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To Donnie, with love and thanks
for the start of our adventure











The people who walked in darkness


Have seen a great light.


They lived in a land of shadows,


But now light is shining on them.


Isaiah Chapter 9 Verse 2


The road to power is filled with crimes,


and woe to him who sets an uncertain


foot upon it and retreats.


Verdi: Macbeth Act 1 Scene 5












PROLOGUE


November


‘Kohi’s alive.’


The man’s voice was husky, his tone urgent.


Standing in front of the prison telephone, face close to its Perspex hood, Augustus Ncube’s large figure blocked out the daylight from the nearest barred window. Anyone thinking to pass by might have hesitated then retreated, the man’s bulk menacing even from behind. Catching this man’s eye was folly, amounting to a beating by Ncube or one of his henchmen, those amongst the prison population who had learned fast that offering some sort of fealty was preferable to silent protest. And a good deal wiser than outright hostility.


The Zimbabwean shifted his weight from one foot to the other in the ensuing silence.


‘Did you hear me?’ he asked at last, a bitter edge to his words.


‘I heard you,’ the other man replied. ‘But I’m not sure I believe you.’


‘You mean you don’t want to believe me?’ Ncube spat out.


‘He’s dead and buried,’ came the reply. ‘I’ve seen his grave.’


‘And I’ve seen him face to face!’ Ncube protested, moving from side to side as if readying himself to launch an attack, though his only weapons right now were words. This man would never feel the touch of his fist.


There was silence again for a few seconds. Was he digesting this information? Ncube ground his teeth, frustrated to be so helpless. If only he could see the other man’s expression, read his body language.


‘Listen, man, Kohi’s house burned to the ground. Wife and kid with it. Headstone raised in the cemetery,’ the other man reasoned. ‘Besides, there was no sign of him in the township. Our boys kept an eye on his old mammy and she’s still mournin’ her loss, I tell you.’


‘You can tell me what you like,’ Ncube retorted. ‘I want my father to know what I’ve told you.’


He glanced around, fearful of listeners in the shadows, then turned back, white-knuckled fingers gripping the telephone.


‘I’m in here because they said I tried to kill him. Shot at him in the dark. Place outside Glasgow,’ he added in a whisper.


‘You sure?’ The voice had changed now, a note of uncertainty overlaying the doubt.


‘Sure, I’m sure. Kohi’s still a cop. Only this time he’s working over here.’


What he did not say, what he tried hard not to think during the long stretches of the night, were those fleeting moments when he had hoped the man he’d simply known as Danny might become a friend. No one would ever know the bitterness souring his heart when Augustus Ncube had found out the truth. Or the gut-wrenching humiliation of having been so gullible. And, if he could wreak some sort of revenge on Kohi, that might give him some satisfaction.


‘We’ll look into it,’ the voice said at last.


Then the line went dead, leaving Ncube gripping the handset with fists that trembled in a moment of impotent rage.









CHAPTER ONE


The sigh seemed to go on for ever as he rolled slowly onto his back, warmth from her body still on his skin. Brightness filtered through a gap in the curtains, light catching Molly’s hair on the pillow, creating a pale halo of spun gold. Then, somewhere outside, he heard the song of a robin heralding another new day. Not yet, he thought, as if answering the bird’s summons. He needed to savour this moment, bask in the peace that enveloped him.


How could one man be so lucky? He’d lost so much and yet now Daniel Kohi felt as though life had poured out more joy than he’d ever imagined. My cup runneth over, he thought, remembering a phrase from the Book of Psalms.


Where had that come from? he wondered. It had been a long time since he’d had any thoughts of ‘the good book’ as his mother called it, though in truth there had been times when Daniel had sent up a prayer to whoever might be listening. Molly was not a religious woman, declaring her lack of adherence to any faith a by-product of an upbringing by parents who’d been avowed atheists. That didn’t matter, however. The important thing was their feelings for each other.


He lay on his back staring at the ceiling, its ornate plasterwork a continual source of delight. To have found such a place to live! After his refugee status had awarded Daniel an eleventh-floor flat in central Glasgow, this elegant Southside residence was a mark of how far he had come. Now established as a police officer in Scotland, Daniel Kohi’s prospects looked bright. Not only did he share this spacious ground-floor flat with his elderly friend, Netta Gordon, Daniel Kohi had a loving relationship with the younger woman slumbering beside him. Perhaps the traumas he had suffered were now being offset by these good things in his life.


Daniel turned to look at Molly then his mouth twisted in a grimace of pain. That ache in his shoulder where Ncube’s bullet had penetrated might not disappear for quite some time, the surgeon had told him afterwards. At least he had been fit to resume his duties sooner than anyone had expected and was now back to the regular pattern of shifts. Today was a rest day and because it was Sunday, and no critical cases demanded her attention, Molly was not required to be at the Major Incident Team’s offices in Helen Street. He lay still once more, listening to the soft sound of her breathing, then smiled as he heard a clattering of pots and pans coming from the kitchen. Netta was up and about, no doubt cooking something delicious for their lunch. She had readily taken on the role of housekeeper after their move across the city but remained the down-to-earth friend he’d cherished back in their high-rise flats.


Daniel’s nose twitched. Could that be the smell of scones?


In moments he had slipped from the warmth of the bed, reached for his dressing gown and headed for the door.


‘Ah, you’re there.’ Netta grinned at him as she straightened up from the oven, sliding the freshly baked scones onto a wire tray. ‘Slept well, eh?’


