, green and grey dress, which a neighbour had hand-made for the occasion. Tiny curls were threaded with crimson ribbons. It was completely over the top, Kubu felt, smiling approvingly. More suitable for a birthday party. Their neighbour also had a baby, and suddenly she and Joy had become firm friends. We’ve changed our social status, Kubu mused.


Tumi was being held by Kubu’s mother, Amantle, who had a wide, although not very toothful, grin, and behind her stood Kubu’s father, Wilmon, his usually impassive face cracked into a smile. A scatter of grey invaded the hair around his ears, a sure sign of advancing age in a black African man. Honest was the first adjective that came to Kubu’s mind about his father; warm was the one for his mother. He hoped Tumi would inherit both those qualities.


In the picture, Kubu stood next to Joy, his wife and lover, and now, against the odds, the mother of his child. The two of them luxuriated in the pleasure of presenting the first grandchild. Unusually for an amateur photo, all the participants had their eyes open and their smiles natural. Tumi would be the cause of both.


Kubu’s pleasant recollections were spoilt by the harsh ring of the phone. How often that happens, he thought – a moment of peace banished by the telephone.


‘This is Assistant Superintendent Bengu.’


‘David? This is Khumanego. Are you well?’


‘Khumanego!’ The name unpeeled years. ‘What a surprise! Are you in Gaborone? It would be wonderful to see you.’


‘I’m in Lobatse. I work here now.’


Khumanego! They had been friends at primary school in Mochudi, even though Kubu was two years younger. They had made an odd pair: the Bushman youth and the share-farmer’s son, one short and slender in the manner of his people, the other big and already overweight.


Khumanego’s parents, part of a small nomadic group roaming through southern Botswana, had sent him with great sadness to distant and unenthusiastic Christian relatives in Mochudi for good schooling. To prepare him for a different future, they had said. But Khumanego had confided to Kubu how unhappy he was. He disliked his relatives and town life, missing his people and the desert desperately. But it was school he hated the most. He was the only Bushman there, and the teachers regarded him as a backward child from the bush, incapable of learning anything but the simplest concepts. The cane was always close to hand.


Both Khumanego and Kubu were teased and taunted by the other pupils, Khumanego for his small stature and poor Setswana, and Kubu for his fatness, bookishness and ineptitude at sports. Mismatched with their classmates, the two boys drew together and became friends.


It was Khumanego who had shown Kubu the desert, how to love it, and how to understand it. It was he who had drawn a circle in the scorched sand and shown Kubu that a superficial look revealed only a few pebbles and bits of dried grass. But on closer inspection, some of the pebbles were, in fact, curious succulents, and what looked barren was actually teeming with life.


Kubu began to think of the desert as a metaphor for the world – superficially everything was as you expected. But if you looked beyond the obvious, you saw what others did not, and by observing things properly, you understood them better. He started looking for the ‘why’ rather than the ‘what’ in people too. That had set him on the path to becoming a detective.


‘David? Are you there?’


‘Yes, yes. I was just thinking of the times we spent together. You remember that trek we took into the desert?’


‘Yes, I remember.’


‘You live in Lobatse now? I thought you wanted to go back to your people? Back to the Kalahari? You didn’t like towns and electricity and what you called funny clothes.’


‘That is what I wanted. But what of the future? My parents were right. The world is closing in like a pack of hyenas circling. You can’t seal yourself in a time capsule and hope to escape. So now I’m an advocate.’


‘You became a lawyer?’


‘No, not that sort of advocate. I work for my people. Making sure they are heard. Making sure that when the great desert is gone, taken from them, they know their traditions, and have rights and money and a way of avoiding the fate of most other aboriginal peoples when the hyenas take their lands.’


Kubu was surprised, shocked. A bitter Khumanego living in a large town? What had happened to the boy who was happiest alone in the Kalahari? Who knew all would be well when he was back there? ‘But the Bushman people had a great triumph! The High Court ruled your people had the right to live freely in the Kalahari. Surely that pushed the outside world back?’


There was a long silence before Khumanego answered; this time it was Kubu who thought he had lost the connection. And when Khumanego did speak, his voice was tired.


