
[image: image]


The Gooseberry Fool


ALSO BY JAMES McCLURE

 

The Steam Pig
The Caterpillar Cop
Snake


[image: image]


 

 

 

Copyright © 1974 by James McClure.
All rights reserved

First published in the United States in 1976 by Harper & Row, Publishers, Inc.

This edition published in 2010 by
Soho Press, Inc.
853 Broadway
New York, NY 10003

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
McClure, James, 1939-2006.
The gooseberry fool / James McClure.
     p. cm.
ISBN 978-1-56947-943-8
eISBN 978-1-56947-944-7
I.Title.
PZ4.M12647Go [PR9369.3.M3]
813’.5’4                          73-14317

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1


 

 

 


To Frances





 

 

To play old gooseberry, to act as chaperon, play propriety, for a pair of lovers; to make havoc.

The Oxford English Dictionary




Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14


1

HUGO SWART ENTERED purgatory just after nine o’clock on the hottest night of the year. It came as a complete surprise to him, as it did to his several acquaintances, who, knowing him for a pious young bachelor, were unable to reconcile this with the thought of his brutal murder.

His surprise, however, was of a different order—owing nothing to assumption and everything to sudden agony as real as the improvised weapon with which it was inflicted. And in his final flare of consciousness, he acknowledged an inexplicable oversight.

This had been to presume that once inside his house, with the front door bolted and the back door locked, he was alone. He really should have considered the possibility of an intruder stealing in while he was away at Mass. Even just made the routine check carried out by any householder upon arrival home, let alone a man in his circumstances. Then he might have noticed a shadow flinch as he tossed his Missal across the darkened study onto his desk. But he did not. Nor did he actually go into the study, pausing only at the door.

Instead, with much that was pleasing on his mind, he went straight on through to the kitchen, humming to himself. His African servant had left the light burning in the ceiling and his dinner burning in the oven. The sharp smell of the ruined steak registered immediately, yet the only thought he gave to it was to switch off the stove. Thirst, rather than hunger, was his dominant drive.

He opened the refrigerator door and found everything he needed for a long, very cold drink. Vodka was his choice, for he believed it left the breath untainted—vodka and orange and plenty of ice. The simple procedure totally absorbed him.

He measured out the spirit first, returning the bottle to its hiding place in the vegetable tray. Next came two fingers of fruit juice from a can, then three ice cubes, and finally a topping of chilled water. Instantly the tall glass frosted over and droplets began to wriggle down its thin sides. For it to be really cold, however, he had to wait until the ice did a little of its work.

So he turned on the radio over by the kettle and caught the news bulletin. December 23 had been the hottest day of the year, according to the South African Weather Bureau, which was not news to anyone. But they were right in making the heat wave the first item; there was an undeniable satisfaction in being part of the news oneself for a change, to know precisely how severe an ordeal it had been, to feel—however modestly—a survivor.

On every level, survival was dear to Hugo Swart, as it is to any man who anticipates a bright new future.

The idiot kettle began to boil. He thought at first that the sound, an odd wheeze, came from behind him, then noticed the air shimmering above the spout—it was altogether too hot and humid for steam to show. Of course. The kettle and the radio shared the same wall socket; switching them both on at once was a mistake he had made many times. And sure enough, after a moment’s silence, the kettle gurgled and threatened to melt its element if more water was not swiftly added. That damn black baboon never left the thing properly filled. All it needed, though, was a sharp tug on the cord.

He gave it one and then took off his lightweight jacket, wishing he had done so ten minutes earlier, and dumped it on the drain-board.

By now the main news was over and the regional summary under way. It disclosed that the maximum temperature in Trekkersburg itself had soared to a record 112 degrees Fahrenheit.

“In the shade,” the announcer added.

To which Hugo Swart, impatient with such pedantry, retorted aloud, “Jesus wept!”

His last words.

He dithered for a moment over his drink, then decided to increase the pleasure by prolonging the wait.

So he refilled the ice tray at the tap and put it back in the refrigerator. He closed the refrigerator door. He opened it and closed it again, musing. As children, he and his sister had once argued bitterly over whether the light in their stepmother’s General Electric went out when the door was shut. The inspiration for this had been the claim of a fanciful friend who swore that a fairy, a sort of enslaved Jack Frost, lived on the inside, ready to douse the light the instant it was no longer needed. This was plainly a lot of rubbish, but posed a question nonetheless. He had held it was only logical that the light should go out, while his sister—who had sweets he wanted to share—perversely challenged him to prove it did not, in fact, stay on. Naturally, he was unable to do this, and ended up paying lip service to her irrational viewpoint. He knew that the light must go out, but it was as pointless an argument as that between an atheist and a priest debating the immortality of the soul: in both cases, nothing could be satisfactorily settled this side of the door.