The twinkle in the old lady’s eyes said it all. Netta Gordon welcomed Molly warmly whenever she visited their flat on the Southside of Glasgow, delighted to see Daniel so happy with his new love. There was no old-fashioned coyness about them sleeping together under the same roof that might have happened back in Harare. No, Netta was a woman of the world, content to see Daniel in a relationship again at last after the tragedy that had robbed him of his wife, child and homeland.


‘Your Molly still asleep, then?’


‘Aye,’ Daniel replied, settling himself onto one of the kitchen chairs. ‘Probably for a while yet.’


‘Ach, you both work terrible long hours. Ye deserve a lie-in frae time tae time.’


‘How about you?’ Daniel retorted. ‘Up with the lark this morning,’ he added, pointing to the scones.


‘Hardly,’ Netta guffawed, nodding towards the big clock on the kitchen wall. ‘See, it’s well efter nine.’


‘Still, early for doing a baking, surely?’


‘Aye, well. Mr and Mrs Lorimer are comin’ around this afternoon. I’ll jist throw a few pancakes thegether an’ a’,’ she declared. ‘I know Maggie Lorimer likes them.’


Daniel smiled at her. ‘You love being the hostess, don’t you, Netta?’ he said fondly.


‘Well, we nivver had a place like this afore. Proper table tae sit aroon. An’ no’ jist paper serviettes. I brocht my ain guid Irish linen napkins frae the auld flat. Nae use in keepin’ them wrapped up in tissue paper in the bottom o’ a closet when we can baith get the use of them, eh?’


Netta pushed a cereal plate and spoon towards Daniel. Since her stay in hospital, the old woman had declared that once they had moved to this flat, she would no longer ‘keep things for good,’ as she put it. ‘Life’s too short,’ she’d told him, avoiding his concerned expression. And that, Daniel Kohi knew, was all too true. Perhaps his burgeoning relationship with Detective Sergeant Molly Newton was part of that same philosophy: carpe diem. Seize the day.


Maggie Lorimer bowed her head as the minister invoked the words of the benediction. God in three persons, asked to watch over them all for another week. Then, joining the congregation in singing the threefold Amen, Maggie felt a sense of calm. All was well. Her loved ones were safe and, whatever the future held, it was in the hands of the Almighty.


It was more than half an hour later that she gathered up her coat and bag, having helped to distribute bunches of flowers to those church members who visited the sick of the parish.


‘Last out as usual!’ the church officer laughed as she passed him. Maggie smiled and nodded. Even the minister had departed, his presence required for a service at the old folks’ home nearby.


Outside, dried leaves scurried along the pavement, swept upwards by a vagabond wind before tumbling into the gutters. She gazed up at the leaden skies and sniffed the air. Snow, she told herself. Before the day was out, there would be a layer of white covering these grey streets, Maggie decided. Still, it was not too far to drive from Giffnock to Daniel and Netta’s new home in Nithsdale Drive.


As she opened her car door, Maggie Lorimer gave a shiver that was nothing to do with the bitter November day. She blinked and turned around, wondering if someone was staring at her. But the street where she had parked her car was empty.


Once inside, she flicked the door lock then stretched the seat belt and clicked it in place. Was she being over-imaginative, the cold day with its threat of snow affecting her mood?


It had been several years since Lorimer’s wife had experienced the deadly presence of a stalker, something that had shaken her at the time. Yet she had sensibly drawn a line under it, focusing her energies on her teaching and her career as a children’s author.


‘Stupid woman!’ Maggie muttered under her breath. It was her age, that was all. Some of her female colleagues were experiencing dreadful mood swings while Maggie had simply begun to feel a little more tired at the end of a working day. Her hysterectomy several years before was now an unpleasant memory, regrets about their childless status something she had come to terms with long since. Perhaps her children’s stories were an unconscious substitute, as their psychologist friend, Solly, had suggested. Maggie’s thoughts shifted to the idea of Gibby, her little ghost boy, and his latest adventure. Perhaps she might use that shivery feeling in the story?









CHAPTER TWO


Janette Kohi laid her palms together, mouthing the words of the Lord’s Prayer. As always, she added a silent plea for God to look after her Daniel, so far away from home.


When the choir began singing once more, Janette swayed in time to the music, joining the rhythmic clapping. There was always a sense of joy when they sang as one voice, her friends and neighbours lost in that moment of praise and thankfulness, all other troubles cast aside. Daniel was safe and he was now in a much nicer place along with Netta, the lady who had become her Scottish pen-pal. There had been small hints of other friendships that her son had made and that was good, especially that nice married couple that Netta had described in her letters. He had recovered from some injury sustained during the course of his work, praise the Lord, though Netta had not gone into much detail. They wrote to one another in a sort of code, just in case anyone should discover that Inspector Kohi of the Zimbabwean Police had not in fact perished in the fire that had taken his wife and son. So, as she flung her hands heavenwards, Janette’s face was wreathed in smiles, glad to join in the final ululation.


‘Keep an eye on her, Reuben,’ the heavy-set man in the khaki suit said to the smaller man standing beside him sporting a red bandana around his black curls. He pointed to the woman chatting to her friends as she walked along the path that led from their church back to the township. They were sheltered from the heat of the midday sun by the shade of a massive jacaranda, its pale violet blossoms strewn on the ground, carelessly trampled by their booted feet.


‘She doesn’t look as if she’s mournin’ a dead son,’ Reuben remarked, jutting his chin in Janette Kohi’s direction. ‘Listen to her giggling.’ He spat derisively onto the dust.


