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Author’s note

The Kenyan Navy was established in 1964, and is unusual in that instead of traditional naval ranks it uses army-style designations. Captains, for example, are referred to as Colonels, Commodores as Brigadiers, Admirals as Generals and so on. I have kept to these designations wherever possible in this book.




‘He that will have no trouble in this world must not be born in it.’

Kikuyu proverb
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It was Christmas morning in Mombasa, ninety-five degrees and climbing - and what nine-year-old Jonas Yomo had hoped was a soccer ball under the frosted plastic tree in the living room had, when unwrapped, turned out to be his stepfather’s severed head.

The boy, understandably, was struck dumb with shock. He was now in a bedroom of the first-floor apartment in the island’s Kwakiziwi district, rocking urgently back and forth on his grandmother’s knee while emitting a low, dull moan. His mother, Tabitha, while no longer hysterical, continued to weep silently on the sofa with her head in her father’s lap while he softly stroked her hair and made soothing noises.

Paul Yomo’s head had been placed in a coolbox and was on its way to the morgue in the back of a police patrol car. The remaining shreds of brown paper in which it had been wrapped had been collected and bagged. Eventually, perhaps in a month or two depending on workload and urgency, it would be examined by the police forensics laboratory in Nairobi.

‘What I want to know is what sort of animal could do such a thing, Inspector?’ demanded Brigadier Charles Wako Chatme.

Tabitha Yomo’s father was a tall, broad-chested African of sixty-five, with clipped white hair and a neatly trimmed white moustache. He was the commander of the Kenya Navy dockyard at Mtongwe on the south  shore, and even though he was dressed casually this morning in slacks and sports jacket he still looked every inch the high-ranking naval officer. His question was addressed in the stentorian tones of a man who expected an immediate answer from a subordinate.

Detective Inspector Daniel Jouma of Coast Province CID snapped on a pair of white latex gloves and prodded a suspicious-looking stain on the carpet next to the polyurethane trunk of the Christmas tree.

‘When was the last time you saw your son-in-law, Brigadier?’

‘Last weekend. He and Tabitha came to the house for supper.’

‘And what about you, Mrs Yomo?’

Tabitha blinked her dewy eyes. ‘He left for work as normal the day before Christmas Eve,’ she whispered. ‘It was his last day before the holiday.’

‘How did he appear? Did he seem concerned about anything?’

‘No.’

‘Did he mention if he was in any trouble at all? Had he been threatened by anyone?’

‘No.’

‘Had he ever been threatened to your knowledge?’

‘No!’ Tabitha blurted, and hurried from the room with her hands pressed to her face. Presently, the sound of sobbing came from the bathroom.

‘May I commend you on your tact, Inspector,’ the Brigadier said acidly.

Jouma sighed. ‘In my experience, sir, tact is rarely the most effective way to reach the truth.’

He was wearing the latex gloves because his superior, Superintendent Simba, wanted all scene-of-crime sites to be protected from forensic contamination. It was a futile exercise - the stain on the carpet was dog shit that  had been dragged in on the soles of the attending uniformed constable’s boots.

Jouma looked across at the Brigadier. ‘According to my officer, the . . . item was left on the doorstep,’ he said  tactfully.

‘That is correct.’

‘There was no message attached?’

The Brigadier shook his head.

‘Who found it?’

‘I did. I assumed it was a gift for Jonas. That’s why I placed it under the tree.’

Jouma nodded. Before being wrapped in the brown paper, the head had been carefully swaddled in several protective layers of newspaper, the previous day’s Daily Nation to be precise, presumably to prevent it leaking. It would have looked like a football, especially to an excitable young boy on Christmas morning.

‘Then it could have been intended for your daughter?’

‘It could have been intended for anyone,’ the Brigadier said testily. ‘You should be making enquiries as to whether anyone saw the person who delivered it.’

Jouma stood up, knees crackling. ‘I can assure you that my men are doing their job.’

‘Not that anybody ever sees anything,’ the Brigadier grumbled. ‘People live their lives with their eyes shut.’

The Inspector nodded, thinking that the Brigadier was most probably right. ‘How long has your daughter lived here?’

‘Six months. They moved in after they were married.’

The apartment was spacious by the standards of downtown Mombasa, Jouma thought, and certainly bigger than his own in the adjacent neighbourhood of Makupa. Yet Paul Yomo was a thirty-year-old credit officer earning seven thousand shillings a month. His  wife, two years younger, was a lab technician on half that wage. Even combined and trebled, their salaries could not have afforded a place this size. It had a well-maintained cleanliness that suggested a maid. The furniture was of a good quality, and there was a modern television in the corner of the living room. Six months they had been here? The apartment could only have been a wedding present.