Hugo Swart laughed softly. There was some truth in this talk of formative years. What he himself had learned was the practice of adopting whatever belief best served his own ends at any particular time. And it seemed to be working out very satisfactorily in this particular instance. Yes, sir.

His drink was ready. The ice cubes were half their size, and a wet ring was forming on the breakfast table. This had certainly been a moment worth waiting for, yet he decided on one further delay: a toast to his benefactors.

With the glass raised high, he turned to the window in the hope of seeing himself there in a comically cynical pose against the night. Unfortunately, the Venetian blinds were down and he could see nothing.

Even less than he supposed.

For, as he brought the lip of the glass to meet his own, somebody struck him from behind with a steak knife. This first blow caught him on the left shoulder blade, skittered across the flat bone, and snagged between two vertebrae. Such was the violence of the blow, its force was transmitted to the extremities and the glass flew, untouched, from his hand. He saw it shatter and felt the terrible pain.

Strangely, he just stood there—hating the thought of waste, wondering what could conceivably be happening to him, noting that the next program would be a short interlude of chamber music. It startled him to finally realize there was someone else in the room, someone who wheezed when he breathed and must hate him very much.

That was his first surprise. There were others.

He staggered into a turn, grabbing at a fork that lay at the place set for his late supper. But he missed and never got to identify his assailant either. Before he could raise his reeling head, he was blind with his own blood—a wild slash with the knife having opened up the puffiness beneath his eyebrows.

On the cello’s introductory note came the punched stab to the chest that knocked him back against the table. It was no good; all he could do was allow himself to sprawl onto the broken glass and try to think of something to say. Like Hail Mary.

Then, in the two beats of silence that followed, artfully contrived by the composer to key listeners for a bright gush of vital sound, Hugo Swart had his Adam’s apple cored, and bled swiftly to death.

Lasting just long enough to hear his hearing aid being crushed underfoot—and then to reflect on what a fool he had been.


2

LIEUTENANT TROMP KRAMER of the Trekkersburg Murder Squad sat alone in the third-floor lavatory and wondered if anyone would be giving him a birthday present. He was stark naked and held in his right hand a crumple of paper.

Man, it was hot. So hot it did things to the mind. His own had spent the day preoccupied with thoughts chill and sparkling and as far removed from homicide as a swimming pool from an acid bath. It had also evolved some extraordinary theories that had nothing to do with work either; such as a notion that the sun, having drawn up close, was watching, like a boy with a magnifying glass, its brightness burn holes in the map. If this was not the way it was, it was the way it felt—particularly in a hole like Trekkersburg. Right then he hated the skew hook behind the door and hated the backs of his knees, which he found impossible to press against the cool porcelain pedestal.

The outer door squeaked open on its spring and slammed back. The tap at the basin was turned on and left to run in the vain hope its tepid flow would give way to cold water. Meanwhile, he of the sanguinary disposition performed an ashes-to-ashes routine with what sounded like a gallon of bleached Coke aimed at the wall.

Kramer frowned, displeased by this intrusion on his privacy. He determined not to invite any exchange, not as much as a hearty vulgarity by way of greeting, and remained very still. He was also careful to make no sound. Not even when knuckles rapped perfunctorily at about the height his clothes were hanging. Which was really a pity, because after the door had squeaked and slammed a second time, the lights were switched out.

Bugger. Now it was not only bloody hot but pitch bloody dark as well, and that put paid to the reading matter he had brought with him. He drew breath sharply. Another mistake, for it was like inhaling cheroot smoke on a dark night: dry, stifling, and nasty. Ah, well, this was where his self-indulgent little schemes usually landed him—right where he was perched. Back in his stuffy cupboard of an office, with its tease of a telephone and a queue of half-wits wanting their noses wiped, the idea of a trip down the passage had seemed a master stroke of contingency planning. For a full ten minutes before leaving his chair, he had savored the thought of stripping off and sitting undisturbed, emptying an occasional mugful from the cistern down his front when the mood took him. Yet another ten minutes later, it was plain this was not to be.

Bugger.

