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Like wisps of smoke, she was gone:
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I swear my love for you, my love

I shall love you forever, my dove—

But forever is denied to mortal man.
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IT WAS ALMOST NINE O’CLOCK in the evening. It seemed strange that the busiest superhighway in East and Central Africa was deserted. 

Justin was the only motorist on Thika Superhighway. His glossy, black Hybrid Land Cruiser Prado swallowed kilometre after kilometre like an obsessed demon. Don Moen’s Our Father, which had refused to age, was playing on his car DVD player; and he sang along. He felt as though the vehicle was on auto-driver; only his command to the machine and it would take him home.   

Past Juja, he realised that he was not alone on the road after all. Suddenly, a car emerged from nowhere, headlights blaring. Either the car had been following him with its lights off or the driver had just decided to go from dim to full in a fraction of a nanosecond, like a stealth bomber that had identified and locked in on its target and was pulling up to attack. 

His car’s rear-view and side mirrors reflected the light as though on cue, blinding him. He grabbed the steering wheel with both hands to steady the car. The other car, barely visible from behind, came in line with his. At that very moment, he realised what was happening: the driver of the mystery car wanted to run him off the road.

Justin floored the accelerator. Within four seconds, the speedometer's needle pointed at 180kph and was edging towards 200. The distance between him and the mystery car increased, and he smiled to himself. The killer car was nowhere to be seen. 

Hardly had he breathed a deep sigh of relief when he saw the car coming fast behind him again, headlights full, swallowing the distance between them like a rally racecar. 

Late-night showdown on Thika Superhighway, Justin muttered and floored the accelerator again, and his 5700cc-engine machine picked immediately. 

The car kept gaining more speed and closing in on him. He was almost at top speed, 400kph, but the car was on him, not slowing down even for a second. He realised that his car was no match for the mystery car and, as he resigned himself to whatever might happen, the car caught up with him. 

As the killer car came in line with him again, he noticed it was an SUV, souped-up, for both on and off-road operation. It had been carefully selected for bizarre activities like this one. Before the thought materialised in his mind—which was on overdrive like his car—the killer car rammed into the side of his car, forcing him off the road. 

Justin thought of slamming the breaks and making an instant U-turn, a daring stunt he had seen in movies, but he would roll over if he did that. He was not ready to die today, at least not by his own doing. He would fight till the end of the road.  

He tried to steady his vehicle, force it to move ahead, but the SUV did not relent. When he had no other option, he did what he had thought of doing in the first instant—he stepped hard on the breaks and floored the accelerator as he worked for a hard-right U-turn that would definitely force the SUV off the road instead of him. However, just as he had been wrong all along, he was wrong about this too, and he was the one who was run off the road. His car rolled three, four, five times before it came to a dead stop off the road, wheels facing up. 

Kumbe the airbag works, he thought to himself.  

The bad news was that the horror was not over yet. There was no one around to pull him out of the wreckage. God, where was anyone when you needed help? Then it happened:  God answered his prayer. A car coming from the opposite direction was stopping. But wait a minute? The car was on the side of the highway from where he had been run off the road.  It could be only one car—the killer car. Whoever it was was not a Good Samaritan. 

Pain shot through him like needles, shards of glass everywhere. His consciousness took a hard decision to fail him. He felt himself take a nosedive into a pool of delirium, and his efforts to come out of the slough were futile. That was before he made out a figure dressed in black alight from the killer car and walk towards him. 

Justin was pulling himself out of the wreck, at least to do something to help himself. God helps those who help themselves, right? 

*
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THE MAN APPROACHED the wreckage slowly. In the man’s mind was only one thing—the mission. He found the man he had run off the road struggling to get himself out of the mangled car. 

The man squatted beside the blood-matted figure of his target, who was struggling to live another minute. Such waste of energy. 

The killer driver put the mouth of the gun on Justin’s head and emptied the bullets in the magazine.  

“Goodbye, Brother,” the killer said. “You were always the best.”