‘It’s Sunday,’ the bigger man said slowly. ‘They all come out of church like that.’


‘Yeah … good folk there prayin’ to God to forgive their sins,’ Reuben sneered.


‘Some sins can never be forgiven,’ the other man whispered, edging closer to his companion. ‘And we never forgive those who fail to carry out our orders,’ he added, grabbing the shorter man around his neck.


‘Sure, boss, sure,’ Reuben squeaked, wriggling under the other’s tight grip.


‘Okay, so long as we have an understanding,’ the big man hissed, letting him go with a shove that sent his underling sprawling onto the hard baked ground.


As he watched the man in khaki sauntering away, the man in the red bandana picked himself up, muttering curses under his breath. Reuben Mahlangu knew that the people he worked for were ruthless, and as he leaned against the trunk of the jacaranda he fingered his throat, swallowing hard.


Unbidden, the memory returned.


Out in the bush, suspended from a tall thorn tree: that body turning slowly from a noose, vultures circling in the skies above.









CHAPTER THREE


Detective Superintendent William Lorimer tucked the tartan scarf around his neck, turning up his coat collar against the biting wind. Maggie had given it to him for his birthday last February and he’d worn it on cold days ever since.


‘Ready, darling?’ He turned to see Maggie as she stepped out of their home, her scarlet duffel coat a bright splash of colour on this dull, grey day.


‘Yes, got everything, I think.’ His wife smiled, patting a tote bag with gloved hands. ‘Can’t wait to see them all again. And Molly, too,’ she added, her grin widening. Maggie Lorimer had been one of the first to notice the growing attraction between the Zimbabwean refugee and the detective sergeant, trying to nudge them together on several occasions, and her husband was pleased to see that her efforts had borne fruit.


‘Oh, I wish we could get away from this wintry weather for a while,’ Maggie said as she clicked on the heated seats. ‘Never like to miss Christmas here but oh, I am tempted when I see all those adverts for sun-kissed beaches!’


‘I know you’ve got lots of plans for the Christmas break, and we have Abby and Ben’s school concerts,’ Lorimer said, referring to their godchildren. ‘But you could always take some leave of absence in the New Year. It’s been done before. Besides, you’re on to a three-day week now. Maybe your young job-sharing lass would appreciate a few weeks of full-time pay.’


‘Maybe,’ Maggie replied slowly as they drove along treelined streets towards the city. ‘I’ve never asked for anything like that. Well, not since I had that sabbatical in the US.’


‘And I’ve got leave to take before the end of the financial year,’ Lorimer reminded her. ‘Maybe we could go somewhere warm?’


The thought seemed to satisfy Maggie who threw him a grateful smile. She’d put up with years of cancelled trips, crime getting in the way, he realised. Perhaps it was time to arrange something big, far away where he could not be summoned at a moment’s notice.


‘Your fiftieth birthday’s coming up,’ Maggie said suddenly. ‘Maybe we could go away then?’


Lorimer gave a short laugh, remembering another birthday. A decade previously, his fortieth party had been rudely interrupted by a case that had ended tragically. Perhaps it was time to set that right as he celebrated his half century? No big celebrations, though. Something just for the two of them.


The street was quiet even for a Sunday, the big car dealership across from the tenement building already sporting its Christmas trees, lights and tinsel. As they stepped out of the Lexus, festive banners over a line of vehicles in the forecourt were being tossed skywards by a fierce wind.


‘Think we’re in for a storm?’ Lorimer asked. Winter in Glasgow was notorious for those freakish gusts that could dislodge slates from rooftops, bringing trees crashing down on roads and rail lines, creating havoc with schools and transport.


‘I think it’s going to snow,’ Maggie replied, looking up into the darkening skies. There was so little daylight at this time of year and already some streetlamps were beginning to cast an amber glow.


‘Come on, let’s get inside,’ Lorimer urged, taking his wife’s arm as a particularly violent gust barrelled along the street.


‘They’re here!’ Netta whisked off her soiled apron and hung it up on a hook by the pulley. No washing hung from the pulley on their high ceiling today, the old woman conscious of keeping the big kitchen free from any damp laundry. Besides, it had been dinned into her by her Irish mammy that such signs of a working day were not appropriate for the Sabbath.


She rushed through to the spacious hallway, fingering her white curls, then threw open the door.


‘Come away in, the pair of ye,’ she cried, stepping back to let the Lorimers enter. ‘Oh, that’s some wind that’s blown ye both here.’ She watched as a swirl of dried leaves danced a merry jig on the pathway.


She closed the door with a slam then turned to give Maggie a hug. ‘My, that cold wind’s pit roses oan thae cheeks o’ yours, lass,’ she declared. ‘An’ here’s the two love birds tae see ye,’ she added slyly as Daniel and Molly emerged from the lounge.


‘Let me take your coats,’ Daniel offered.


‘We’ve goat this great press,’ Netta told them. ‘Come and see the size o’ it! Walk-in cupboard, the lassie fae the letting agency ca’d it but we ayeways ca’d it a glory hole.’


She swung open a door at the end of the hallway to reveal a large space that had been fitted with shelves and a hanging rail to one side for coats. ‘Ye could dae a wee dance in therr, so ye could,’ Netta said proudly.


‘We’ve put the fire on in the lounge,’ Daniel told them. ‘It’s a big space to heat but once in a while it’s worth it just to see the logs burning.’


