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PROLOGUE

The moon emerged from a bank of cloud, casting silvery beams onto ripples crossing the dark water. Nothing else moved, only these arcs shimmering on the lochan’s surface.

No bird cried, no grasses murmured on that windless night, a solitary figure watching as all movement ceased across the water.

There was nothing to tell that death had cast its shadow here, no portent of doom or even a sigh from the wind. And, as another ink-black cloud slowly covered the face of the moon, the silent figure slipped away into the night.




CHAPTER ONE

Abigail Brightman hated Mondays. The school gym hall was always cold after the weekend and the floor still smelled of years of sweaty feet despite the best intentions of the cleaners. Assembly was boring, the head droning on and on until the first piano chord signalled them all to stand up and sing whatever dirge had been chosen for that day. Very occasionally a pupil would be singled out for praise, having gained the Duke of Edinburgh Award or performed some feat or other of athletics. The head was big on sport, another reason that Abby usually switched off during his interminable talks. She loathed the school gym hall when all that cumbersome equipment was in place, especially the dreaded vaulting horse. She would wipe sweaty hands on her gym shorts, waiting in turn behind the other girls, hoping that this time she would not find herself scrabbling crab-like over the horrid thing or, worse, feeling the gym teacher’s cold bony fingers grasp her thighs to heave her over.

Abby was stifling a yawn behind her hand that morning, when she became aware of a bristling of attention from those pupils around her.

What had she missed?

‘And if any of you have a parent or relative who might be of particular interest, do ask them to volunteer,’ a female voice said.

Abby looked up to see the careers teacher standing behind the lectern, smiling down at them.

‘What did she say?’ Abby whispered to her neighbour.

‘Shh!’ The girl frowned back at her.

‘Remember it is in your own interest to hear from as many professionals as possible before you make your subject choices,’ the teacher continued, glancing around at her audience until her gaze came to rest on Abby.

Her smile and slight nod made a few heads turn Abby’s way and she felt the heat in her neck travel all the way to her cheeks till she was certain they must be scarlet.

Whispers and nudges, a few turning to stare made it all so much worse.

Of course the careers teacher would single out Abigail Brightman, the daughter of a famous psychologist who had been on television and helped the police solve major murder cases, and of the mother who was the head of the Department of Forensic Medicine at the University of Glasgow.

I won’t ask them. I won’t! Abby thought furiously to herself.

As the assembled pupils trooped out, Abigail was unsurprised to see the careers teacher approach her, finger crooked to beckon her away from her classmates. Here it was, the inevitable question: would Abigail be kind enough to ask her parents to consider giving a talk about their professions at the careers seminar?

It is perhaps not often that a young person of thirteen finds inspiration in the midst of their mental turmoil, but that day Abigail Brightman was struck by an idea that she hoped might save her from years of embarrassment.

‘Oh, they are both awfully busy, miss,’ she replied earnestly. ‘But I could ask my uncle Bill. He’s my godfather,’ she continued, ‘and a really well-known detective superintendent.’

‘Phone for you,’ Maggie Lorimer called to her husband. ‘A young lady,’ she added with a scarcely suppressed smirk as she handed him the house phone.

Lorimer’s brows came together in a frown as he put the phone to his ear.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Uncle Bill. It’s me, Abby,’ came the reply, instantly banishing the lines around her godfather’s eyes.

‘Hello, you. To what do I owe this unexpected call?’ he teased.

‘Weeeell,’ the word was drawn out as if the young girl needed a moment to gather her thoughts. ‘I wanted to ask you a favour,’ she said.

‘Ask away,’ he replied. ‘Anything for my favourite girl.’

There was a pause and he listened, wondering if he had detected the faintest hint of a sigh. Relief? He hoped so.

‘Would you give a wee talk at our careers fair at St Genesius? They’re looking for parents or friends who have an interesting sort of job and can tell us about it. How you’d join up and everything . . . ’

‘Of course I will, if I’m free.’

‘Oh great!’ she exclaimed and this time he was certain of the relief in her voice. ‘I really didn’t want to ask Mum or Dad.’

‘Is it an evening event or during the day?’