*
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JUSTIN KNEW THEN that it was done. Like Jesus on the cross, he said, ‘It is finished’. The explosion was deafeningly silent. It followed him to the gossamer world above just as an invisible winch pulled him up and up. He stood outside huge gates within no time, waiting for the gateman to open. St Peter or Lucifer, Heaven or Hades; it didn’t matter.
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JORAM KIUNJURI WAS A TALL, thin, gaudy man with a mundane sense of humour and nondescript features, except for his heavy eyebrows and disarming smile.

The son of a cabinet secretary, he had lived a dreamy life growing up. His father, formerly the CEO of Barclays Bank and the Central Bank of Kenya, had ensured that he had the best life could offer. 

After completing his first degree, then a master’s, in accountancy at Strathmore University in Nairobi, he won a scholarship for another master’s degree at the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA), where he did his MBA. He was writing a thesis for his doctorate degree, thanks to freelance writers on the streets who could produce one for as low as Ksh.1,000. He was the only under-thirty Principal Secretary in the country, with his career path shining like diamonds. He had what he wanted in life, except a woman to marry. He had had several relationships, only that they had been complete fiascos; blame it on his serial infidelity.

He was proud that he had legitimate power in society and connective power. He had networked with men and women who mattered, in places of significance, both in the white and black markets; labyrinths that turned out handy when situations demanded it; tentacles leading higher up the food chain as well as down to the underworld. 

Joram undressed, wrapped a towel around his waist, and went to the bathroom. Untying the towel, he stared at his nude image in the bathroom mirror. It’s time I had a woman in my life. Like, seriously. He thought of the beautiful lady from  Imperial Media Services whom he had met a month before at a press conference. I must get hold of her. The sight of her makes me feel like I could fly without wings. She should be mine. 

His cell phone was ringing when he walked out of the bathroom. 

“Yes ...?” he answered.

“It’s done,” the caller said.

“I’d like you to deliver a package.”

“I can do that, but that attracts an additional charge.”

Crooks and money! Can’t they even offer an aftersales service?

“Money is not a problem. You only have to do what I tell you.”

“I already know that,” the caller said. “I just like us to have an understanding of the terms and conditions right from the onset.”

Joram’s hand tightened on the phone. “Tonight, the delivery is tonight,” he said. “Your account has already been credited.”

“Sawa, boss. It will be done,” the caller said and hung up. 

Joram sighed, a long desperate sigh. Once again, he had made a step forward.  
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A SWEET FRAGRANCE WAFTED FROM behind him. The Chairman looked over his right shoulder.

She was there, as beautiful as ever, ready for him. He looked at her and heard her enchanting voice, so far away, reproaching him as if she already knew. Deep inside him, he felt the pain of her words slicing him into pieces, condemning him to the deepest trenches of hell.

He felt her stare ripping him off the flesh. 

After closing the QuickBooks file he was working on, he turned from his laptop. On her face was everything he anticipated: fear, grief, terror, turmoil, and shock. 

She needs me.

He walked over to her and embraced her. She smelt sweet, a Story of Love perfume. He felt her warm, nubile body against his as he kissed her sensuously on the lips and tasted salt on them. 

“What is it, my love?” 

She stared up at him with scrutinising eyes then broke into a crying jag. He took her into his arms again and pulled her to him. 

She fell into him, fitting like a key.  

“It was in the nine o’clock news,” she said. “It was an accident. He was too young to die ...”

“I am sorry. Terribly sorry. He was a dear friend, a loving father, and a caring husband.”

She sobbed more, almost hysterically. 

“Debbie, please ... She needs us.”

“Yes, of course. You may go and stay with her for a while.”

He released her, looked her in the eyes. “Lemme take you to bed. You need to rest,” he told her.  

The four-poster canopy bed took her weight without complaint. As he had done a million and one nights, he tucked her in, kissed her goodnight, and turned to go. 

No sooner had he turned to go back to his work than he stopped in his tracks. He couldn’t, shouldn’t, leave her alone at this time. Work could wait. 

He slid beside his wife, took her in his arms, and pulled her to his chest. Her head fell into the crook of his arm like a missing piece of a puzzle. He caressed the small of her back with one hand while the other smoothed her hair. He heard her breathing grow heavier and felt her body going limp within no time. 