Maggie moved towards a comfortable grey settee that had been spread with a colourful African throw, rubbing her hands as she approached the fire. ‘This is lovely,’ she said. ‘Nice to see a real fire. Glad the owners didn’t board it up.’


‘Me too,’ chuckled Molly. ‘It’s lovely to curl up here on a frosty night.’


‘Aye, she’s here that often I think she might be movin’ in, eh?’ Netta laughed.


‘Oh, you know it’s your home baking I really come over for, Netta,’ Molly teased, grinning at Daniel, making him throw up his hands in mock horror.


‘Right, who’s fur tea and who wants coffee?’ Netta asked.


Later, as they all sat replete from the splendours of her afternoon tea, conversation turned to the weather as the wind rattled down the chimney.


‘It’s blawin aff snaw,’ was Netta’s opening remark. ‘A few mair weeks an’ mibbe we’ll see a white Christmas.’


‘Hasn’t snowed at Christmas for years,’ Molly chipped in. ‘Just cold and wet, usually. But you’re becoming used to that now, aren’t you?’ she teased, nudging her boyfriend.


‘Ye’ll be sorry ye ever set fit in this country, eh no, Daniel?’ Netta chuckled.


‘Not really,’ he replied, grinning and slinging an affectionate arm around Molly’s shoulder. ‘Scotland has a lot to offer.’


‘Must be nice in Zimbabwe at this time of year, though,’ Maggie suggested, a wistful note in her voice.


‘Not very warm,’ Daniel told her. ‘A bit better later in January and February. Mid-twenties, perhaps.’


‘That’s no’ warm!’ Netta shrieked. ‘That’s positively tropical fur Scotland!’


‘It would be a lovely place to have a holiday,’ Maggie went on, turning to her husband. ‘Think of all those different sorts of birds and wildlife.’


‘Are you thinking of going away?’ Molly asked.


‘It’s Bill’s fiftieth next year. Seventh of February, and we thought … ’ She raised her eyebrows hopefully.


‘Zimbabwe,’ he said, as though savouring the word. ‘Never thought of travelling to Southern Africa. It’s a place I’d love to see,’ he agreed.


‘A good time to visit,’ Daniel continued thoughtfully. ‘Tourism’s picked up in recent years and there are some reputable companies that arrange safaris. So long as you are with a group, you might be okay.’


‘Is it still as bad, then?’ Lorimer wanted to know.


‘There were roadblocks everywhere when I was there,’ Daniel admitted. ‘Bent cops asking for bribes. Some tourists just paid up and then went on their way rather than get into a hassle.’ His mouth narrowed in disapproval. ‘It was rife, especially out of the city.’


‘But if we went with a creditable company … ?’ Maggie ventured.


Daniel raised his eyebrows and nodded. ‘Like I said, tourism has picked up. You’d just need to be very careful.’


‘Let’s look into it, then,’ Lorimer said, turning to Maggie with a smile.


‘We could even try to see your mum,’ Maggie suggested. ‘Have you heard from her since you moved into this flat?’


‘No, we haven’t,’ Daniel admitted, turning to Netta to whom all of Janette Kohi’s airmail letters were addressed. ‘Should be due one soon, though. If you’re not travelling till late January then there’s plenty of time to let her know she could be having Scottish visitors.’


‘Ach, that sounds a grand idea,’ Netta said. ‘I’d love ye tae come back an’ tell me all about Janette and where she stays.’


‘And be sure to take lots of photos,’ Daniel added.


‘Michty me, wid ye look at thon,’ Netta declared, looking out of the window.


‘Oh my, it’s beginning to snow!’ Maggie gasped. ‘I thought it might.’


Sure enough, the first small flakes whirled against the glass pane, a foretaste of more to come.


‘Wee snaw, big snaw, ma mammy used tae say,’ Netta observed, wagging her head.


‘You’re right,’ Maggie agreed. ‘And I think we won’t stay too much longer in case it gets worse.’


‘Well, take thae pancakes hame wi’ ye. I’ll jist wrap them up in a bit o’ greaseproof paper.’


As they made their goodbyes on the doorstep, Lorimer looked out at the path, now completely covered in white. The snowflakes were indeed larger now, falling hypnotically from a sky the colour of turned milk.


‘Who would have thought we’d be making holiday plans on our visit,’ he joked as they settled into the car.


‘Yes, indeed. And Zimbabwe. Why did we never think of that before?’ Maggie mused. ‘Daniel has told us a bit about it. The good things as well as the bad. And after all, British tourists must be safe enough with the companies who organise wildlife safaris.’ She looked out into weather that was rapidly changing the texture of the city. Tomorrow they might wake up to smooth white surfaces everywhere. ‘Right now, Zimbabwe sounds a great alternative to this.’ She shivered.


‘Aye, and maybe I can spend my birthday birdwatching,’ Lorimer agreed. ‘Let’s see if you can wangle three weeks’ leave, eh? It’ll be a great chance to get away from everything, not just the cold weather. Work, crime … ’


Maggie clasped his hand, a contented smile on her face.


Yet what neither of them could possibly have known at that moment were the forces already in play that would confound Lorimer’s words.









CHAPTER FOUR


Looking out from where he sat on the stoep, the old man watched the winding road, a cloud of dust signalling an approaching vehicle. Usually, Joseph trained his eyes on whatever passed by their small enclave of houses perched on the hillside, only to see them drive off and disappear around the next bend. Few travellers ever turned up the track to where he lived next to a patch of derelict ground. He cast his rheumy eyes towards the place where his neighbour’s house had once stood, now overgrown with weeds and thorny bushes, a rubble of bricks still jutting out from the earth. Wood ants had made short work of any blackened timbers, reducing them to dust, and it was hard to remember what the building had looked like.