He stood up, bent over, pushed the paper between his lapels and into his jacket pocket, then began to dress. The absurdity of convention in such a climate, however temporarily extreme, was stressed once more as the warmth of his shirt, slacks, and socks, imperceptible on a winter’s morning, engulfed him. His shoes, which had wandered off behind the brush container, seemed damp within and his toes enjoyed this. But his purple tie tightened like a tourniquet.

Done. The tedium of life—and death, for that matter—could begin again. With a pull on the chain for appearances’ sake, an old habit he had never been able to lack, he unbolted the door and felt his way out into the passage—catching Colonel Muller with his finger on the light switch.

“Still here, Kramer?”

“Sir.”

“Excitement too much for you, hey?”

“Always is, sir. But I’m on my way right now, never worry.”

“Kramer.”

“Sir?”

“You’re the one with the worries. I’m off to the Free State over Christmas, and your old mate Colonel Du Plessis is taking charge.”

Kramer mouthed a short word.

“Just what I had in mind,” said the Colonel, grinning, as he disappeared through the door.

Like the good little Kaffir he was, Bantu Detective Sergeant Mickey Zondi had the Chevrolet waiting, its passenger door hanging open, right outside the main entrance to the CID building.

“You’re bloody keen,” grunted Kramer, sliding in beside him. How the hell Zondi managed to stay alive in that buttoned-up suit was more than he could imagine, wog or no wog. It must have been ten degrees hotter in there. Still, it did a lot for his image.

Zondi smiled, licking away a sting of saltiness from his upper lip. His expression was parboiled boredom, his face bright with sweat streaks. He started the engine, then teased the car against the hand brake. He needed directions.

“The note I had said the address was 40-something Sunderland Avenue,” Kramer responded, digging into his jacket pocket. “No time to read it properly. That’s right, 44.”

It takes a lot to make tires screech on soft asphalt, but Zondi achieved this with a U-turn only he saw happen. In seconds, air was rushing in through the side vents so fast Kramer’s eyeballs dried up.

He blinked casually and said, “I get the free funeral, you mad bastard. Remember that.”

“Better,” sighed Zondi, easing off for the traffic lights ahead. He stuck his right hand out of the window to funnel the false breeze up his sleeve.

“The note,” Kramer began, his tone didactic, “the note says that the deceased is one Hugo Swart, aged thirty-three, a bachelor. He lived alone, worked for the provincial administration as a draftsman, and was a big churchgoer.”

Zondi clicked his tongue.

“Multiple stab wounds—can mean anything. Last seen alive eight-thirty.”

“By, boss?”

“By his priest, Father Lawrence, leaving the church. Same priest discovered the body when he came round about nine-thirty to discuss something or other. Steak knife; no fingerprints.”

“Where was this body?”

“In the kitchen. Don’t ask me how the priest got in. I don’t know yet.”

“Boss Swart was a Catholic? The Roman Danger?”

“Not everybody’s Dutch Reformed who’s got an Afrikaner name, man.”

Zondi gave Kramer an impertinent sideways look and, fending the half punch neatly, took off on a show of green. His master was, at most, nonconforming agnostic.

“Any suspects, boss?”

“Local station say it must have been a Bantu intruder. They would; their bloody answer to everything. But I suppose they could be right. When last did anything really happen in this dump?”

“When the elephants lived here, I think.”

“Too right. Stop if you see a tearoom that’s open.”

There was a late-night cafe a few blocks farther on, and Kramer had him buy them each an ice lollipop.

“I’ll have the chocolate one,” he said, when Zondi got back into the car. “Can’t have you turning into a bloody cannibal or something.”

These delicacies went down very well, lasting all the way out of the city, across the national road, and into the southern suburb of Skaapvlei. They ditched the sticks as Sunderland Avenue, lined by the ubiquitous jacaranda tree, twitched off to the left.

Just the name of the street would have been enough. Zondi had no need to check the house numbers; the address they sought was clearly indicated by an assortment of vehicles, ranging from the District Surgeon’s Pontiac down to the mortuary van and two bicycles, parked haphazardly outside.

There was also a crowd of servants on the far pavement, whispering and giggling behind cupped hands—and a few whites who had suddenly decided to walk the dog themselves. Things that only happen in films get all the extras they can use.

Before the Chevrolet had completely stopped, Kramer was out and standing, thumbs hooked in hip pockets, looking the crowd over. He was careful how he did it, as somebody there might have something useful to say. Later on, that was. First he had to inspect the scene of the crime itself and get his bearings. So Kramer swiveled around to take in what the exterior of number 44 had to offer, nodding to Zondi to proceed as he did so.