Once the Chairman was sure that his wife was asleep, he gently untangled himself from her embrace and sneaked out of bed. She stirred, adjusted herself, and settled.

He walked out of the room just as the roar of a car pulling into the driveway drew his attention.

A moment later, there was a knock on the main door, and he went to answer. 

It was long after midnight when he was done with what he was doing. He went to bed and slid beside his sleeping wife. 

Rest in peace, Justin, he muttered to himself. You were always the best, Brother.

“Who was that?” his wife asked. 

That startled him. “Who?”

“The visitor ...”

“Ahem ... no one. He was from the office.”

His wife did not ask the question he was sure she would ask. “I am sorry ...” she said instead.

He did not ask her what she was sorry for. He said, “So am I,” and reached for her.
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THE DEMON ALWAYS VISITED AT night. It was like the spell of an enchantress, to taunt me, to bring out the pain and agony in the darkness when it came. 

This day, the night was cold and moonless, the sky dark and low, the air so chilled it hurt to breathe. A vast panoply of stars filled the sky like pale corn on a freshly turned ground, the promise of life in the darkness. My eyes wandered in the darkness, and my fears cringed. 

Oh, stars above illuminate the way for me.

Howling confusion, turmoil, and chaos invaded and besieged me. I felt despair and bereft of all mortal support. 

Once more, the whole poetry of life came again over me: whistles and croons, lullabies and odes I half-remembered in darkness-drenched nights. 

Then, as though the gods had heard my silent prayers and the desire of my heart, a benign moon shone from behind the clouds. Like an apparition, the light morphed into a figure I well recognised. The figure was feminine, enchanting, seductive, and beautiful. 

I had tried all I could to exorcise the demon to no avail. In the beginning, I had prayed and fasted, kept vigil at the Blessed Sacrament of the Tabernacle—it had not worked. Then I started drinking (read stealing) altar wine in the sacristy in an attempt to drive it away, but it was futile. Instead, I prayed for fortitude, and for almost a decade, the ghost remained a constant and unwelcome visitor. 

Old ghosts never die.  

I reached to touch the beautiful phantom. For the umpteenth time since she had become like a drug to me, she sidestepped me. 

“Why do you always do that?” I asked, but she was gone.  

However, this day, my self-will and restraint failed me. I followed her. And then I came to an abrupt halt. There were two of them, the ghosts, I mean. One a miniature image of the other, mother and daughter. 

“We miss you,” the mother ghost said. “We need you.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. I blinked as though to clear a film of haze. In that instant, the ghosts were gone. 

God, it was a dream. I woke up to find myself in the arms of the woman I loved. 

*
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HEDWIG ROSE FROM the table and went to the veranda. I watched her plump backside shimmer away. 

She took the gravel path that led to the flower gardens. 

“Ow!” she cried. 

She sat down, nigh instinctively, beside a rhododendron. I went to where she was, caressing the sole of her right foot.

“You shouldn’t walk around barefoot,” I told her. “Lemme see.”

“Gosh! That hurts,” she said.

I applied more pressure on the foot. “Stop it, Ken. It hurts.”

“Let’s stop the bleeding first.”

“It’s not profuse. Just a scratch.”

I bent to kiss the bruise, but she pulled her feet away. You want to play, right?

In the nearby rhododendron, I reached for the garden hosepipe that I used to water the flowers. I turned the faucet on and spritzed water on her feet, the red from the bleeding bruise turning watery.

She let out high-pitched squeals. “Stop it, Ken. It’s cold.”

She rose to go. She walked with a limp, and I dropped the hose and reached for her. I picked her up as if she were a two-year-old toddler and carried her to the house.

“No, put me down, Ken. Put me down!” 

“What are you afraid of?” I asked. “I’ll drop you?” She clung to me like a monkey. “Easy, easy. If I can’t carry you in my arms, how would I be able to carry you with me in my heart?” 

I took her to the bathroom and put her in the scented warm water in the bathtub.  

“What’s that for? Why did you carry me?” she asked.  