Joseph remembered the child, though, little Johannes who had begun to walk, his mother, Chipo, often gathering him up against her hip in a colourful batik shawl. He’d been a happy wee fellow, his gurgling laugh always guaranteed to make the old man smile. A sigh escaped him now as he closed his eyes, the memories returning.


The noise of a vehicle trundling over the deeply rutted track made the old man start.


He blinked, to make sure he wasn’t dreaming but no, there it was, a white squad car with its distinctive yellow and blue stripes. As he narrowed his eyes against the glare of the sun, he saw two men in the front staring at him through their sunglasses.


Joseph watched as they alighted from the car and slammed the doors shut. The sound seemed to reverberate in the still air, and he found himself cringing into the ancient armchair where he sat on his porch.


Police meant trouble. For most of Joseph’s life their presence had meant danger, stories of beatings and torture of innocent victims still rife. It had been Daniel Kohi’s stand against police corruption that had led to the tragedy next door.


The old man swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. Why were they here? Surely there could be no reason for them to pay him a visit. Joseph was not a wealthy man and the few vegetables he grew out in his back garden were surely not enough for them to want to steal.


They walked slowly up the track, pausing for a moment next to the vacant lot, their voices too far away for him to make out what they were saying. Joseph could feel his heart racing. Had he forgotten to take those tablets the doctor had prescribed? No, he was sure he’d swallowed them down straight after breakfast. Yet the trembling had now reached his hands and so he clasped them together as the police officers began to walk slowly towards him.


Back then, after the fire, he had been questioned by several officers, most of whom had been sympathetic. All of them had been spoken to by the police, every one of the neighbours living on this place at the end of a road. And their answers had been the same. Daniel, Chipo and baby Johannes had perished inside that inferno, a tragedy that had made headline news. The truth had been hidden that night, Daniel being shoved into a waiting van and spirited away. Even his mother had complied with the wishes of the church folk who had taken him, the headstone in a nearby cemetery now bearing all three names.


So why should he fear the approach of officers today? What was the meaning of that look passing between them as they’d stood in the wreck of what had once been a well-tended front garden? Or, and here the old man clenched his fingers more tightly, was it the way they were climbing the three steps up to the stoep, staring at him as he sat under their gaze?


‘Joseph Mlambo?’


One of the officers had stopped, his ox-blood red boot poised on the top step of the stoep.


‘Yessir,’ Joseph replied, hands now clutching each side of his wooden chair.


He could not see the man’s eyes behind the sunglasses, only his own reflection, an elderly man with grizzled grey hair.


‘You the owner of this property?’ the man asked, casting his eyes upwards at the roof of the single-storey bungalow.


‘Yessir.’ Joseph nodded. ‘I’ve lived here for many years,’ he added, attempting a smile that died on his lips as the other officer strode nimbly up the steps and towered over him.


‘You a rich man, then?’ the second officer asked, kicking the leg of Joseph’s chair.


‘No, boss,’ Joseph replied, licking his dry lips. ‘Don’t have lots of money. A few dollars?’ He wondered if he was expected to offer some sort of bribe for these men to leave him in peace. The most recent directive from government was not to offer bribes as this simply extended the corruption amongst the ZRP. And yet … if he refused to hand over what paltry sum he had, would these men drag him into the bush and beat him until he fell senseless?


‘He thinks we want his money!’ The second officer laughed, standing up and shaking his head. ‘No, Mr Mlambo, we are not here to rob you like some bad cops you may have heard of. Goodness me, no!’


Once again, a knowing look passed between the two officers and Joseph felt a sudden need to empty his bladder. If it was not money that they wanted, then it could only be information.


‘May I offer you a glass of water?’ Joseph suggested, rising from his chair and signalling that the police officers might wish to enter his small home.


‘Sure,’ the first officer agreed. ‘But we prefer to wait out here.’


Once inside, Joseph headed straight for the lavatory and closed the door behind him. He felt a sense of shame as he watched the thin trickle of urine splashing into the toilet, an old man’s helpless body betraying him. His hands washed and dried, the old man tottered into his kitchen.


Once outside, a glass of water in each clenched fist, Joseph glanced over the heads of the two men whose backs were turned from him, evidently still discussing the abandoned plot next door. Dear Lord, give me courage, he prayed as if the blue, blue sky above was a mere curtain between the Almighty and himself.


‘Your water, gentlemen,’ he said stiffly, watching them turn and give him a nod as they reached out for the glasses.


‘Anybody been here to dig that plot up?’ one of them asked.


‘No, sir,’ Joseph replied. ‘It’s never been touched since the place burned down.’


‘Is that so?’ the other turned and stared at the old man. ‘Who owns it, then?’


Joseph looked from one of the cops to the other. ‘I don’t know, boss,’ he said, shrugging. ‘All family dead and gone. Nobody wants to build there after the fire, I guess.’


The cop with the reflective glasses walked a little closer to Joseph and tapped the baton that was hooked on his thick leather belt. ‘That so? See, we hear something different.’


Joseph felt the sweat gathering under his hairline. Was he about to be given a beating? Here on his own stoep?


He said nothing, just stared back at the man, unblinking, his heart thumping so loudly surely they must hear it.