‘Yes, a great triumph, as you say. I worked behind the scenes for that, David. You won’t find my name on the reports. It’s the elders who speak, as it should be, but someone needs to be between them and all the interest groups pressing for their own ends. That’s my job. But in the end, how many people went back? Turned their backs on the comforts of the camps set up for them? And the promises – maybe empty, maybe not – of schools and medical care? How many?’


Kubu didn’t know. Not all, he supposed. Perhaps not many, judging by Khumanego’s tone. ‘What is the answer, then?’


‘The answer? Perhaps there are answers. Perhaps not. One can’t give up.’


I owe this man a lot, Kubu thought, and yet I don’t know him at all. I remember an intense and enthusiastic boy. A friend older even than the one who called me a jolly hippo, and I became Kubu for ever. Kubu felt a sudden pang of loss for that friend, and a pang of a different type of loss for Khumanego.


‘Is there a way I can help?’ Surely Khumanego had not called to chat after all these years.


‘Do you mean that?’


‘Of course.’


‘I can’t talk on the phone. I need to see you privately. And not at a police station.’


The Criminal Investigation Department was not a police station, but Kubu doubted that fact would satisfy Khumanego. He checked his watch. Just about ninety minutes till lunch. Time enough for Khumanego to drive from Lobatse.


‘Do you drive?’


‘Yes,’ Khumanego answered.


‘Then we can meet for lunch – a light one, mind you, because I’m on a diet. I’ve put on a few extra kilograms over the years.’ He hesitated over this understatement. A lot more than a few kilograms had attached themselves to his frame since he was ten years old. But then, of course, his frame had increased quite a bit too. ‘Do you know where Game City is? From the Lobatse road, you’ll see Kgale Hill on your left, and Game City is a big shopping centre a bit further on before you reach the city. There’s an excellent coffee shop that serves snacks on the upper level. I’ll meet you at twelve thirty.’


Khumanego assured him he would find it, and said goodbye.


Kubu was still turning the strange telephone discussion over in his mind when Edison Banda walked in clutching a forensics report. He waved it excitedly at the senior detective.


‘We were right, Kubu! They were poisoned!’


Kubu leant back in his chair, causing a protesting creak. Who was poisoned? It took him a moment to recollect the case. The forensics report had taken weeks! Two students from the University of Botswana had been found dead at a camp ground in Sekoma, collapsed outside their tent, faces horribly contorted. They’d been on their way back from a field trip to collect samples of plants in the Kalahari. The locals had immediately suspected witchcraft.


‘What’s it say? Why did it take them so long?’


‘Well, we had to send samples to the Poison Information Centre in Cape Town. They were able to do it the quickest. Then Ian MacGregor was sick, so—’


‘Never mind that. What killed them?’


‘Bushman poison bulb. Just as we guessed. Apparently it’s a member of the amaryllis family. Very poisonous indeed. Remember there were samples of it in their collection? I’ll bet anything you like that they knew the Bushmen use it as a hallucinogen. So they decided to try it out on their last night alone. But they took much too much.’


‘But they were senior students! Of botany. Surely they’d know better?’


Edison shrugged. ‘They were students,’ he said, as though that explained everything.


‘Could it have been deliberate?’


‘You mean a suicide pact?’ Edison shook his head. ‘Two young guys. No note or motive. Doesn’t make sense.’


Kubu hesitated. ‘Two men. Could there have been something going on between them?’ That might be a motive for suicide. Homosexuality was illegal and deeply frowned upon in Botswana.


‘One had a regular girlfriend here. I talked to her after they died. She was very upset. They wanted to get married. He was saving for the lobola. The other didn’t have a girlfriend, but played the field.’


‘What about murder?’


Edison was not to be shifted. ‘By whom? What for? Nothing was stolen as far as we can tell, and no one knew them in Sekoma. The local police asked around the camp ground. No one saw anything suspicious.’


Kubu thought it over. The kids had enjoyed a few beers – not drunk, but perhaps enough to make them irresponsible. Try out a Kalahari traditional drug. A big mistake. A fatal mistake.