The door opened and the Brigadier’s wife came in. Ellen Wako Chatme was a slim, elegant white woman, as well preserved as her husband. She wore an ankle-length robe made of turquoise silk, with an understated ruby pendant around her neck.

‘He is sleeping,’ she said softly, closing the door behind her.

The Brigadier stood up. ‘A word, Inspector,’ he said.

 



Adjoining the apartment block, separating it from a busy main road, was a small walled garden with a lawn of coarse grass and a couple of well-positioned palms offering shade. Jouma and the Brigadier sat on a wooden bench beneath one of the trees. The Brigadier removed his sports jacket and folded it neatly across his knees. Jouma noted with approval that even the creases in his white, short-sleeved cotton shirt were razor sharp. He appreciated those who took pride in their appearance. There were so few who did these days. The Inspector himself was wearing a blue two-piece suit from Jermyn Street in London, which had cost a great deal of money when new. He was also wearing a tie and his shoes were polished. It cost nothing to make an effort.

‘So - is it him?’ the Brigadier snapped.

Jouma looked up at him. At just five feet five, the Inspector’s head barely reached the Brigadier’s shoulder as they sat together on the bench. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The animal who murdered those other two people? Did he kill Paul?’

‘It is far too early to—’

‘Don’t be coy with me, Inspector Jouma! I am not a fool.’

‘I would never suggest that you were, Brigadier,’ Jouma said. ‘But you must understand that it would be irresponsible to speculate about Paul’s murder just yet.’

The Brigadier harrumphed, but Jouma could see that he saw the point.

‘I read in the newspaper that they are calling this maniac the Headhunter,’ he said presently. ‘That he leaves the heads on display, as if they were trophies.’

Jouma groaned inwardly. ‘I do not write the headlines, Brigadier. And our investigation is ongoing. When I asked your daughter if Paul had any enemies, she seemed to think not. Do you know any different?’

‘Why should I?’

‘Men will sometimes confide to other men things they would not tell their wives.’

‘Paul was a credit officer,’ the Brigadier pointed out. ‘Do credit officers have enemies?’

‘People who are in debt can sometimes resort to desperate measures.’

‘Like cutting off my son-in-law’s head and leaving it on the doorstep on Christmas morning for his boy to find?’ The Brigadier laughed harshly. ‘A person who is that creative should not be in debt, Inspector Jouma.’
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‘And a merry bloody Christmas to you, too!’ Christie the pathologist said grumpily as Jouma entered the autopsy room in the basement of Mombasa Hospital. He was standing over Paul Yomo’s head with a scalpel in one hand and a metal spatula in the other, looking for all the world as if he was about to carve the Christmas turkey.

‘I never associated you with the festive spirit, Mr Christie,’ Jouma said. ‘I thought you would be pleased to be working today.’

Christie, a fittingly cadaverous Englishman with thinning white hair slicked back from a face that rarely saw the sun, gave the Inspector a withering look over the metal autopsy table.

‘Just because you Kenyans can’t be bothered to celebrate Christmas in the traditional manner doesn’t mean the rest of us don’t,’ he said.

‘Mr Yomo’s family were celebrating Christmas in the traditional manner,’ Jouma pointed out. ‘Or at least, that was their intention.’

He thought about the presents under the tree, and how the tree itself had been so carefully laden with tinsel and baubles. He thought about the boy finding the parcel and eagerly ripping it open.

‘Yes, well,’ the pathologist grumbled.


Yes, well, Jouma thought. To think about that would be to run the risk of regarding the head on his autopsy table as having once belonged to a human being - and that was not Christie’s style.

‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’ the pathogist said, abruptly businesslike.

The head was upright, resting on an inch-long stump of neck. The eyes were closed and the mouth was slightly open. Paul Yomo had been a good-looking man, with the strong cheekbones and firm jaw typical of the Kikuyu, Kenya’s dominant tribe; but his cheeks were slightly pitted, like the peel of an orange - the result of teenage acne or chickenpox perhaps - and a small scar cut through the close-cropped goatee beard on his chin. His skin was the colour of ash.

‘Am I to believe that the head was gift-wrapped?’ Christie said.

‘It was not gift-wrapped,’ Jouma corrected him. ‘It was wrapped in plain brown paper.’