‘We hear Kohi’s alive,’ the other cop declared, joining his mate to tower over Joseph, his bulky figure suddenly blotting out the sun. ‘What do you have to tell us about that?’


‘I saw the fire that night,’ Joseph began quietly. ‘Nobody could have escaped from that.’


Again, a look passed between the two men and Joseph felt his body begin to shake.


‘Someone tells us that Kohi did,’ the first cop insisted.


Joseph shook his head. ‘They’re all buried in the cemetery,’ he replied. ‘We were all there, at the funeral service. Pastor will tell you that.’


‘Pastor’s gone,’ the second cop declared, bringing his foot a few inches closer to the old man, forcing him to sit down heavily in his chair. ‘Overseas mission.’


Joseph’s eyes flicked from one cop to the other, his mouth too dry to utter another word.


Then his gaze was drawn to the man’s fingers tapping the thick wooden club.


‘He thinks we’re going to hurt him,’ he laughed, turning to his neighbour. ‘Would we do a thing like that?’


Joseph attempted a tremulous smile. It was going to be all right, after all.


The blow when it came took him by surprise, the man’s fist slamming against Joseph’s jaw, sending the old man flying out of his chair and onto the dusty boards.


He tried to shield his face from the booted feet but only succeeded in hearing the crack as a bone in his arm broke. Then more kicks landed on his chest and stomach, making him cry out in pain.


The assault ended as swiftly as it had begun, the men retreating from the porch back onto the track.


‘That’s just a reminder, Mlambo. We’ll not be so soft on you next time,’ he heard a voice calling out followed by a peal of laughter.


Joseph lay on the ground, afraid to raise his head until he could hear the squad car turning and heading off back down to the main road.


At last, he rolled onto his side with a groan as a sharp pain pierced deep within his chest. It was impossible to sit up, such agony as the old man had never known coursing through his body.


Despite himself, Joseph could not resist the urge to cough, and it was then that he saw the first gouts of blood spraying from his mouth.


He lay there, panting a little, his breath coming in spasms. Was he fated to lie here until death took him into its embrace? The old man closed his eyes and remembered that fateful night when death had consumed those other two innocents.


The sound of fire crackling came back to him, the scorching heat and the ashes that had almost blinded him, forcing them all back. And then Daniel had arrived …


Though there had been no contact with the former police inspector since that dreadful time, Joseph had heard rumours that he’d reached the safety of the United Kingdom, the church folk smuggling him out under pretence that he was one of their delegates. Truly, the man who had been Inspector Kohi’s next-door neighbour had little notion of his friend’s whereabouts, only the truth that he had escaped from certain death after the torching of his home.


But Joseph Mlambo had just found that even such knowledge spelt certain danger for them all.


He broke out in a fit of coughing once more, feeling the hot blood coursing over his lips.


Then the sound of distant bells ringing made the old man smile, an image of a white church tower his last conscious thought as he slipped into the darkness.









CHAPTER FIVE


‘It’s actually not a problem,’ her head of department told Maggie Lorimer. ‘Lucy wanted to have a full-time post when she applied for your two days and if she and our current probationer cover your classes for these three weeks, I can’t see why you wouldn’t be granted a leave of absence. Have you spoken to the boss?’


‘Not yet,’ Maggie admitted, laying down her coffee mug. ‘I wanted to run it past you first, Suze.’


Suzette Anderson nodded. ‘You’ve been here for far longer than I have, Maggie, and the whole department respects everything you’ve done. If there’s a problem with his nibs, let me know and I’ll put in a good word for you. You know that Manson’s got a soft heart despite his fearsome reputation.’


Despite her head of department’s assurance, Maggie was a little nervous as she knocked on the head teacher’s study door. The Christmas holidays were still ahead, and Manson might well growl at her, suggesting she use that two week break to go overseas instead.


Keith Manson looked up as Maggie entered the room, rising to his feet and coming around his desk to greet her.


‘Mrs Lorimer, what can I do for you?’ he boomed. Though he was short of stature, there was something commanding about the stocky man who took Maggie’s hand in a fierce grip.


Once seated beside the head teacher who had stood by her through every crisis in her career, Maggie took a deep breath then began to put forward her request.


‘I’ve got it!’ she said gleefully, stepping into Suze Anderson’s warm hug. ‘Three whole weeks!’


‘You deserve it,’ Suze grinned. ‘And part of that time is February spring break, after all. What did Manson say?’


‘Well, he did talk about creating a precedent but given my years of service and … well, what he called a high profile … he reckoned nobody else would mind.’


‘Well, you have got a high profile, Margaret Lorimer!’ Suze grinned. ‘Famous children’s author in our midst! Manson just loves all the kudos that’s brought to the school.’


Maggie’s face fell for a moment. ‘I hope nobody sees that as favouritism,’ she sighed.


‘Young Lucy certainly won’t. She’s desperate for a full-time post and three weeks’ pay will certainly help her.’ Suze tilted her head to one side. ‘You’d never take early retirement, though, would you?’


Maggie shook her head. ‘Three days a week suits me fine now,’ she said. ‘I get enough time to write and besides, I just can’t imagine not teaching.’


‘Good. Well, just remember to send us a postcard from Africa. We’ll want to know all about it.’


‘I will,’ Maggie promised, breathing a huge sigh. It seemed hardly real, permission to travel all that way with her husband granted so easily. Surely that was a good omen?