‘It’s an all-day thing,’ Abby told him. ‘Thursday the fourteenth of this month. We have to make our subject choices before the Easter holidays,’ she explained.

‘That should be fine,’ he assured her. ‘There isn’t anything major at work right now and if something comes up one of our DCIs can deal with it.’

‘Oh, thank you!’ she squealed. ‘I know it isn’t that long since you and Aunt Maggie came back from your holiday. Mum said you might have a lot of catching up to do, and not to mind if you said no.’

Lorimer smiled. The trip to Zimbabwe had been eventful but neither of their godchildren had been told the full story of all that had taken place. Three weeks had elapsed since they had returned, along with Janette Kohi, the mother of their Zimbabwean friend, Daniel, who was now a serving officer in Police Scotland.

‘Consider it in the diary, my dear.’

‘I’ll get Miss Webb the careers teacher to call you, if that’s okay?’

‘Fine,’ Lorimer replied. ‘Use this number, will you, Abby?’ he added, reciting the main switchboard number at the Major Incident Team’s headquarters in Govan.

‘Bye, and thanks again,’ she said breathlessly.

Maggie was looking at him quizzically.

‘Abby’s school is having a careers fair and she’s asked if I’ll go along,’ he explained.

‘Ah, we’ve had those in the past.’ Maggie nodded. ‘I think it does help kids to make up their minds what subjects to take. Of course, they must take English, so I’ll always have bigger classes.’

‘Any advice?’

Maggie chuckled. ‘They’re bound to ask how much you earn,’ she told him. ‘Especially the boys. It’s not the first time a nosy wee rascal has wanted to know if I’m dead rich now that I write books!’

‘Well, so long as they don’t expect me to give any gory details about murder cases,’ he laughed. ‘Outlining the job should be fun. After all, I’ve given lectures at the police training college plenty of times. Maybe I just need to water it down a bit for young teenagers.’

He picked up the Sunday papers and resumed reading the sports pages, the object of Abigail Brightman’s phone call put aside for the moment.

It would be a straightforward matter, speaking to kids, especially if they were bright like Abby, he decided. St Genesius had specialist departments related to the performing arts though pupils were also renowned for their academic prowess. Perhaps one of them might even be inspired to join the force in later years. Yes, this was a good opportunity to tell youngsters about the job he loved. He smiled as he thought of his goddaughter, now a gangly teenager, who blushed at the slightest provocation and who had probably worked herself up to ask this favour.

It was only much later that William Lorimer would look back at his ready agreement to visit her school and ponder at the things which followed.




CHAPTER TWO

She could not help shivering as they made their way along Allison Street. Despite the nights becoming lighter, March was still in thrall to winter winds and the threat of snow. No wonder so many conversations began remarking about the weather. Netta Gordon paused to let her new friend catch up. There was so much for the Zimbabwean woman to see in the city, Netta mused, watching as Janette Kohi stood before the greengrocer’s shop, examining the different vegetables on offer. The smell of citrus mingled with something earthier, probably that sack of Cyprus potatoes just inside the doorway. Netta hopped from one foot to the other, willing Janette to hurry up.

‘D’you want tae go in and have a look?’ she asked, turning to stand beside the small woman whose head was swathed in a brightly coloured shawl, an attempt to defeat the icy blasts. ‘It’s jist as cold in there as it is out here, mind.’

‘There is so much … ’ Janette raised a hand and let it fall with a sigh. ‘I have never seen so much food. And put out like this?’

‘Oh, naebody pinches stuff fae Mr Singh,’ Netta laughed. ‘He’s goat thon CCTV and his laddie wid catch onybody that tried tae nick as much as a tattie. Fast? My, he’d gie Usain Bolt a run fur his money!’

Her companion stared at her for a moment and shrugged, a slight frown between her treacle-brown eyes. ‘Tattie?’

Netta chuckled. ‘It’s short fur po-ta-to,’ she explained. Mind we gave ye tattie scones fur yer breakfast at the weekend? Wi’ black pudding an’ all?’

Janette’s face cleared as she nodded, though whether the Zimbabwean woman had genuinely understood every bit of Netta’s Glasgow dialect was uncertain.