But the idea of someone receiving a head for Christmas had clearly captured the pathologist’s imagination. ‘I’ll be damned,’ he said, then shrugged. ‘Still, I suppose it beats slippers.’

‘The head, Mr Christie. If you please.’

‘Well, the first thing to say about it is that it was a good clean cut.’ He made a slicing motion with his hand. ‘Look.’

He gently laid the head on its side, so the transection of the neck was visible. Jouma, a queasy observer at the best of times, felt the room begin to swim as he saw loops and whorls of muscle, circles of bone and gristle, and the holes where the arteries had been cut. It looked, he thought with a shiver, like an uncooked ham.

‘See?’ Christie said. ‘No burring around the edges of the bone, and no striations in the flesh to suggest something mechanical did this. No, this is the result of a single powerful blow with a very sharp implement.’

‘An axe?’ Jouma said hopefully.

‘Axes are notoriously unreliable, old man. It’s the  length of the things, you see? Did you know that it took a professional executioner two attempts to chop off Mary Queen of Scots’s head? And even then it was still attached to the poor old bird’s neck by a length of gristle—’

‘For goodness sake, Mr Christie!’ Jouma exclaimed. ‘Will you please get to the point?’

‘I’d say machete.’

‘Machete?’ His heart sank.

‘’Fraid so,’ Christie said, tapping Paul Yomo’s head with his finger. ‘Of course, you could be in luck. This could be nothing more than your average run-of-the-mill Kenyan decapitation. And of course I won’t be able to confirm anything until I have completed a full and thorough examination.’

‘Of course.’

‘But I have to say straight away that the similarities to the other two cases look more than coincidental. I also hope you realise that you have spoiled my Christmas by calling me in at such short notice.’

Jouma could not imagine anything less cheerful than Christmas at the pathologist’s gloomy bungalow on the north shore, where Christie eked out the solitary hours between shifts in this white-tiled hell.

‘That said, I’ve got rather a nice bottle of sherry in my office,’ Christie said. ‘Gift from the cleaning staff. I could open it - if you happened to be at a loose end, that is.’

The Inspector gaped. Was the misanthropic pathologist being sociable? If so, it would be the first time in the fifteen years the two men had worked together. The Mombasa detective found himself at a loss for words - and in that moment of awkwardness Christie’s shutters came clanging down again.

‘It’s cheap stuff, probably not worth drinking,’ he said, swiping Paul Yomo’s head from the autopsy table and  turning his back to place it in a steel dish on the bench behind him. ‘I’ll do the full examination as soon as possible.’

Jouma opened his mouth to speak, but Christie was already snapping off his gloves as if they were an offending layer of skin. In the few seconds it took to deposit them in a waste basket, all trace of seasonal goodwill had disappeared. The Inspector felt oddly relieved that the old Christie was back. The brief hiatus when the pathologist’s veins were filled with the milk of human kindness had been unsettling in the extreme.

‘Season’s greetings to you, Mr Christie,’ he said, heading for the door.

‘And to you. Oh, and Jouma!’

Jouma turned. ‘Mr Christie?’

‘That friend of yours. The English chap from Flamingo Creek. How is he?’

For a moment Jouma didn’t know who Christie was talking about. In all the excitement he had forgotten all about Jake Moore.

‘I believe he goes home today,’ he said.

‘Really?’ Christie said, impressed. ‘They must breed ’em tough in the north-east of England. After what he went through, that bugger is bloody lucky to be alive.’
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Images. Splintered memories. Or were they hallucinations?

At one point a gull had been circling high above him, narrow white wings outstretched against the blue of the sky to catch the sun’s heat reflected back off the ocean.

Perfect circles in a perfect sky.


A perfect day to die. How easy it would have been just to let the warm water close over his head and sink to the bottom.

 



Jake Moore came awake to the sound of his own head rattling against the passenger window of the Land Rover, as the ancient vehicle careered along the dirt road that ran along the south bank of Flamingo Creek. Its shot suspension offered little protection from the ruts and potholes and its driver couldn’t care less about avoiding them.

Harry Philliskirk squinted at the road ahead from beneath the brim of his baseball cap like some myopic hobgoblin, his long bony nose almost pressed against the grimy windscreen. He uttered a colourful oath as another king-sized crater sent a juddering impact through the Land Rover’s chassis and threatened to jettison both men through the roof.

‘What’s the hurry?’ Jake asked him.