The bungalow was the runt in a long line of handsome houses. Each of them had been born of a separate, conscious act of creation—of that blessed union between boom wealth and architectural talent which, because money is a dominate gene, invariably produces a brainchild as individual as its sire. That there were duplications of basic styles—Spanish colonial, early Cape Dutch, Californian aerodynamic, and restaurant Tudor—only went to show that nobody is quite the individual he believes himself to be. There was, however, nothing of the single-litter look of a speculator’s estate about them, even where the bungalow was concerned. Doubtless its stunted growth had been the result of some nasty fright during gestation, perhaps a bull running wild in the stock exchange. Poor little sod, for it was plain that, had it risen another floor, then its roof would not have seemed so unnaturally large, nor its truncated Doric pilasters so stumpy. How out of place it must have felt, and yet quite unable to mix in any other company.

As a choice of abode, the bungalow was something else—unusual, to say the least, for a single man, and a humble civil servant at that, Kramer expected the first stirrings within him of interest in the case. None occurred.

He walked over to the other side of the road and stopped.

Instead there was this awareness that in some strange way he despised himself. Despised himself as he would a jaded Don Juan moving compulsively toward another whorehouse, another stranger’s body, another act of professional intimacy, another striving to climax and release, all without feeling a thing. Not a damn thing. Just feeding a lust, then walking away again. Back past the loungers waiting outside, ready to grab you, eager to know what you knew and what you had done, too afraid to do it themselves, yet yearning. And how weary a bugger felt even before it began.

“Jesus, I need a holiday,” he muttered, striding forward. Slowing down when he saw Sergeant Van der Poel, mincing, God help him, down the path with his right hand extended in greeting.

“That you, sir, Lieutenant?”

“It is, old mate.”

“Thought so, sir. Knew you straightaway. Said to my constable that it was you who had arrived and it was.”

Already the stupid bugger was finding a lot to say about nothing. Liked the sound of his own oily voice, did Van der Poel. Loved himself from cap to toecap, he did, which must have made his arse alone think it was something pretty special. Funny life for an arse that must be.

“Anything the matter, sir?”

There was: Kramer distrusted vain men. And vanity was all too apparent in the wavy locks slicked to cover a bald spot, in the uniform tailored to fit like a condom, in the Errol Flynn mustache trimmed to the brink of extinction above cupid’s-bow lips.

“What’s with your shoes, Van der Poel?”

“Pardon, sir?”

“You’re walking like a bloody pimp.”

How very satisfying this remark proved: it put things in perspective for both of them without wasted breath.

“This way, Lieutenant Kramer.”

“Ta, old mate.”

Inside the house, people were in every room and more especially the kitchen. Kramer ordered them all out with the exception of the priest, Father Lawrence, and the District Surgeon, Dr. Christiaan Strydom.

“Now we can get down to business,” he said, crouching to inspect the corpse. The sequence of the wounds was self-evident, requiring no explanation from Strydom. First the stab in the back, then the follow-up in the chest, and the one in the throat. There was another, smaller cut above the eyes.

“Mixing himself a drink when some bloke got him from behind,” he concluded.

“That’s how I see it,” Strydom concurred.

“Been here long?”

“I can be pretty sure about this one,” Strydom replied. “His temp and other factors give us nine-fifteen as the time of death.”

“I see. What time did you get here, Reverend?”

Father Lawrence looked up from his seat by the door.

For a man whose business was preparing for death, he was woefully unprepared for this one. His voice shook.

“I—I arrived at the house at nine-twenty, Lieutenant. I know this was ten minutes earlier than expected, but there are so few people to see in hospital at this time of year—Christmas, you know.”

“I know,” said Kramer.

“Sorry. Well, I didn’t think—er—think Hugo would mind, and came up and knocked. I waited and no answer. We had an appointment at nine-thirty to make final arrangements for Midnight Mass. He was to have organized transport for our older parishioners living on their own, you know.”

This time Kramer did not know but simply gave up.

“Then what?” coaxed Strydom gently.

“It was very odd, that’s what I thought. Hugo always so punctual—and his car in the drive. I don’t know why, but I gave the door a little push and it opened.”

“Time, Reverend?”

“I must confess I didn’t look at my watch, but only a minute or so had gone by. I called out and didn’t get an answer. The radio was on; I could hear classical music of some kind. I called again, louder. Gave another knock. Hugo was, of course, extremely hard of hearing, Lieutenant.”