Lorimer pressed the send button and sat back at his desk. His time away was assured now that Muirpark Secondary had granted Maggie that leave of absence. They had spent the previous evening poring over travel sites before selecting the one that sounded most suitable. It was pricey, but there was a lot to be said about paying for what you got, as Maggie had pointed out. It was a well-known company that had garnered five-star reviews from previous travellers, their lavish praise giving the Lorimers a sense of confidence in their choice.


He glanced out of the window. The afternoon was already dark, street light glimmering through the continually falling snow. It would be a relief to be somewhere else for a while, he thought. By the time they came home again February would be half over, winter days hopefully less bitter.


Their itinerary looked promising. A few days spent in Harare in a five-star hotel, trips to places of interest arranged before travelling into the bush. In one safari park they’d even be staying in a tree house. Then a flight to Kariba and time spent in a remote lodge where there was reported to be an abundance of wildlife. Lorimer smiled. There had been pictures online of starry skies, so different from the thick banks of cloud that covered Scotland right now. There was an option to add on time at Victoria Falls or return to Harare, something he and Maggie were still to discuss. If things looked safe enough, perhaps they might be able to look up Daniel’s mother out in the township, something that Netta Gordon had suggested. She and Janette Kohi had become penfriends since Daniel’s arrival in Glasgow, their messages carefully coded to conceal news about Daniel.


It was worth thinking about, Lorimer told himself. Daniel’s mother was fending for herself nowadays, according to Netta, but had always praised her small church community for their support. Still, if there was anything he could do to help, he would. British tourists were seen as fabulously wealthy in comparison to the impoverished population, Daniel had warned them, and it had shocked Lorimer to see the pitiful wages that even a senior police officer received in the Zimbabwean Republic force. His own remuneration looked like a fortune in comparison, and he made himself a promise to see what he might do for Janette Kohi.


As he turned away from the window, Detective Superintendent Lorimer could not have imagined how his inclination to assist an elderly lady in a small African village would lead to rather more than simply an interesting holiday in a foreign land.









CHAPTER SIX


December


The sound of metal against hard earth echoed through the still air. High above, several large birds wheeled, watching the activities below, their sense of smell drawing them closer.


These white-backed vultures were not often seen unless there was carrion to be had. Nature’s refuse collectors, one might call them, huge birds with wicked beaks that would tear flesh from a dead creature in minutes. For now, they waited, thermals allowing them to float in circles above the small cemetery on the outskirts of Harare.


The two men digging were grunting with the effort. Rain had not fallen for several days and every tiny breath of wind in this climate, a thousand feet above sea level, came as a respite from the scorching heat.


‘We’ll not find anything,’ one of them grumbled.


The man with the red bandana shook his head. ‘He told us to do this. So, we must,’ Reuben replied testily, digging his spade into the unyielding soil.


‘It’s going to take hours,’ the other man whined.


‘And it will take the boss minutes to put a bullet into our heads,’ came the reply. ‘Keep digging!’


The place where they were exerting their efforts was out in the open away from a line of acacia trees that bordered the cemetery. Reuben looked at the headstone carved with an angel cradling a baby and felt a lurch in his stomach. A child was buried here. And his parents, burned to death by … He stopped for a moment, wondering who had really set that place alight, killing the cop and his family. Surely there could be no doubt about the fate of these victims? He’d seen the place for himself, just scrub and blackened timbers, razed to the ground. Nobody could have survived that. And yet, here they were, assigned this thankless task by the man who held so much power in the city. Power to finish me off, Reuben reminded himself, fingering the bruises around his throat.


His fingers were sore from repeated blows with the spade but at least there was a decent-sized cavity now where they’d been digging.


‘I need water,’ his companion complained, chucking down his spade. ‘Gonna see if anyone c’n give me somethin’ to drink.’


‘Bring me some back, too,’ Reuben told him. ‘And if you don’t come back, well, it’ll be all the worse for you.’


He continued pushing the edge of the tool into the dried-out soil, blow by blow, muttering curses under his breath. If this other man were to cut and run, there was no way he’d be able to finish this job on his own. Bit by bit, the soil gave way to darker earth, the heap by the side of the Kohis’ grave rising higher. At last, the sound of the metal clanged against something different, even harder than earth.


Wiping the sweat from his eyes, Reuben bent down and pushed away the clumps of soil, feeling something smoother beneath his fingers.


‘Yes!’ he exclaimed, giving a sigh of relief. Surely that was the top of a coffin?


Had they all been put into the one box? Reuben wondered. Nobody had given him any information about that. There wouldn’t have been much left after being scorched to death. Hopefully they had all been laid to rest here, in a single coffin.


Reuben’s eyes fell on the cloth bag laid to one side that contained his tools. He’d need them to open the damned thing.


A cloud passed over the sun at that very moment and Reuben shivered. Damned, he’d said, even though it was inside his mind. Looking up, he saw the vultures circling like birds of ill omen. What was he doing here, desecrating the grave of innocent people? Should he fling the soil back into the hole they’d made, make a run for it?


But the moment of doubt passed as he heard the tramp of feet and then the other grave digger appeared, a bottle in each hand.


‘Gimme!’ Reuben demanded, stretching out his hand and grabbing the water. He drank half of it in one long draught then exhaled slowly. ‘Good. Let’s get this down then keep digging. We’re nearly there.’ He grinned, raising the bottle to his lips once more.