‘Have you told the director?’


Edison looked sheepish. ‘I thought I’d try it out on you first. Maybe we can see him together.’


‘He won’t bite your head off,’ said Kubu, although he thought it likely Mabaku might do exactly that. Edison had been out of favour with the director of the CID for some time. Kubu sighed, clambering to his feet to share the news with his boss. This is what our work here is almost always about, he thought. Not solving puzzling crimes, but rather picking up the pieces after a drunken knifing, a domestic brawl, or two kids who’ve thrown away their young lives on a stupid experiment.


‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and talk to Mabaku.’


Khumanego was more than half an hour late. Kubu drank water with lemon, and then, growing desperate, ordered a salad with as much in the way of cheese and avocado as the chef could find. Joy had assured him that salads were healthy, that he would lose weight and that he would feel full at the same time. The salad-lunch diet had lasted a week, and so far Kubu had no evidence to support any of these three contentions.


He had finished the salad when Khumanego arrived. When Kubu saw him, he had to suppress a smile. Khumanego was no more than one and a half metres tall – a diminutive figure wearing ill-fitting clothes he must have bought in the boys’ section of a supermarket, his narrow yellow-brown face sticking out from a blue shirt. His trousers were too long and overlapped his shoes. On most people, Kubu thought, they’d be shorts.


Khumanego muttered about traffic and parking by way of apology. Kubu responded that neither were significant problems in the Kalahari, and his friend nodded but didn’t smile. Although Kubu made it clear that he was paying, Khumanego ordered only an open sandwich of bacon, lettuce and tomato, and a glass of water. Kubu felt it would be rude to let him eat alone and, having satisfied the requirements of the salad diet, ordered the same sandwich. While they ate, questions bounced to and fro, filling in the intervening years. Kubu explained how he’d got his nickname at high school and that all his friends still called him that. Khumanego laughed, enjoying the humour around their size contrast. ‘They should call me Mongoose then,’ he joked. But he soon sobered and recounted how he’d returned to his people before finishing high school.


‘You know how hard it was, David,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t take it any more. But when I got back to the desert, I didn’t fit there either. I’d lost the ways of my people. I couldn’t track a wounded springbok, and I was no longer able to make myself invisible to animals. People found my ways strange; they were uncomfortable with me. I had become a stranger in my own land.’ He shook his head.


‘It was a terrible time, David. I had waited so long to be a Bushman again. A Bushman in the desert. With my friends and family. Going to where we could find game and plants. Moving or staying as living dictated. But it wasn’t like that any more. Everything was being fenced for cattle. We weren’t allowed to hunt freely; we had to get permits and often had to pay bribes for them. The government was moving my people to settlements on the edge of the Central Kalahari Game Reserve. They said it was for our own good; that there would always be water there, and permanent homes, and schools for the children. But in the end they were just camps, places where we could be forgotten. Then foreigners came from overseas, to help us fight the government, to win back our rights, they said. But they didn’t understand us either. Maybe they made things better, maybe worse.’


Khumanego paused after this uncharacteristic torrent of words. Kubu just nodded, and Khumanego continued. ‘Who could we trust? Who was right? What was right? I saw what was happening to our people. They were confused, not understanding what was going on. Pulled this way and that. Puppets in other people’s games. My parents had been right; what they feared had already arrived.’


Kubu responded that he had been fortunate to go to Maru a Pula high school in Gaborone, where he too had been unhappy at first, bullied because he was different. But after some time he had found friends. He started to sing in the choir, and enjoyed cricket, becoming the school’s official scorer. He told of his love of detective work, and how it linked to what Khumanego had taught him in the desert. And, with a broad smile, he spoke of meeting Joy, and the miracle of his little girl, now three months old.


Khumanego asked after Kubu’s parents, around whose modest house he had spent many hours playing. He was delighted to hear they were still alive and in good health. But when Kubu asked after Khumanego’s parents, he replied, ‘My mother is living in one of the new settlements.’


‘And your father?’