“Do you want me to take you back downstairs, to the yard?” I made as if to scoop her up again.

She splashed water onto my face. “Stop it! Stop it!”

God, she is beautiful. I stared at her but dropped the idea of joining her in the bathtub. “I’m going to buy lunch. I’ll be back before you even know it, one hour tops.”

I leaned in and kissed her on the lips, and she shivered. 

“What do you want me to bring for you from town?”

“A man knows his woman’s needs,” she said and winked at me. I would have given anything for her to wink at me again.
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I SLID INTO THE VERMILLION Peugeot 506 and let out a heavy sigh. I turned on the ignition, started the car, and reversed. Hedwig’s Cherokee stood cool and crisp in the parking, a glossy green machine. The house grew smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror, the house sentinel, a statue of the Virgin Mary, looking like it was waving at me. 

It’s a ten-minute drive from my home to Thika town. Near the Kenya Defence Forces’ 12 Engineers Battalion, I noticed an unmarked car behind me. It overtook me, and a police car took its place behind me. Unmarked cars are a bad omen, so are police cars. It’s probably nothing.

No sooner had I dispelled the thought than I realised it was not nothing. I had spotted the unmarked car immediately after I pulled onto the main highway. It had been following me without overtaking, even though there was no traffic. When I slowed, it slowed.

I drove on, more conscious of my surroundings. Glittering storey buildings stretched out before me as I neared the town, with the traffic thickening near Gretsa University. The unmarked car was three cars behind, while the police car was on the third lane beside me on the four-lane superhighway. 

I won’t enter the town now, I decided. 

I drove towards Nairobi but changed lanes immediately and took the exit connected to the Nairobi–Nyeri highway. The police car continued towards Nairobi on Thika Superhighway. I then took the exit to Blue Post Hotel. I drove to Tuskys Supermarket near the superhighway and spotted the same police car entering Thika town from Nairobi. Hardly had I pulled into the supermarket’s parking lot when I saw the unmarked car in the rear-view mirror.

I’m being followed, I concluded. Priority: cover my ass. When you realise you’re being followed, don’t try to lose the tail. Or so I had read in the Intelligence Spy Craft, written by a retired Kenya Defence Force’s intelligence instructor. If you do, you spook them, and you will have more on your tail. The trick is to act normal. But it was too late to act normal.

I smartly lost the tail within an hour of hide-and-seek in the small town that was slowly morphing into a city. 

Sure that I was on the clear, I went to Tuskys Supermarket at Ananasi Mall on the outskirts of Thika and double-parked the car. A quarter an hour later, I was through with the shopping. At the supermarket exit, I bumped into a burly man in mechanics’ coveralls who apologised curtly. 

This was where things began to get slippery: hardly had I opened the driver’s door of my car when someone grabbed me from behind. The man, whom I thought was probably one of the carjackers who had invaded Thika of late and picked their victims from shopping malls, parking lots, and other public places, was ready for a fight from the word go. 

I dropped the shopping bag, and before I took a fighting stance, another man in mechanic coveralls appeared from nowhere. The familiar cold, steel mouth touched the nape of my neck, and at that moment, I knew I was toast. It was either I let my boss’s car be stolen, or I fight like a demon and risk getting shot right there and then. Then what? I would be dead. Dead men don’t tell tales, so is love their women. Hedwig needed me. Okay, maybe she did not need me, but I loved her. 

I decided to let them take the car and everything else and leave me alone. However, before those words came out of my mouth, before they even formed in my mind, I realised that my assailants were something else, worse than carjackers. 

“Assaulting a police officer, resisting arrest, drug trafficking, add that to murder,” a harsh but resonant voice said. That’s when I saw the contingent of police officers streaming towards me from different directions.

“What ...” I said, trying to free myself.

“You are under arrest ...” He went ahead to read me my rights, only that such rights existed only on paper, and maybe in America. 

“I’ve done nothing—”

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say may, and shall, be used against you in court.” 

I counted six uniformed cops with SCAR assault rifles around me. I felt cuffs on my wrists for the first time in my life. 

“What have I done?”

Nobody answered.