Harry glanced over and frowned with disappointment. ‘I was hoping to get back to the boatyard before you woke up.’

Jake was about to say something, but thought better of it. He had known his business partner long enough to  know that there was logic in there somewhere. Instead, he braced himself for the rigours of the last half-mile of the journey and hoped that he hadn’t survived an assassin’s knife in his belly and six hours floating in the Indian Ocean only to have Harry wrap him around a palm tree.

 



He remembered little of what happened that day in the cockpit of Yellowfin, when a female killer known as the Ghost had tried to murder him. Her preferred method of assassination was to thrust a stiletto blade into the base of her victim’s neck, severing the spinal cord and causing immediate death - and, had Jake not reacted instantly as she ambushed him, smashing the back of his head into her face, it was how he too would have died.

There was nothing he could do about the six inches of steel the Ghost plunged into his guts, though.

He remembered the pain. He would never forget it. Six years ago he had been shot and had felt nothing but a mule-kick impact. The sensation of the Ghost’s blade tearing into his innards was like nothing he could have ever imagined - a ripping, searing agony that literally sucked the breath from his lungs. She had come for him again, face impassive, knowing that he was dying, a predator closing in on its kill. And that was when he had tumbled backwards from the stern rail, because he was damned if he was going to die on his own boat.

 



‘Well, here we are, old boy,’ Harry said. For some reason he seemed almost embarrassed.

The Land Rover came round a bend in the road and there was the boatyard. Except it wasn’t the decrepit flea-pit Jake had last seen six weeks ago. The scummy breezeblock walls of the workshop had been given a lick of whitewash and the corrugated-iron roof had been scoured of the accretions of five years’ unchecked  vegetation, rust, and bird and monkey shit. The words  Britannia Fishing Trips Ltd had been carefully stencilled on the metal in three-foot-high red-painted letters.

‘Christ,’ Jake said.

A banner had been tied between two trees and someone had daubed Welcome Home Jake on it using the same paint as they’d used on the workshop roof. There were clusters of balloons hanging limply from the branches. And as they drew nearer Jake saw there were people gathered in the yard.

‘Harry—’

‘Suki Lo insisted,’ his business partner said hurriedly.

Suki Lo owned a bar three hundred yards further along the creek road. She was a diminutive Malay with teeth like rotten wooden pegs and now she was coming across to the Land Rover with a bottle of Jack Daniel’s raised above her head and a smile on her face that looked like the gates of hell.

‘Honey boy!’ she squawked, flinging herself at Jake as he gingerly climbed down from the cab. ‘I so fuckin’ please to see you!’

‘Easy, Suki,’ he winced, fending her off the way he might discourage an over-excited puppy. ‘I don’t want to burst my stitches.’

‘You know I came visit you,’ Suki said earnestly. ‘In the hospital. Many times.’

‘Harry told me.’

‘They tell Suki you gonna die. I say, “Not Jakey! Not my brave boy! He no fuckin’ die!”’

The narrow slits of her eyes filled with tears. She was looking at him, and he knew it was not a pleasant sight. Jake had gone into hospital with the build of a six-foot, fifteen-stone rugby player; he had come out of it looking like a survivor from a Japanese POW camp, cheeks sunken, muscles wasted away, eyes hollow.

‘Well, I didn’t die, Suki. Now what’s all this?’

He stooped to kiss the top of her head and glanced across at the small crowd gathered outside the workshop. He smiled to himself. The grizzled clientele of Suki’s bar, mostly game-boat skippers and mechanics, never looked comfortable out of their natural habitat. Most of them looked like they were still suffering from the night before. In fact, they looked, Jake thought, as if they were the ones who had spent six weeks at death’s door, not him.

‘Amazing what the promise of free booze can achieve,’ Harry said cheerfully, coming round from the driver’s side. ‘Although, believe it or not, one or two of them were concerned about your welfare.’

‘I probably owed them money,’ Jake said. He walked towards the workshop, grimacing again at the sharp pain in his abdomen whenever he moved too quickly. Then he stopped.

Something was not right.

Looking across towards the wooden jetty and the sluggish brown water of the creek, it took him a few moments to realise what it was.

‘Where’s Yellowfin, Harry?’
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When Jouma married his wife Winifred, her bridal price was set at thirty-five cows and two dozen goats. This was high, very nearly exorbitant - but then Winifred was a beautiful girl and her father was a village elder who knew how to strike a hard bargain.