Khumanego just shook his head. ‘He died,’ he said simply, without elaboration. ‘After that, I felt a responsibility to guide my people through the barrenness of the political landscape – things they know nothing of and certainly don’t know how to deal with. I felt I had to guard their interests.’


Eventually there was a lull in the conversation, and they agreed on coffee, Kubu recommending the cappuccino.


Then, at last, Khumanego was ready to come to the point.


‘Do you know about a man who died at the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park a week ago? His name was Tawana Monzo.’


Kubu remembered a report crossing his desk. ‘Yes, it was an interesting situation. He fell off a cliff into a dry river bed or something like that, didn’t he? Worked for Wildlife? Initially it seemed to be an accident, but the doctor who signed the death certificate was wide awake. Does some pathology work, I think. He felt that the skull had been fractured with a weapon rather than in a fall.’


Khumanego nodded slowly. ‘The police have made up their minds that it was murder. The investigating officer found a sharp rock near where the body was found and claims it had Monzo’s blood on it.’


This was news to Kubu. Khumanego seemed very well informed. Kubu concentrated on spooning the foam off his cappuccino as he waited to discover where all this was leading.


‘The officer walked up the river bed in a direction where there were no footprints and found the weapon. How did he know to look there? After that, he went with a park official to where the Bushmen are living and questioned them about who attacked the man, who pushed him off the cliff, who found him. He thinks the three men with Monzo when he was found are the most likely suspects. He told them it would be better to admit it immediately rather than wait till they were caught out.’ Khumanego paused, waiting for a reaction. When none came, he said with a new intensity, ‘Don’t you see, David? He’s already decided it’s the Bushmen. It’s all starting again.’


‘Who is the investigating officer?’ Kubu asked mildly.


‘They say his name is Detective Lerako. Detective Stone Wall! That’s what his name means, and that’s how he behaves!’


Kubu knew the man – fair but not imaginative. It was true; once his mind was made up, it was hard to shift Stone Wall. ‘What do you want me to do? It’s not our case. It’ll be handled out of Tsabong.’


‘I want you to make sure it’s fair. You know our people. We don’t kill; human life is sacred. To survive in the desert, everyone has to contribute, to support. Those three men found Monzo injured and tried to help him; did help him. Why would they want to kill him anyway?’ Khumanego paused. ‘David, I know those men myself. I work with them and they are from my group. We are brothers. They are like me.’


‘You have brothers?’


‘All children in a group are brothers, David. These men would never kill another human. I was with them a few weeks ago. Still traditional. Still following the old ways in the desert.’ Khumanego stared at Kubu, challenging, pleading. ‘And now they’ve been arrested! They’re being held in Tsabong. It’s crazy! This Monzo had an unlucky accident, and now it’s being turned on these peaceful people! To get rid of them.’


Kubu was already worrying about how he was going to explain all this to Mabaku. He could hear his boss asking him how come he had so little to do that he had time to interfere in another detective’s case. He sighed and hoisted himself to his feet.


‘All right, Khumanego. I’ll look into it. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll see what I can do.’




CHAPTER 4


‘The answer is no!’


‘But Director—’


‘No buts, Kubu. You’re not going to stick your nose into another detective’s case. Lerako does things by the book. He’s not going to arrest anyone without good cause.’


‘I’ve known my Bushman friend for over twenty years. I trust him, and he vouches for the men Lerako has arrested. He knows them like brothers and says they would never kill another human being. Lerako must’ve missed something, jumped ahead of himself.’


Jacob Mabaku, Director of the Criminal Investigation Department, snorted. ‘Known him for over twenty years, you say? Close friends, you say? That’s bullshit! You’ve barely seen him since you left primary school!’


Kubu looked down in embarrassment. How did Mabaku know these things?


‘Director, it’s true that I haven’t seen Khumanego for a long time. But people don’t change. He and I were very close at school. He was the one who showed me how to see things that others didn’t. It was really because of him that I became a detective. I owe him for that.’


‘Then take him out for a drink or dinner or something! You are not going to get involved in a case in Tsabong. It’s under control. You’ve enough to do right here.’


Kubu looked at Mabaku. There was no give in his face. How am I going to tell Khumanego? he wondered.


