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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.
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