‘C’mon alang here tae ma favourite wee café. They do brilliant flies’ cemeteries, so they do,’ she added, taking the smaller woman’s arm and encouraging her to quicken her footsteps.

Janette was glad of the thick coat her son, Daniel, had bought for her and the warm boots lined with fake fur. This climate was so different from anything she was accustomed to, though Maggie Lorimer had warned her what to expect when they had landed in Glasgow airport the previous month. Nobody had mentioned the hard pavements outside every house, so unlike the dusty paths back home, or those towering tenement buildings that cast their shadows across each busy street. The noise of traffic was unrelenting, even worse than the centre of Harare, and the flat where Daniel and Netta lived was right on a road, cars and vans being driven past their front window all the time.

And yet everybody had been so kind, she thought, as she trotted by her penfriend’s side, and the people in this city were friendly, complete strangers sitting beside them on the buses often striking up a conversation. Janette was used to these double-decker buses now although when she had first arrived Daniel had taken some leave from his work as a police officer to drive them to different parts of Scotland. Janette had gasped appreciatively at the view over Loch Lomond and the snow-capped mountain beyond just as much as she had enjoyed the delights of the city’s Princes Square, its shops filled with luxury goods like some Aladdin’s cave of riches. The food she had been given was all warm and wholesome and Janette had already begun to jot down a few of Netta Gordon’s favourite recipes.

Everything would have been perfect apart from her lingering misgivings over the tall blonde woman who seemed to have such a hold over her beloved son.

‘Here we are, best wee place in Govanhill!’ Netta exclaimed, pulling Janette into the warmth of a bright café.

Inside, the air smelled of coffee beans and something sweet and syrupy, making Janette’s mouth water as Netta bustled her towards a corner table well away from the draughty entrance. The hiss from the coffee machine created a small cloud of steam that rose to the ceiling, making Janette look upwards at a pair of silent fans, their blades motionless. Did this mean that there would be days hot and sunny enough for patrons to need them? Maggie Lorimer had promised that as the months went on, the weather would be so much warmer, and Janette could wear the cotton frocks that she had packed so hurriedly. She glanced across as the door opened to admit a mother with a small child, the chill wind blowing in a scattering of crumpled leaves. Janette shivered, tucking her coat around her knees.

‘Feeling the cauld, hen?’ Netta asked. ‘How about a nice hot chocolate? Ma treat. An’ ye must try wan o’ the flies’ cemeteries, eh?’ She chuckled. ‘They’re better than these wans we had out of the supermarket.’

Janette smiled. She had been living here with Netta in the Southside of Glasgow just long enough to have discovered that these were actually fruit tarts made from well-soaked currants between layers of delicious sugary pastry, nothing at all to do with dead flies. In fact, it was the recipe for that particular cake that Janette Kohi wanted to seek out to add to her growing notebook.

As Netta strode over to the counter to place their order, Janette’s thoughts returned once more to Detective Inspector Molly Newton. There was no doubt in her mind that her son was smitten by this lady but … she sighed. Did she have the right to feel this way? Molly had no belief in God, she had stated with a small laugh when Janette had asked which church the white woman attended. And … well … she was so different from dear Chipo, Daniel’s wife who had perished with their baby son in the horrific arson attack that had driven him out of Zimbabwe for ever. Janette pursed her lips. No, Molly wasn’t a bit like her poor daughter-in-law. She had no compunction about sleeping with her son, Daniel sometimes staying over at her flat overnight. Loose morals, Janette had told herself in dismay when Molly had suggested slyly that Daniel would be more comfortable in her own bed.

Daniel had readily given his mother the smaller of the two bedrooms in the flat he shared with Netta, happy to sleep on the bed settee in the large living room. But his mother had noticed that he’d also taken some of his clothes and toiletries away to the West End of the city where Molly lived. She had still to be invited there, Janette thought, wondering if the police officer was a career-minded woman who preferred ready meals to the sort of home cooking a man deserved.

‘Penny for them,’ Netta said, sitting down heavily opposite her friend. ‘You look fair lost in yer thoughts, lass.’

‘I was thinking about Chipo,’ Janette began, glancing down at her hands, afraid that this half-truth would somehow condemn her.