‘Yes, Director. I’ll tell Khumanego that the police aren’t interested,’ he said as he turned to leave.


‘Bengu!’ Mabaku’s voice stopped Kubu in his tracks. It was a long time since Mabaku had used his last name. ‘Bengu, if you undermine my authority or the reputation of the police in this matter, you’ll spend the next few years as the detective in Tshootsha or Hukuntsi!’


‘Yes, Director. I’ll tell Khumanego that I’m too busy to help.’ He walked out of Mabaku’s office, closing the door gently behind him.


Tshootsha or Hukuntsi! I’ll starve to death if I go there, Kubu thought. If I don’t die of boredom first. He walked back to his office, depressed. I shouldn’t have raised Khumanego’s hopes. I should’ve realised that Mabaku wouldn’t let me trample on another detective’s turf. Khumanego is going to be very disappointed. But then again, I won’t have to leave Tumi and Joy.


Kubu was still depressed when he left work and drove home. Khumanego hadn’t taken it well when he told him of Mabaku’s decision.


‘I told you, David! All the police want to do is persecute the Bushmen. Another government effort to stop us living how we have always lived! Why don’t you put us in cages and show us in the zoo? That’s about all we seem to be worth in this country.’


Kubu had tried to console the irate Bushman by reiterating how solid Detective Lerako was. Khumanego was scathing.


‘I’ve checked him out. He’s traditional. Typical Motswana – regards Bushmen as lesser beings. Doesn’t know their language. Doesn’t know their culture. My friends have no chance.’


Kubu was unable to pacify Khumanego, even when he promised to try to review the case when the paperwork came through to Gaborone.


‘You watch, David! They’re guilty already. They don’t need a trial – just send them to jail.’ Khumanego had put the phone down so hard that Kubu’s ear hurt.


As Kubu drove home that evening, he was so preoccupied with disappointing Khumanego that he didn’t consciously notice the other vehicles, or the pedestrians who sprinted through the moving traffic, or the taxis, which used any lane, including the pavement, to get ahead. He didn’t even see the livestock, which were clustering around the roads because of the grass growing in the ditches after the recent rain.


His spirits lifted marginally as he turned into Acacia Street. At least his other four loves would be there – his beloved Tumi, his wonderful wife Joy, Ilia, the rambunctious fox terrier, and, of course, food and wine. Today, his fifth love, being a policeman, had let him down.


He stopped in front of the gate and, true to form, Ilia was there, jumping up and down, barking a delirious greeting, stump tail wagging furiously. The moment he opened one half of the wire-mesh gate, the dog hurtled out and tried to jump into his arms.


‘Down, Ilia. Down,’ Kubu said half-heartedly.


Ilia paid no attention and continued to bounce off Kubu as he opened the second half of the gate.


‘Car!’


Ilia immediately jumped into the car and sat on the passenger seat, tongue out, panting furiously. After Kubu had driven up the short drive, turned the engine off and walked back to close the gate, Ilia was much calmer, just getting between Kubu’s feet rather than imitating the pronking of a springbok.


Kubu smiled, expecting Joy to meet him on the steps of the brushed-concrete veranda, but he was disappointed.


‘Hello, dear! I’m home,’ he called, as though Ilia’s welcome wouldn’t have alerted her.


No response.


‘Joy! Where are you?’ Still no response. She must be occupied with Tumi, he thought. Then he heard the baby cry. He went into the house, put his briefcase on the couch and walked to the small room at the back – Tumi’s room – painted with cartoon-like animals on the wall and a bright yellow sun on the ceiling. Joy was changing Tumi’s nappy. Tumi was complaining loudly.


‘Hello, dear.’ Kubu leant over and kissed Joy’s cheek. Joy looked at Kubu and frowned.


‘Let me get you a drink,’ he said. ‘You look as though you need one.’


He walked to the small kitchen and took a box of inexpensive but acceptable South African Sauvignon Blanc from the fridge, and poured her a large glass. Kubu was embarrassed to serve box wine, but the financial realities of having a baby and Joy working only part time had taken their toll. Bottles were rare these days, usually only when there were guests.
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