“Hand over the car keys,” one of the uniformed cops said.

Why not take the damn keys from me? “Perhaps they’ve gotten lost in the scuffle,” I said.

“Find them,” one of the police officers commanded.

“Where are the car keys?” one of the plain-clothed officers, the one in the mechanic overalls, demanded. 

“I had them with me. I was opening the car, remember?”

“There they are,” another one said. “Under the car.”

They searched the car, but I knew they were looking for the best places to plant evidence. I was flabbergasted by what they retrieved from the car—the all too familiar sachets of narcotics and a gun. 

By now, a crowd was gathering outside the supermarket to witness the unfolding spectacle. A week before, three carjackers had been gunned down by the police at the same spot.  

I stopped resisting. The show’s over, I muttered as they pushed me inside the police car. 
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AT THE POLICE STATION, I was pushed into a tiny room, my hands cuffed behind my back. I tried to jerk them off defiantly, but before I could accomplish that mission, I tripped over a wooden chair and crashed to the floor.

“Guess you ought to watch your step,” one of the police officers, a short, lean man with sandpaper hair, said. 

There was a moment of awkward silence before another, a burly man, sauntered in, carrying a large envelope. The man gave the word, and my hands were freed of the cuffs. 

They offered me the chair I had tripped over. I sat on one side of the table, away from the door, while my hosts crammed into the tiny claustrophobic room and closed the door.

“Where were you yesterday from 8 p.m. to 9 p.m.?” started the burly cop. 

“Home.”

“Doing what?”

“Seriously, you want to know that?”

“The information you offer is relevant in building the case against you. You are a murder suspect ...” Shortie said.

Burlie emptied the contents of the envelope onto the table and laid out the ‘evidence’ in front of me: a pistol—a Beretta 92—a dagger, the drugs, and photos of a grotesque accident scene. I scanned everything, and my eyes rested on the last photo. It was a photo of me from back in the day. Everything started falling into place—I was paying for my past sins.

I did not have an explanation for the ‘evidence’, how it ended up in the car that I was driving. 

“Suspect or no suspect, how would what I do at night have a bearing on this? Either way, I am suspected ....”

“You’re being smart now? Enhe?” the burly cop said.

I had no alibi. According to them, the only person who could prove my previous night’s whereabouts was Hedwig, but she was an accomplice. 

“There’s so much you are not saying,” my interrogator, Burlie, said. “Do I need to remind you that this is a murder investigation and that your co-operation is what would make things easier for you?” 

Without warning, a biff struck my face like lightning. Twice, thrice. I heard cartilage crush, felt warm liquid drip, and tasted the saltiness of blood. Shortie, who had hand-delivered the message, said, “Or we will make you co-operate.”

“See,” the burly interrogator said. “We are asking you nicely, but you decide to play hard. All you have to do is tell us what we want, and we will leave you alone, or maybe release you to go your way. I can’t promise you won’t see us again, but one thing I know is that we have plenty of accommodation here.”

“You have not heard a single word I have said?” I retorted. “I do not know what you are talking about. I never left my house the whole weekend—”

The interrogator-cop banged his hands on the table so hard that the room shook right from the foundation. His portentous red eyes shone with the hellfire he was going to burn me in. 

“Unafikiria hatuna kazi ingine ya kufanya, enhe?” he asked. “Trust me, you will tell me what I want to know, and by the time we’re through, you will be speaking in tongues. And, whatever you say will determine where you will spend the rest of your pathetic life.”

An ominous cloud of silence hovered for an instant before my interrogator took one of the accident photos and thrust it in my face. “Look at this. This man is dead. Two shots in the head. Stabbed in the heart. Your fingerprints all over, and your dagger.”

“Nothing,” I said. “That’s what you have on me, and that’s what you’ll get from me.”

I never saw it coming: the flat end of an opened Tusker bottle came down on my hand on the table.

Hands grabbed me from behind and yanked me from the chair. I lost balance and saw the floor coming to a head-on collision with my face. A heavy, blunt object hit me on the head, sent me spiralling on the floor, and pinned me there. 