‘You had better provide me with strong grandsons, Daniel,’ Jouma’s father had muttered after emerging from the negotiations. In order to have his son marry the elder’s daughter, he had just agreed to hand over a quarter of his herd.

Times had changed in the thirty years that had passed since that day. In fact, sometimes Jouma thought that his marriage to Winifred was the only stable factor in a world that had gone steadily insane. And if their union had failed to produce the grandchildren his father had longed for, Jouma still looked at his wife each morning across the breakfast table and wished that the old man was still alive to see that his investment had indeed been a bargain.

Paul and Tabitha Yomo had been married six months earlier in a Roman Catholic service at the Holy Ghost Cathedral in central Mombasa. It was a grand affair, as befitted such a prestigious venue. There were over a hundred guests gathered for the official photograph taken on the steps outside the vast whitewashed edifice on Nyerere Avenue. It was, Jouma thought as he held the silver frame, like a photograph from the society magazines the switchboard operators at police headquarters were always reading: the bride in a stunning  white dress, the groom in a pale-pink morning suit, Brigadier Charles Wako Chatme resplendent in his naval dress uniform, his wife Ellen like some exotic bird of paradise with multicoloured plumage sprouting from her wide-brimmed hat.

And there was Jonas. The boy looked awkward in a suit and a wing-collar shirt that looked three sizes too big for his thin neck. He was holding hands with the man who had just become his stepfather, smiling shyly at the camera.

‘Jonas was Paul’s best man,’ Ellen said sadly, staring at the photograph from behind Jouma’s elbow. He hurriedly replaced it on the mantelpiece. ‘Paul thought the world of him.’

They were in the lounge of the Wako Chatmes’ villa in the prosperous north shore suburb of Nyali, where Tabitha and Jonas had been moved after the horrors of Christmas morning in Kwakiziwi. A cool sea breeze was blowing through open French windows that led out to a large well-tended garden.

‘I have heard that children sometimes find it hard to bond with their step-parents,’ Jouma said.

Ellen sashayed across to an ox-blood leather sofa and sat down. ‘Paul and Jonas were thick as thieves the moment they met.’ She smiled sadly.

‘Where is the boy now?’

‘Charles has taken him to the dockyard to look at the ships. We thought it best to try to take his mind off things.’

Jouma cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Wako Chatme—’

‘Ellen, please.’

‘Is there any reason you know why someone might want Paul dead?’

She thought for a moment. ‘Paul was simply wonderful, ’ she said.

It was no answer - but then, ever since she had let him over the threshold, the Brigadier’s wife had proved expert at deflecting Jouma’s questions. She did it with the deftest of touches, of course, just enough to set them off on a different and less turbulent course - but it was just as effective as if she’d answered him with silence.

Jouma sighed. It was not even Ellen he wanted to talk to. But in the few short hours since he had last seen Tabitha at the apartment, the girl’s parents had formed a seamless protective barrier around their daughter. And if the Brigadier was an immovable object, then his wife was an irrestistible force.

Tabitha, she told him, was resting in her room. The girl was still devastated by what had happened and was not receiving visitors. However, Ellen was sure that, when the time was right, she would answer any of his questions. Meanwhile, was there anything she could help him with?

Jouma had tried.

How did Paul and Tabitha meet?

At a church social function.

Did Paul ever talk about his past? His background?

Paul was a very private person. But I believe he was brought up in the Rift Valley. He came to Mombasa to study at the polytechnic.

You never thought to find out more about your prospective son-in-law?

We did not hire private detectives, if that is what you mean!

Did he have family?

His parents sadly died a few years ago. He was an only child.

Did Tabitha ever mention any concerns she might have had about Paul?

No.

Did you and your husband set them up at their apartment in Kwakiziwi?

Are you married, Inspector? Then you will know how difficult it can be for a newly wed couple to get their feet on the ladder.

What of Jonas’s natural father—?

‘Young girls are impulsive, Inspector. They often do things that later they regret. Lord knows I did! Now, would you care for some more tea?’

Jouma felt he had been worked over in the boxing ring by a professional fighter whose fists were too fast to see. He was astonished to see by the brass submarine clock on the wall that he had been there for an hour. It seemed that time flew when you were achieving absolutely nothing.
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Jake was sitting on the jetty, looking out at Flamingo Creek. The last of Suki’s regulars had tottered away and, although he appreciated the sentiment, he was glad to see the back of them. As far as he was concerned allowing yourself to get knifed in the guts was no cause for celebration, even if you had lived to tell the tale.