‘Och, lass.’ Netta took her hand and rubbed it gently. ‘It’s a terrible thing tae carry around with ye. Bad memories. But see now? He’s goat Molly and the pair of them are that happy thegether.’ She smiled then drew her hand back as a waiter arrived at their table bearing a tray with their order.

Janette attempted a smile. Netta was firmly on the side of this relationship and evidently saw nothing wrong with it. Was this a British thing? Were Christian morals so lacking here? She stifled another sigh as her hands clasped the warm mug of chocolate, its sweet smell wafting into her nostrils. Zimbabwe was a place of so much corruption, some of their leaders setting no good example to its citizens with immoral ways of living, and yet Janette had expected so much more of this cold northern country. After all, it had been Pastor John, Father Peter and the others who helped refugees escape from Zimbabwe, their mission trips good cover for these persecuted people.

‘Wid ye look at that!’ Netta exclaimed.

Janette followed her friend’s gaze to see two large horses passing by the plate glass window of the coffee shop, their riders clad in black, helmets sporting the chequered emblem of Police Scotland. The clip-clop of hooves as they passed could be clearly heard, the hum of chattering voices stilled for a moment as folk gazed out at the sight.

‘That’s oor polis,’ Netta whispered, a proud smile on her face. ‘Ye see them at fitba’ matches fur crowd control. They’re that well trained, these horses, so they are.’

Janette gave a sigh. Her Daniel was undergoing a special training right now, she recalled, so that he might become a detective constable and even rise higher up the ranks sooner than he had expected. He had apologised for not taking off more annual leave, but the course out in a place called Jackton began today, and he was obliged to attend. No matter, her visa was valid until October. There was plenty of time to see more of Scotland. Janette Kohi bit her lip. What then? Maggie Lorimer and her husband had talked about seeking asylum, settling here in Scotland. But Janette was not so sure. She gave a sudden shiver, thinking of the immense skies of her beloved Zimbabwe, the sound of little children laughing, running barefoot on the dusty ground. She blinked back tears and swallowed hard. Was she destined to remain here, a small African lady of no importance, growing older, never to return to the place she once called home?




CHAPTER THREE

Abby could see each car arriving in the teachers’ car park from where she sat at the very back of the school theatre, the windows to one side flooding the space with light. There was no way of telling when her uncle Bill would arrive, the order of guest speakers known only to the staff members who were sitting to one side of the lectern. As each adult arrived, their careers teacher would introduce them, giving a short explanation of what their job was and thanking them for taking the time to come to the school. Right now, Abby was supposed to be listening to a local GP who was speaking about the sorts of qualifications necessary to be admitted to medical school, but she had switched off, having long ago decided that profession was not one to which she aspired. There had been sufficient talk at home about bodies, blood and all sorts of disgusting stuff that her mother seemed to deal with on a daily basis to put her off anything gory for life. No, she was much more like Dad, who could not stand even the sight of a cut finger oozing a few red drops.

All morning Abby had been glancing out of that window, waiting for the sight of her godfather’s car, and now it was after lunchtime and he still hadn’t made an appearance.

Perhaps something had happened to hold him up, she wondered, gnawing the hard flesh at the side of her fingernail. Maybe he wouldn’t come at all. The thought made her sigh.

Then, just as she was beginning to despair, Abby caught sight of a large silver vehicle cresting the rise of the hill and turning towards the rows of parked cars. There was no mistaking the Lexus, an older model, long and sleek, that stood out from the four by fours that so many of the teachers seemed to favour nowadays.

He was here and hadn’t let her down after all!

Lorimer strode away from the car park and headed down towards the main entrance of the school, glancing at his watch. No, he was still on time, thank goodness. The doors opened with a faint swishing sound, and he took a step towards a second set of glass doors, reading the notice instructing visitors to St Genesius High School to press the green button with their elbow, a safeguard against spreading any sort of virus. Schools were notorious for harbouring germs, Maggie had said on several occasions, bemoaning those parents who allowed their kids to arrive with streaming colds or fevers.

He gave the receptionist behind a glass window his name and she pushed a lanyard through a small space, instructing him to follow the signs to the theatre.