“You and I are going to have a chat, and if that won’t make you talk, I will make your stay here a living hell, Mr Maina,” the cop said. 

I gasped, coughed gobs of blood, and my head spun like a carousel. 

“I don’t know what you want to know ...” I tried to say as I struggled to sit up on the floor.

“You damn well know!” he yelled back. “And you are going to tell me everything, from the end backwards, especially why you killed Mr Justin Otieno.”

I stared at him. His face was an empty void, masking the violence and ire he was ready to unleash. 

“Mr Maina, you are guilty of murder. We have found drugs in the car you were driving. You are not cooperating with the police in investigating the crime. That’s besides assaulting a police officer, resisting arrest ....”

A cascade of images suddenly blinded me, frozen snapshots popping like camera flashes; what I had been seeing since I was taken from the supermarket: ... a cell ... a life behind bars ... Hedwig ...  Her losing it when she realised I was not going home ... Then nothing. 

“You are a cold-blooded killer, Mr Maina. We shall show you what we do to people like you who don’t want to talk to the police ....”

The mention of the word ‘killer’ made my stomach muscles go taut. 

My vision became blurry. The cop looked like an armadillo silhouette in front of me, everything amorphous. I felt myself plunge into a deep pool of dizziness and swim in cold delirium before drowning into unconsciousness. 

When I came to, I was dangling from the rafters of the dingy room. I was barefoot, shirtless, and drenched in either water, sweat, or my urine. Every part of my body, even others I never knew existed, ached. 

I slit one eye open, then the other. The room was dimly lit, windowless, and stank of human excreta and urine.   

My head started to clear just as the door creaked open. Two police officers entered and reached up to me. They threw ice-cold water over my face, slicing every nerve of my body into teeny pieces that coalesced into numbness and distributed the same generously to other parts of my body. 

I opened my mouth to beg to be cut down from the rafters, but no voice came out. I silently prayed they would hear my silent wish.

My interrogator, together with two other cops, walked in. 

“Do you think you are ready to talk?” he asked. He was holding the longest cigar I had ever seen. He took a long puff and huffed out the smoke into my face. 

Instinctively, I coughed a spray of blood into his face, then immediately wished I hadn’t.  

He nodded to one of his vicious goons, who plunged a hypodermic into my upper right arm. A wracking coldness flooded my body. My body jerked, and before it could spasm, I steeled my nerves, steadied myself as I pendulumed, and felt the ropes cut my wrists. 

My mind was a haze of delirium; millions of stars scattered in a dark, cloudless sky. The room got darker and darker and broke into a thousand black dots before the dots dissolved and fuzzed together a second after mi torturador used his cigar to inflict more pain on my naked torso. He traced an imaginary line from the beltline to my chest, stubbing out the burning end of the cigar. 

Behind the darkness, a thick, white curtain opened, revealing a black stage quilted by millions of twinkling stars. The stage burst with a blinding light that tore the abysmal darkness asunder, and I saw two huge doors open and heard a voice say, ‘nothing’. 

Nothing.

I resigned myself to fate. The spirit was willing, but the body was weak. I slumped, felt the bowels give way, and the bladder slack off. I breathed slow, short gasps, a knife of pain cut through me, and then nothing.
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THE OFFICER COMMANDING THIKA POLICE Department, Senior Superintendent Wilberforce Gikonyo, was stuck behind a desk on the weekend.  Work kept him away from such liberties as having a nice time with his family. 

This part of the job never made a scintilla of sense to him. Screw up and fail to submit the report before the deadline, and you lost your job. And you had to fail to file only one report. That was the reformed police force. Actually, fail to file any report, and you were served with your sacking letter. He was working so hard not because he feared losing his job or having an entry on his service record but because he loved his job.

To be precise, Wilberforce had come from the Coast, Malindi, where he had led a drug bust acting on a tip from the public. He lost himself in his work: confirming that the summations of expenses tallied with the receipts presented to him by the accounting officer, and that the logs of the amount of drugs netted on the ground matched the ones that had been recorded. Only the report mattered. He wanted to finish it ASAP. He had promised his little girl a trip to the mall, and he did not want to miss it for the world because, in the end, the real thing amid all the madness was family.  