“Deaf, you mean?”

“Very largely, but bore his cross with great courage. It’s sad enough when you’re born like that, but to have it happen to you in your prime is very different, much harder somehow.”

“Oh, yes?” Strydom’s professional interest was alerted.

“I can’t tell you what sort of illness it was, doctor; an infection is all I remember. That’s his hearing aid over there. Funny thing to smash, wasn’t it, Lieutenant?”

“I’ve seen funnier, man, but that’s probably why he didn’t hear the killer coming up behind. I’ll note it. Yes, so far this all makes sense.”

Kramer moved crablike around to the other side of the body. He pointed to two rather odd, square-shaped lighter patches in the thickened blood.

“Doc?”

“Hadn’t noticed those, to be honest.”

“Ice,” said Father Lawrence. “I wondered, too, but they hadn’t quite melted when I got here.”

“Uh huh, you’ve got a good eye, Reverend. Spot anything else?”

“No, nothing, Lieutenant.”

“And you say he was at church earlier this evening?”

“We have Mass at seven-thirty and Holy Hour from eight. He was there all the time, in his usual pew on the side aisle, beyond the confessional.”

“What’s a Holy Hour, please?”

“A time for meditation, mainly. We pray individually and then at intervals together. Say the rosary. For the first half, though, I generally hear confessions.”

“Do you get many folk at your Holy Hour then?”

Father Lawrence hesitated, anxious not to give the wrong impression.

“Enough of the faithful to make it worthwhile.”

“How many’s that?”

“Apart from the people at confession? About a dozen usually, I suppose.”

“Just curiosity, you understand,” Kramer said. “Now what can you tell me about Mr. Swart himself? How long has he been in this area? What were his plans?”

“I’m not sure I follow you, Lieutenant. Plans?”

“Well, a young man doesn’t buy a house like this for nothing; that’s what I mean.”

“Oh, I see! Actually Hugo rented it; the landlord lives just round the corner—Mr. Potter, at 9 Osier Way.”

“A big place for one.”

“He was hoping to marry soon.”

“Really? You know the girl?”

“No, she nurses in Cape Town. Her training ends in Easter and then Hugo and she.…”

“Her name, Reverend? Someone will have to inform her if she’s a fiancee.”

“Judith Jugg—that’s with two g’s. I’m not sure which hospital, though. Perhaps a sanatorium, as she was also Cath—”

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of that. So Mr. Swart was planning marriage and took this house. A bit expensive, shall we say?”

“I understand that Hugo managed to get it rather more cheaply than many houses round here. Mr. Potter and he were connected in some way. No good, I can’t remember.”

“Then I’ll only ask you two more questions and you can go. Okay?”

Father Lawrence nodded. When all was said and done, he was an old man with gray hair, and exhaustion had now made his face gray, too. Had he been a grandfather, his children would have long since insisted on escorting him to his bed.

“Firstly, can you think of any reason why anyone should do this to Mr. Swart?”

“None at all. In the relatively short time I have known him, I have grown—grew to regard him as one of the finest lay Christians I have ever been graced to meet. Hugo was quiet, unassuming, yet always ready to lend a helping hand. He was also blessed with a quite outstanding ability to make the most of the power of prayer. Our Holy Hours took on.…”

Father Lawrence was only just keeping himself from collapse. Strydom went over to his bag and rummaged for an appropriate pill. Kramer felt he had lived through the same scene once before.

“My other question, Reverend, then that’s all,” Kramer said. “Do you know if Mr. Swart ever partook of liquor?”

“It isn’t against the laws of the Church, Lieutenant.” Father Lawrence smiled faintly. “In fact, there’s nothing I want more at this moment than a brandy in warm milk.”

Then he concentrated again and shook his head.

“Hugo never touched a drop of alcohol,” he added. “Nothing prudish, you understand; after all, our Lord drank wine. He never gave a reason but, well, I think it would have simply been out of keeping with his character, that’s all. We still admired him for it, of course.”

Kramer rose to shake hands and then Strydom accompanied the priest out to the street. On Strydom’s return to the kitchen, he saw Kramer dip a finger in an orange-colored fluid splashed over the counter.

“Vodka,” remarked Kramer, licking it.

“Then the plot thickens. Swart was mixing the drink for someone else—for a caller?”

“And the caller killed him for the bottle—because, if not, where has it got to? Not in any of the cupboards.” Strydom looked around and nodded.