Harry knew it too, because he had learned to read his partner’s moods as surely as if they were an old married couple. Running a seat-of-your-pants concern like Britannia Fishing Trips Ltd every day for five years had that effect. And he could tell that more than anything Jake was pining for his boat.

‘Where’s Yellowfin?’

Those had been his first words after he woke from his coma in the intensive care unit of Mombasa General. He had undergone sixteen hours of surgery during which his heart had stopped four times. Even the surgeons who had rebuilt his shredded innards said they were amazed he had pulled through. But then they were astonished Jake was still alive when he’d been hauled from the Indian Ocean by a passing dhow after six hours in the water. They reasoned the cold water, coupled with the relatively narrow entry wound caused by the stiletto blade, had helped staunch the bleeding.

But the main reason the Englishman was still alive was his sheer determination not to die.

‘I’ve just been in touch on the ship-to-shore,’ Harry said, sitting down beside Jake in his canvas director’s  chair. ‘Ralphie says he’s just about to turn into the creek.’

‘Does he know to drop Sammy at Jalawi?’

Harry nodded.

‘Five minutes, then.’

Jake fixed his gaze at the headland downriver where  Yellowfin would shortly appear. He looked, Harry thought, like an anxious parent waiting for his child to return from its first sleepover.

The murderous bitch who stabbed Jake had hijacked the thirty-footer and sailed her north up the coast and dumped her in a backwater half a mile up the Sabaki Estuary. It was fortunate indeed that Yellowfin had been spotted by a passing skipper from nearby Malindi who recognised the name; little short of miraculous that the boat had not been stripped to the bare bones by opportunist local scavengers. As for the Ghost - well, she was still out there, somewhere. And despite the lame reassurances of the FBI agents on her tail, Jake knew they would never find her. Not unless she broke cover to finish what she had started, in which case he was a dead man. For now all he could do was try to put that thought out of his mind. He had not clung to life only to spend the rest of it looking over his shoulder.

‘Here she comes,’ Harry shouted. ‘We gave her a damn good clean-up and a lick of paint where required. I think you’ll approve.’

As Yellowfin’s familiar lines materialised around the headland, Jake stood. His heart was pounding because Harry was right - his boat seemed to shimmer in the sun. She was beautiful.


Fifty yards out from the jetty, the boat performed a brisk about-turn so that she faced downriver. A pot-bellied figure emerged from the shade of the flying bridge tarpaulin and climbed down the metal connecting  ladder to the cockpit on hairy white legs. As Jake watched, he teetered along the starboard rail to the prow and secured the boat to a mooring post that jutted from the water. Also attached to the post was a single-engine launch. The man jumped down into it with a heavy thump, started the motor and guided the launch towards the jetty.

‘So that’s the legendary Ralphie, is it?’

‘That’s him all right,’ Harry said, looking oddly sheepish. ‘My big brother.’

Jake shook his head. ‘Two Philliskirks on one continent. God help us all.’
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Twelve hours after its discovery, Paul Yomo’s head remained, literally, on ice at the Mombasa Hospital morgue.

‘We’ve been having some problems with the generator that powers the refrigerators,’ Christie said grumpily. ‘The bloody thing cut out entirely for two hours today while every bugger was out at lunch. By the time we managed to get some ice shipped in from the dhow harbour, a number of our longer-term residents had passed their sell-by date. We had no choice but to cremate them before they stank the place out.’

‘I hope the head survived your meltdown, Mr Christie,’ Jouma said, shivering against the pervasive chill.

The pathologist grinned. ‘That’s where the gods smiled on you, Jouma.’

He led the Inspector past the rows of metal lockers containing the remaining cadavers and into a small galley kitchen near to the autopsy room. He opened a mini-fridge on the counter next to the kettle and Jouma recoiled when he saw Paul Yomo’s head inside.

‘This is where we normally keep the milk and the butter,’ Christie explained. ‘But as soon as the generator went on the blink I thought it prudent to put our friend in here for safekeeping.’

He reached inside and carefully removed the head. It was resting face up on its metal dish, the skin and the exposed stump covered in a fine layer of frost.

‘If it wasn’t for all the palaver over the generator I  would have expected to have had it boiled down by now. As it is, I’ve only just finished my general examination. Can I get you a cup of tea, Jouma?’

Jouma looked at him, appalled. ‘No - no, thank you. I would rather know your conclusions.’