The exhumation of dead bodies is a matter for the courts of law in most countries, including Zimbabwe. Neither of the men digging had been granted a licence to do so, nor was either of them an environmental health officer, but the pair were far more afraid of the repercussions from the man who had ordered this to take place than they were of the law courts. Darkness was beginning to fall when Reuben pushed the crowbar under the edge of the first wooden coffin. There was a creak then the sound of splintering and a final crack as the last nail came free.


Each man looked warily at the other. Who was going to be first to raise that lid?


‘You do it,’ Reuben said. ‘Just see how many—’


A harsh, unnatural cry above them made the two men cower beneath the surface of the grave, hands warding off the first of the huge birds.


‘Scat!’ Reuben yelled, waving his hands at the vultures. ‘Git goin’!’


The other man picked up a rock and flung it at the bird but missed.


‘Hey, don’t do that!’ Reuben scolded. ‘They’re protected!’


His companion burst into nervous giggles.


‘We’re breaking the law doin’ this, and you’re worried about a few birds scattering their feathers? Man, I don’t think you’re real!’


Reuben turned to scowl at him. ‘You wanna lift this?’


The other man’s face fell, and he took a step backwards, shaking his head.


‘You’re closer,’ he said. ‘You do it.’


Reuben turned back to stare at the coffin. For a moment he hesitated, wondering if such desecration might lead to consequences that were out of his control.


Then, taking a deep breath, he heaved the lid sideways and put an arm across his mouth, expecting the smell of decomposition to make him choke. But there was no rotting smell. And the bodies six feet below the soil were now mere greyish skeletons.


The child was in its mother’s arms, Reuben could see that, and it filled him with sudden remorse. No way should he have disturbed this grave.


Overhead the clouds had darkened further, making it hard to see the other coffin.


As the first fat drops of rain began to fall, Reuben looked up, but the birds had vanished.


It took some time and a lot of exertion but at last they heaved the first coffin out of the grave to see the other beneath. Here, if the headstone were to be believed, lay the final remains of former police inspector Daniel Kohi, beloved husband of Chipo and father of Johannes.


‘What’s keepin’ you?’ he heard the voice calling out. ‘Is he there or not?’


Reuben leaned across and gave the coffin containing mother and child a small push so he could open the other one.


‘Sorry, I’m sorry,’ he whispered, as if the dead could somehow hear him.


Then, swallowing hard, he levered up the lid.


There was nothing. No third skeleton. Just a few slabs of stone to weigh the damn thing down.


Reuben felt a shudder pass through his body. Then he turned and looked up at the man standing above him.


‘They were right,’ he said at last. ‘Kohi’s not here.’









CHAPTER SEVEN


Ants. That was the woman’s first thought as she walked past the grave, small heaps of soil surrounding the burial site. How strange. Or had the gardener been weeding around a border? A frown crossed her brow. Wasn’t this the grave of that tragic family she’d read about a while back? How long had it been? Two years? More? The elderly lady shook her head. She was becoming more forgetful with the passing years. Soon it would be time to return home again, her visit to her brother here in Harare almost over. Since her sister-in-law had died, she had made this an annual trip, and today she was here to mark the anniversary of dear Jean’s passing.


Looking carefully at the ground, the woman noticed other things; a faint line along one side where blades of grass had been bent over and … what was that shining in the sunlight? Swapping the bunch of lilies into her left hand then bending carefully, she stooped down to pick it up. A tiny screw, its twisted metal glinting against a small patch of dried soil. How strange, she thought, pocketing the object. This was very odd.


The woman turned to face the narrow pathway of beaten earth where one tall white headstone loomed above the others. She walked slowly towards it and stopped, reading the inscription with a sigh. Then, placing the flowers on the grave, she closed her eyes, clasped her hands and murmured a short prayer. Whoever was up there in that lucid blue sky would probably hear her, she thought, looking up again. Then, putting a hand into her pocket to find her car keys, her fingers felt the shape of that tiny screw.


Something wasn’t quite right, the woman told herself, looking towards the Kohi family’s grave. She paused for a moment then gazed back towards the wide, open skies.


‘Lord, only You know what’s going on here,’ came the whisper. ‘Let these poor folk rest in peace.’


As she made to leave, the woman turned at the faint sound. For a moment it seemed as if the acacia trees on the edge of the cemetery were swaying, a sudden wind sighing through their shivering leaves.


She blinked hard then looked again. But all was still.


The old man stretched out his legs, tentatively at first, keeping the pain at bay. Sunlight spilled onto the stoep, warming his bare feet like a caress. The injuries would heal in time, the lady doctor had told him at the clinic, the dull aches inside his chest and shoulder constant reminders of his internal injuries, the punctured lung and the broken ribs, but then she had held his hand for a few moments, shaking her head and meeting his gaze. Other things took longer to heal, she’d murmured. And it was true. The fear that had followed his unprovoked attack remained as jagged now as it was when they’d left him there bleeding on the ground. He was lucky to be alive, that doctor had told him quietly. She had prescribed painkillers, giving his grandson a slip of paper to take to the clinic’s pharmacy after signing his discharge papers. Nobody had questioned the old man stumbling painfully from the clinic supported by the tall gangly youth. He’d looked around, fearful that there might be police officers waiting for him in the shadows.


Now Joseph was home, the veranda in front of his open door swept clean of dust, cushions set behind the old man’s back as he’d eased himself down into his favourite chair. Someone had been inside his home during the time he’d been away. Women from the church, no doubt, their Christian kindness shown in small acts like cleaning his kitchen and leaving parcels of food. Even his dirty clothes had been washed and folded, laid in neat piles in his bedroom.
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