“True, then the—”

“Then nothing.” Kramer laughed, pulling out the vegetable tray and revealing the dead man’s secret.

“I’ll tell you something about our Mr. Swart here, doc: like most Catholics, he went to another church to say his confessions. That’s a bet.”

Strydom declined to put money on it; he had been caught more than once by the lieutenant.

“Not really any need for anyone to know,” he ventured instead.

“Agreed. Let’s you and me finish it off when we get back to your place. Got plenty of ice?”

“Destroy the evidence? Come, Lieutenant!”

“All in a good cause.”

It was rare for Kramer to show any social inclinations. Strydom looked him over very carefully before replying.

“Agreed then. But first we both have some work left to do.”

“True, doc. I haven’t had a proper scratch round yet. Must be signs of a break-in somewhere, whatever Van der Poel says.”

“And I’d better call in my lads and their meat tray. With the weather what it is, Mr. Swart here is long overdue in his freezer.”

After a meticulous examination of all points of possible entry, Kramer had finally to admit to Van der Poel that he might be right. Nobody had forced his way into the house; either he had found a door or window open, or he had been in possession of a key.

“So I still say it was the servant boy—he had one,” Van der Poel declared.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Kramer replied, shrugging. “Your blokes haven’t found him yet?”

“No, but they will. We’ve got his girlfriend in the garage—your boy’s talking to her.”

“Zondi? We’re all right then.”

“Actually, sir, I was just going to ask if I—”

“Leave Kaffirs’ work to Kaffirs, Van der Poel. Where did you grow up?”

Van der Poel had the surprising good sense to treat this as a joke, half of which it was. They walked in and out of a few more rooms in a desultory way and stopped once more in the study.

“Lot of books, sir.”

“Maybe some dirty ones, too, if you look hard enough.”

“Never!”

Kramer almost disclosed his discovery of the vodka but then saw no reason to share it with everyone. He was amused to see Van der Poel edge over to the shelves and cock his head sideways in search of a titillating title. If the man had any intelligence, he would look behind the big Bible.

“Yirra, this bloke must have been a professor,” Van der Poel exclaimed, having reached the end of an incomprehensible row. “One hour on Sunday’s enough for me—and that’s not every Sunday, mind. Never turn down a Sunday duty if I get the chance.”

“Hmmm? How’s that?”

Kramer was not listening. He was taking a look through the desk and finding it about as exciting as frisking a store dummy.

There were six drawers in all, five more than most people would have troubled to use for the meager contents. Bills, top left; receipts, top right; car papers, middle left; stationery, bottom right—and not as much as a puff of fluff or a loose pin to disrupt the arid orderliness. So he had to be wrong about the books—the dead man had not possessed enough passion to leave toothmarks on a bloody pencil.

“You’re wrong about the books, sir.”

“Uh huh.”

“Find anything?”

“So-so. Swart lived within his means, kept most of his money in the bank, writing small checks for the day-to-day needs—in other words, I wouldn’t say there’s a cash box missing anywhere here. And I don’t see how he’d have enough to buy anything worth stealing, so we can rule out the idea of theft.”

“It’s a good neighborhood, though, sir—housebreaker couldn’t be expected to know what he had.”

“Thought you said it was the servant?”

“I do—I mean.…”

“You’re crossing your wires, hey, Van der Poel? Take the ideas one at a time. Housebreaking: this place is a likely target because of its situation and because it’s empty first part of most evenings, with Swart at church and the servant off duty. Say somehow a skelm got in here and was looking around when Swart got home. Now if Swart cornered him and then had been stabbed, I could understand it. But Swart was mixing himself a drink in the kitchen; all the housebreaker had to do was go out the front door. You can’t tell me Swart was killed so that the skelm could finish looking; any damn fool could see straight off there was nothing here worth all this trouble.”

A white constable knocked on the door and came in.

“Excuse me, lieutenant, sir, but the sergeant is wanted on the telephone.”

“Carry on, old mate,” Kramer said, dismissing them both. Then he sat down behind the desk, found a place for his feet on the blotter, and went on uncrossing the wires in his own mind.

In the end, the only possible basis for the murder motive was something personal between Swart and his killer. Personal, that was it—a relationship that had gone lethally wrong. This made it murder proper, as opposed to a killing—a useful distinction which Kramer always sought to establish at the outset. Because murder itself had a pattern, and at least that was a start when, in a particular case, none other was immediately apparent. This pattern was basically statistical and concerned relationships. The exact figures were unimportant once you had absorbed their message, which came down to: you stood the least chance of being murdered by a work colleague, a greater chance of being murdered by a friend or close acquaintance, and the best chance of all of being murdered by a member of your household.