‘My initial examination was pretty much on the money,’ Christie said. ‘The neck was severed with a single blow from a sharp implement. An extremely sharp  implement. And again, I would emphasise the unusually clean nature of the blow. Clean as a whistle.’

‘The same as the others,’ Jouma muttered.

Christie’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not quite.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, it may be nothing - but you will recall that, with the first two heads, the damage to the cervical vertebrae suggested a left-to-right blow.’ He made a horizontal movement with his hand, then gestured at the head on the table. ‘This, on the other hand, shows evidence of frontal splintering. In other words, Jouma, the blow was front-to-back.’

‘Is that important?’

‘That all depends on whether you regard how the killer despatches his victims to be important,’ Christie said. ‘It strikes me as odd that he should change his  modus operandi. I would have thought any self-respecting serial killer would have been extremely protective of his methods. His signature, if you like. But then again, it may be nothing.’

‘You’re saying someone else killed Paul Yomo? That there’s a copycat out there?’

‘I’m saying nothing of the sort, Jouma,’ Christie retorted. ‘That’s your job.’


Yes, Jouma thought, it was. Which was why, right now, his spirits were sagging. One machete-wielding maniac was bad enough in Mombasa - but two?

‘Chin up, old man,’ Christie said. ‘At least it’ll keep you busy.’

Jouma nodded. ‘That is what concerns me. I had hoped Paul Yomo might lead me to the Headhunter - now I just hope it was the Headhunter who killed him.’




II
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‘You know,’ Jake said, ‘all those weeks I spent in hospital, the only thing I could think of was a 16oz sirloin steak, medium rare, cooked to perfection, the blood bubbling out of it as I stuck my fork in it. And beer - ice-cold beer in a fucking great schooner glass, with the sides all misted up with condensation. And now,’ he sighed glumly, ‘I’m sitting here at last with my steak and my beer, and I can’t face either of them.’

Jouma looked at him sorrowfully. ‘I expect it is natural to experience a loss of appetite, my friend,’ he said. ‘Do not forget that your internal organs have been through a great deal of trauma. Here - would you care for some chickpeas?’

The two men were having lunch at their favourite Algerian café down by the dhow harbour in Mombasa. It was the first time they had met since Jake had been discharged from hospital and Jouma was shocked at how much weight his friend had lost. He couldn’t help thinking that the Englishman looked like he’d been released from a prisoner of war camp instead of a hospital ward.

‘I know what you’re thinking, Inspector,’ Jake said, and Jouma realised to his embarrassment that he had been staring. ‘And you’re right. I look like shit.’

Jouma winced at the term. ‘You are lucky to be alive, my friend,’ he reminded him.

Jake prodded his steak unconvincingly. ‘Yeah, well—’

‘It will be difficult to readjust.’

‘I was trying to remember what it was like after I was shot back in England, how I felt after I got out of the hospital, because I’m sure it was never like this. I feel - I dunno - pointless? Someone else is driving my boat, I’m getting on Harry’s nerves, and, well, I’ve got nothing to do all day except hang around the boatyard like a spare prick at a wedding.’ He shook his head. ‘Christ, I’m sorry, Inspector. The last thing you need right now is a wet blanket crying over your chickpeas.’

Jouma smiled and poured himself a glass of water. ‘Believe me, Jake, your human frailty makes a refreshing change. Lately I have been thinking that the world has gone mad.’

‘The Headhunter, right?’

‘Not a term I prefer to use, but an accurate one, nevertheless.’

‘I read the papers,’ Jake said. ‘The guy sounds like a 24-carat nutcase. Do you have a link between the victims?’

‘No. Apart from the fact that they were all male, of course.’

‘You think that’s important?’

‘Possibly. But I have no idea why. It really is most baffling.’

‘Serial killers don’t always think like you or me, Inspector,’ Jake pointed out. ‘Dennis Nilsen killed fifteen men, most of whom he just picked up in bars or off the street. There was no motive, no link - nothing that would make sense to any sane person, at least. Nilsen told the police he couldn’t even remember killing them.’

‘How did they catch him?’

‘He chopped up the bodies and flushed the pieces down the toilet. Unfortunately for him, they ended up blocking the drains.’

Jouma stared balefully at his plate of chickpeas and decided he no longer wanted them. ‘Fifteen, you say?’

‘There were probably more. Nilsen wasn’t a fastidious record-keeper.’

‘My God.’

‘Yeah. So right now your Headhunter wouldn’t even get a mention in the Psycho Hall of Fame.’

‘For some reason I do not find that reassuring, Jake.’