In the middle of confirming figures, he stopped cold at the sound of a knock on his door and a familiar voice accompanying it. 

“Sir, something is wrong ....”

Wilberforce gnashed his teeth. He hated it whenever his most efficient interrogator said that. It meant two things: either he had overdone it, and the suspect had died, or he had not gotten anything from the suspect because they were wrong in the first place.

“What!” he snapped. 

He stared at the interrogator, Inspector Wambua. 

“The suspect has gone under,” the inspector said. “He hasn’t said anything, yet, but now he can’t take anymore ....”

“You know what to do, right?”

“Yessir, but—”

“No buts, inspector. The orders were very clear. Do whatever it takes to get a confession!”

“Sir ...”

Wilberforce cursed silently. He hated spoon-feeding each of them. Why couldn’t they make decisions and live with the consequences? Since the introduction of mission command philosophy in the police force three years ago, like in the army, the once-capable officers were like kids. They couldn’t do anything without asking what to do. 

“Fix it,” Wilberforce said. Mission command meant that junior commanders were told what to do, not how to do it. They were given the resources and left to use their own initiative. But now, they had become intrusive. Wilberforce did not want to hear what had happened or how it would end.

However, he got a strange feeling before he dismissed Inspector Wambua. In the end, he was supposed to take full responsibility for his juniors’ actions. Any wind of torture or police brutality by officers under his command was a sure way of losing his job—that’s what human rights activists had fought to be enforced by the Independent Police Oversight Authority (IPOA). Things had changed; it was not like in the past when any means necessary was used without much ado. 

He did not know why he felt like he had been punched in the gut; perhaps it was Inspector Wambua’s tone when he asked, “Should we take him to the hospital?” 
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DUSK CAME, AND SWEAT DRENCHED Hedwig’s skin. Her eyes throbbed, ringing screams vibrated in her ears, and her heart thumped against her chest. Her fingers curled into a fist and, nails digging into her palms, she tried not to panic or go into shock. Ugly images invaded her mind, and a sense of foreboding loomed. Phantoms of unimaginable dangers, evils, accidents, and morgues danced before her. She couldn’t hear her rapid breathing or feel the oxygen flooding in and out of her lungs. 

When Ken had asked her to spend time with him over the weekend, he had told her that it was their time alone, with no distractions. He had hidden her suitcase, switched their phones off, and, when he was leaving to go to town, he left his in the bedroom. He had told her that he would be back in one hour. It was now over ten hours later, and he was not back. 

She needed to call his sister. Ken leaving her alone the whole day was not fair, and hiding her suitcase, leaving her no choice but to be naked, was a travesty. At first, she had been mad, then impatient, but when afternoon came, she became worried. Now, she was on the verge of panicking and losing it. 

She took his phone and switched it on. The battery was low. She connected it to power, hoping he had not changed his PIN.

Hardly had she connected the charger to the socket when the lights went off. 

She waited and hoped the power would return soon; it never did. 

She waited for Ken. He never came home.

When night crawled in like a mischievous teen, she officially flipped over. Her mind wandered all over the world, a burgundy ghost dancing in front of her like a dervish. She heard whispers inside the house, footsteps, only to realise that they were hers. The eerie darkness that besieged the house engulfed her, a terrifying ocean of darkness with the aura of a tomb where only ghosts willingly reside. 

When staying in the house was not palatable for her, she went out to the veranda. A wide array of stars and luminous darkness ruled the night. It was much better than back in the house. 

She sat on the porch and fixed her eyes on the driveway. She could see the dark outline of her Cherokee in the parking. At this moment, it was useless: it couldn’t be Ken or take her to him.

Her eyes wandered in the darkness. They explored the night sky. She prayed to the stars above to illuminate the way back home for Ken if he was stuck somewhere in the night and didn’t know what to do. 

Hedwig felt alone as if no other living thing existed. There seemed to be no answer for her prayers anywhere or anyone to help her figure out what had happened. She decided to let everything take its course; wait for Ken, hoping against all hope that everything would be alright.  