Now Father Lawrence had made it clear that Swart was both admired and liked at the church, and it was reasonable to suppose his behavior was equally unprovocative in the drafting office. The possibility certainly existed of his having friends and acquaintances outside these circles, but so far all the evidence pointed to a man far too disciplined for clandestine living. There was also the possibility, of course, that Swart, having committed a grievous wrong in his past, had become a penitent sinner only to finally pay the price when this wrong was secretly avenged. An attractive little theory in its way, but the sort apt to lead detection astray. The more obvious lines of inquiry had first to be explored.

Such as the statistical probability that the solution lay right there in the domestic situation. The priest had presumably told the truth, but history abounded with saints great and little who became fiends in the privacy of their own homes. Which was all well and good—except, with the girlfriend so far away, the only relationship left was with the servant boy.

Kramer had now argued himself right back to where he had not wanted to finish up—on the same side of the table as Van der Poel. Inescapably, boringly, the wog was indeed the most likely candidate. To begin with, he had the wog mentality. Kramer did not ascribe to it a mystique capable of heinous crime totally without provocation, as Van der Poel undoubtedly did, but he conceded that here you had a thinking process—or rather, form of reaction—unlike his own. He had seen a word in English-language newspapers that described it well: overkill. And overkill there was in the shantytowns and alleyways of Trekkersburg—with the country as a whole, its population 22 million, racking up 6,500 murders a year. The only thing that made sense of it was to imagine that a small incident was the last straw on the camel’s back. That inside every wog was this big sense of outrage and all you needed to do was add a touch more and the whole lot went up. What put it there in the first place was more than he had ever troubled to.…

Bloody hell, this was sodding philosophy and he had a killer to catch! Correction, murderer.

The servant, then, may have been provoked beyond endurance by demands made upon him and have just struck out. Wait a moment, that burnt steak could have something to do with it. Swart comes home hot and tired, finds his supper spoiled, bawls for the servant, the servant comes in from his room in the yard, has it dropped on him from a dizzy height, Swart finishes what he has to say and turns his back—and gets it, with the first thing to hand: a steak knife. Then the servant backs out, locks the door, and runs for it. Good plausible stuff, however unoriginal. Originality in crime was something only whites seemed to think important anyway.

One reservation was all that he had: would Hugo Swart, the good Catholic, have staged such a scene with his employee? It was a good question, too, in days when the churches were troublemaking and telling their people to act soft like liberals. He would check with Zondi.

Kramer left the study, nodded to Van der Poel, who was still on the telephone in the hall, and went out to the garage. Only one side of the doorway was open, and there was not much light within, but he took in the details of the servant boy’s girlfriend without much difficulty.

She sat, fat and pathetic, on a fertilizer drum dragged out from a corner, holding her high-heeled shoes in one hand. She was sweating like everyone else that sweltering night, but giving off a very sweet sickliness, a by-product of cold fear. She shook. Trembled and gusted with long sighs. Rubbed tears into dimpled cheeks with the heel of the hand, making a proper mess. She wore a Salvation Army hat with the name ribbon sewn on upside down, and a cast-off frock that may have graced an administrator’s reception—it had its own separate smell of salmon paste. She was terrified.

“Lucy Kwalumi,” said Zondi, making the formal introductions. “Bantu female, works as cook girl at number 3 for Mr. and Mrs. Powell, says she is the wife of the boy here.”

“What’s his name, man?”

“Thomas Shabalala, sir. She says she has not seen him since when their off-time ended at four o’clock. She does not know where he is.”

“You asked her about the off-time?”

“Yes, sir. She says she and Shabalala have their off-time two to four. Today they just sat on the pavement outside, talking.”

“About?”

“She cannot remember. She says it was not important. There were others there, too. Along the gutter by where the car comes in.”

“Did Shabalala talk about his master?”

“Not at all. He was a good master.”

“Ask her if he ever shouted at Shabalala.”

Zondi translated and then, after a sobbed reply that went on and on, interpreted.

“She says the master sometimes shouted—he was a master, wasn’t he?”

“Bloody cheek.”

“This one is not trying to be cheeky, boss.”

“So he liked his master?”

Again Zondi translated and her nod saved time. Then Lucy suddenly volunteered some information on her own.