Faisal, the pot-bellied café owner, came out and stared quizzically at their untouched plates.

‘Something wrong with your food?’ he demanded.

‘I’m sure it’s fantastic as always, Faisal,’ Jake said. ‘But I’m just not hungry.’

Jouma nodded. ‘I, too, have lost my appetite, Faisal.’

Faisal swept up the plates with a single dismissive movement. ‘Maybe you prefer Tamarind?’ he said sniffily, gesturing at the north shore and the popular restaurant situated on the headland. He strutted back into the kitchens before they could reply.

Jouma watched him go. ‘I suppose all problems are relative. It would be nice to be running a café instead of a murder investigation.’

‘Don’t be fooled,’ Jake said. ‘I came to Kenya for the quiet life - and look what happened.’

For a moment the two men fell silent. Lunch had been a pleasant interlude - but it had served only to remind them of the sour realities that existed beyond Faisal’s café.

 



That morning, Jouma had risen early, kissed his wife and set off across town in his ancient Fiat Panda to the heart of Mombasa’s commercial district. It was quiet; many of the European-owned businesses were shut for the Christmas holidays - but there was still enough traffic on the main thoroughfares to make a journey of less than three miles last thirty minutes.

Paul Yomo worked for a company called Exciting Prospects Credit Agency. Its office was above a launderette on the first floor of a crumbling concrete building in Kombo Street. The name was written beneath a buzzer connected to a door at street level and in peeling stencil along the window above. As he stared up from the pavement, Jouma saw a shadow move across the ceiling tiles. Ignoring the buzzer, he pushed open the door and climbed a flight of steps.

At the top of the stairs was another door with two plastic chairs outside. Jouma turned the handle and went in. There was a wooden counter with a bell. Behind it was a room with three desks and a number of filing cabinets. A large poster had been thumb-tacked to the back wall. It showed a young African couple standing in front of a new three-bedroomed house. A smiling man in a smart suit was handing them a set of keys. Unlock Your Dreams it said in bold letters underneath.


And pay them off at forty per cent interest for the rest of your life, Jouma thought uncharitably. He struck the bell with his palm.

A woman was standing at one of the filing cabinets with her back to him. A dark skirt and blouse strained against her hefty build. ‘We are closed,’ she said without turning.

‘My name is Inspector Daniel Jouma of Coast Province CID.’

The woman slammed shut the cabinet door so quickly she risked jamming her fingers. ‘Police?’ she said. She had piggy little features that seemed out of proportion with the rest of her face.

‘And you are?’

‘Mrs Judith Ogalo. I am the office manager.’ She smiled unconvincingly. ‘How may I be of assistance?’

‘You have an employee named Paul Yomo?’

‘That is correct.’

‘I regret to inform you that he is dead.’

Mrs Ogalo blinked again. ‘Dead?’

‘He was murdered sometime between December 24 and 25.’

When he told her how, Mrs Ogalo made a strange noise in the back of her throat and began to list ominously to one side. Jouma lifted the counter hatch and hurried across. He manhandled her into a chair just as she was about to smash into one of the desks.

She looked at him. ‘Beheaded, you say?’ she said weakly.

‘That is correct.’

Her eyes widened. ‘You don’t think—?’


So she had obviously heard about the Headhunter. But who hadn’t? The ghoul was rapidly becoming a national celebrity.

Jouma fetched her a cup of water from a cooler in one corner of the office. An electric fan on one of the filing cabinets stirred the sluggish air. He put it on the desk and aimed it at her.

‘How long had Mr Yomo worked here, Mrs Ogalo?’

‘Eighteen months.’

She explained that Paul Yomo’s official job title was Senior Credit Analyst. What that meant in practice was that he sifted through the piles of loan applications, selected the most promising - or rather the least risky - then passed them on to Mrs Ogalo for final approval.

‘May I see his desk?’

It was scrupulously tidy. Pens and pencils were stored in plastic tidies, paperwork neatly stacked in trays. There was a photograph of his wife and stepson in a wooden frame. They were smiling. Jouma opened the drawers. They contained fresh notepads, boxes of staples, erasers and unused loan application forms. There was also a  cheap, leather-effect diary. The detective checked to see that Mrs Ogalo was not looking and quickly skimmed its pages. Like most diaries, Paul Yomo’s had started out in January full of good intentions - appointments, birthdays, anniversaries all dutifully logged. But by March the entries had almost completely dried up, and from May onwards it was empty. He replaced it and closed the drawer.
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