‘You can’t miss it,’ the woman told him with a bright smile. ‘There are red arrows pointing the way.’

Lorimer thanked her and headed along a corridor marked with the sign THEATRE, hearing a faint sound of laughter ahead. Whoever the current speaker was, they had at least elicited some response from the youngsters. Straightening the knot on his tie, Lorimer pushed on towards the sound, keeping one eye on the red arrows that had been taped onto the walls.

As he approached a set of double doors, a middle-aged woman emerged, heading towards him.

‘Superintendent Lorimer? I’m Alexandra McIvor, deputy head teacher. Welcome to our careers fair and thank you so much for taking time to help us.’

Lorimer shook the woman’s hand, feeling her strong clasp and warming to the smile crinkling her hazel eyes.

‘Abigail is quite excited that you agreed to join us,’ she confided. ‘I think she’s been on the lookout for your arrival all day,’ she added with a grin.

Lorimer allowed himself to be taken backstage to a darkened area where a man sat behind a bank of serious-looking equipment.

‘Ronnie will get you miked up,’ Ms McIvor whispered, looking up into his eyes. ‘I’m sure you are used to doing this sort of thing.’

Lorimer smiled and simply nodded, unwilling to disturb the speaker onstage as she finished her talk. The applause that followed was accompanied by a few whistles and whoops, no doubt heartening for the guest speaker as she came off the platform and joined them.

‘Well done,’ Ms McIvor said, ‘and thank you.’

‘Not a problem but I must rush now. I have a surgery in ten minutes,’ the GP replied.

Lorimer followed the deputy head teacher onto the stage for her to introduce him to the assembled pupils. He let his glance rove over them, searching in vain for his goddaughter. They were so young, he thought with a pang. And having to choose the subjects that might lead to a career at this tender age! Still, he’d make being a police officer as interesting as possible. Who knows, there might be a budding cop or two amongst these rows and rows of youngsters.

They’d kept the best till last, Abby decided, beaming with pleasure as she listened to her uncle Bill tell stories about his career, some of the tales provoking laughter when he spoke about the silly sorts of things some criminals did. Like the would-be bank robbers who became stuck in a revolving door, or the burglar who broke into what he thought was an empty house, drinking so much of the owner’s whisky that he fell asleep under a table, coming to only when a pair of handcuffs were put around his wrists. There was more serious stuff of course, like DNA and forensics, and he was happy for her fellow pupils to ask as many questions as they wanted.

When William Lorimer asked for a show of hands to see how many of them might be interested in such a career, there were so many that several heads turned in surprise, checking out who wanted to become a police officer, and she could see the grin of pleasure on his face. Promising to leave some information about the practicalities of joining Police Scotland with their careers teachers, he ended his talk by saying, ‘Finally, I’d like to thank my goddaughter for inviting me to her school. I’ve enjoyed meeting you all.’

Abby sat silently, face reddening more with pleasure than embarrassment, since few of her year group were aware of who that was.

Then he was gone, a final wave of his hand, just as the school bell rang out signalling going home time.

The grin on his face lasted all the way to the car park, Lorimer feeling huge satisfaction that the time he had spent was worthwhile. He would probably be retired by the time any of those putative cadets joined up, but it was nice to know he had planted some seeds of interest, at any rate.

He was turning the car, following a one-way system clearly marked and headed for the exit, when a figure rushed towards him, making him slam hard on the brake.

Lorimer saw a young woman with bright pink hair, dressed in a long crimson coat, a green and red scarf flying behind her. What on earth . . . ?

She raised gloved hands as though to signal stop, then drew close to his door, allowing Lorimer to see her in more detail. A tall, attractive woman, in her late twenties, he guessed, a slash of bright lipstick and violet-coloured eyeshadow in keeping with her retro look.

Lorimer pressed a button, allowing the window to open as she bent down, fingers clutching at the car.

‘Please,’ she breathed heavily, her eyes wide as she stared at him.

Lorimer frowned, wondering if he had forgotten something, but then she leaned forward, a sob catching her voice.

‘Superintendent Lorimer! You must help me. You’re my only hope!’
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