“It’s all right, Zondi, I understand. Mr. Swart’s churchgoing made things difficult in the evening?”

“That is true, sir. At first he made the boy wait on him nine, ten o’clock at night. He changed this after the priest made a joke about it when he ate at this place one time.”

“So he wasn’t such a good master then, hey?”

Lucy, who had not looked at Kramer while he was speaking in Afrikaans, jerked up her head as he switched to English.

“He was a good master because there was not much work,” she replied in an amusing cultured English accent, giving away her employers as Home County far removed.

“I see; so he could be a lazy bugger if he wanted, is that it?”

Lucy giggled in obligatory fashion. Kramer, however, did not approve, and in a moment she was her unhappy self again. Zondi had a way with women—and with a spare fan belt, meaningfully slapped against the trouser leg.

“So you’re his wife, you are?”

“Yes, boss.”

“Are you barren?”

She did not answer.

“Kids—children. How many have you got?”

No reply.

“Ask her, Zondi.”

So Zondi put the question into Zulu and she finally came up with the answer.

“She’s barren.”

“Thought so. You’re just his town wife then? Hey? Come on, or there’ll be trouble.”

The wretched woman nodded once more, unable to conceal how deeply shamed she was by this admission.

“Where does his country wife live, Lucy?”

No reaction. Zondi moved in a step closer, having exchanged the fan belt for an insect spray with greater potential.

But Kramer surprised him. “Outside, man,” he said, walking out and down the drive a little way. Zondi followed, an eyebrow cocked.

“It’s this way,” Kramer explained. “Dr. Strydom and me have some other business to see to. I think I’ll leave you here to see what Miss Lucy can tell us.”

And then he outlined to Zondi his theory of how the attack in the kitchen had come about.

“Sounds good, boss. I have thought very much the same thing.”

“So all you have to do is find out where the bugger’s wife lives and you’ll know where to pick him up. Only a proper one, is he?”

“No, an ordinary houseboy, boss. I’m sure of that”

“Don’t let this Lucy have it too easy, though, Zondi. She probably knows something or she wouldn’t have kept so quiet about being a town wife.”

“I do not agree, boss. It was just she did not like to say she cannot have babies. There is much shame in this for a Zulu woman. It is also a bad life—a town wife is not high up like country wife.”

“Town whore, more like.”

“Not this one, boss. She has been with just Shabalala all the time he works in this road.”

“Then I’ll leave it to you to decide. Don’t make a mistake, though, or I’ll hang you up by your bloody tail. Okay?”

“Okay,” Zondi replied, pleased to be entrusted with a free hand. “But what about Sergeant Van der Poel?”

“I’ll speak to him, never fear. Oh, and I’ll leave the Chev for you—I’ll go with the doctor in his car.”

Zondi would have thanked him but at that moment they became aware the Van der Poel had come up to them, so instead he gave a sulky shrug and shuffled off back to the garage.

“Doesn’t want to be left alone then, Lieutenant? Like bloody children they are, always wanting you to help them.”

“True, and a man can’t be in two places at once,” Kramer replied lightly. “At this stage, this is more his line than ours. A Bantu job.”

“The servant Shabalala?”

“Maybe, old mate—you could be right after all.”

This was less than generous of Kramer—he was 99 percent sure Shabalala had run amok—but it delighted Van der Poel just the same, worst luck.

“Thank you, sir! You’ll—er—maybe mention it in your … ?”

“Naturally.”

“Do you want me to start a hunt for the boy right away?”

“Waste of manpower. Best we give him time to get back to his hut and pick him up there tomorrow. If we start looking tonight, that means anything up to two hundred miles of road and bush.”

“Trains, sir?”

“The Railway Police wouldn’t thank you.”

Van der Poel, robbed of showing his initiative, took it hard.

“What do you want me to do then, sir?”

“Just keep a couple of Bantu constables guarding the property, then get along home—you were on a two-to-ten, weren’t you?”

“Yes, sir. Your boy will be all right here by himself?”

“He’d better be. I’ve already told him what will happen if anything goes wrong.”

Van der Poel sniggered silently. Then he remembered what had brought him out into the garden.

“Doc Strydom’s going to a crash, sir,” he said. “He says you’ve got to go with him.”

The cunning old devil! He must have built up quite a thirst by now, and was eager to have their secret out and open.

“Me?” protested Kramer, as he felt he ought to do. “Christ, I thought I’d had enough of routine cases for one night!”

And, without knowing it, brought comfort to an ear not five yards away in the shadows.
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