At last, she couldn’t help the impulse to shout, “Don’t take away my love, my life. Give me back my love.”

She did not know when she fell asleep, but she woke up to find sunlight streaming in through the windows. She couldn’t move her neck. She could not remember how she had gotten there, and the fear that had eaten, and was still gnawing at her, was like a persistent hangover.

From the very minute she opened her eyes, she felt that she was not alone.

When she got off the couch, she saw him—a large burly man in his prime, with a tar-black complexion and eyes like footballs. He was garbed in a light-blue shirt and navy-blue trousers. He stared at her. 

“You look nice in that outfit,” he said, exposing a pair of chisel-shaped lower front teeth. 

“How did you get in here, and why are you here?” Hedwig asked.

“Get dressed; you’re under arrest. You know the rest.”

I’m under arrest, and I know the rest?

The fear that had almost subsided now exploded, and shards of it wedged up her throat. 

“I don’t understand. Could you explain ...?”

“If there’s anybody to explain anything, it’s you. And I am sorry, you can’t do that here. You must accompany us down to the station.”

“What are you talking about? You don’t just barge in—”

“Spare your breath,” he said as he walked up to her and handed her a document. 

“That’s an arrest warrant. This is a search warrant, but don’t bother yourself with it. We’ve already finished searching the house.”

“What’s going on? Please ...”

“Put something decent on. You’re accompanying us to the station for questioning.”
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HEDWIG RUMMAGED THROUGH THE WHOLE house, searching for her suitcase for the zillionth time. I should have done it yesterday. 

It had been there all along, somewhere she did not think Ken could have put it—the inner compartment of the armoire.

She put on an Espirit blazer, belted trench coat, belted cropped pants, and kitten-heel flip-flops.  

The drive to Thika Police Station was one of the worst ordeals. A jumble of thoughts rock-n’-rolled inside her, strong heavy beats of what she hoped and prayed wasn’t what she was thinking.

Sitting on a wooden chair opposite three police officers at Thika Police Station, Hedwig deduced a few things: one, they were up to something; two, they had a surprise package for her; and three, they were going to interrogate her. One of the police officers pulled a photograph from a green file folder and held it up to her.

“Do you recognise this man?”

Seriously?

“Yes. He looks familiar,” she said.

“That’s odd,” Officer Two said. “He looks familiar. Do you mean you don’t know him well?”

“I did not say that. You asked whether I recognised him, and that’s what I told you. And yes, I do know him, well.”

She shifted in the chair.

“Perhaps they’re just acquaintances, sir.” Officer Three said.

“I know him well,” she said as a matter of fact. “Kennedy Paul Maina.”

“Your boyfriend?” Officer Two said. 

“Fiancé.”

“Oh! What does he do?”

“He’s a chauffeur, for one Mr Ondieki, the Kiambu County Finance Minister.”

“Part-time?”

“What?”

“What does he do part-time?”

“That I cannot tell ...”

“Ms Sanzi, you’re being questioned in a murder case where your so-called fiancé is the suspect. I don’t need to tell you that you are a suspect ....”

She stared at them as though their flying saucer had crash-landed on her backyard. 

A pandemonium of thoughts looped around in her mind until there was no room for anything else. The ‘loop’ played like this: Ken will be arrested if I lie to the cops. If I don’t tell the truth, it will come out anyway. Then, I will be caught in a ‘cover up’. 

The police officers were watching her, sizing her up. 

“Your absurd threats won’t work on me, I ...”

“I knew it, sir. They always defend them.” 

I should call my lawyer. 

“Listen, Hedwig. The only way to get you out of this is to talk to us. Kennedy Paul Maina is in custody in connection with the murder of one Justin Otieno, a KRA employee and a member of the Thika Catholic Church Parish Council committee.”

So, this is what all this is about?

“Custody? Are you saying that Ken is a murder suspect? What exactly is it you’re not telling me?”

“I’m afraid we can’t tell you that, Miss Sanzi.” His voice was an octave up. 

“Listen, officer. I can’t just offer information. You’ve got to tell me something
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