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September 2011


I like the police force. I like its rules, its structures. I like the fact that, most of the time, we are on the side of ordinary people. Sorting out their road accidents and petty thefts. Preventing violence, keeping order. In the words of our bland but truthful corporate slogan, we’re Keeping South Wales Safe. That’s a task worth doing and one I enjoy. Only, Gott im Himmel, the job can be tedious.


Right now, I’m sitting in a cramped little office above the stockroom at a furniture superstore on the Newport Road. I’m here with a DS, Huw Bowen, recently transferred from Swansea. A finance guy from Swindon is shoving spreadsheets at me and looking at me with pained, watery eyes. We have been here forty minutes.


Bowen takes the topmost spreadsheet and runs a thick finger across it. It comprises a column of names, a row of months, a block of numbers.


‘So these are the payments?’ says Bowen.


‘Correct.’


The finance guy from Swindon wears a plastic security pass clipped to his jacket pocket. Kevin Tildesley.


‘So all these people have been paid all these amounts?’


‘Correct.’


‘Tax deducted, national insurance, everything?’


‘Yes. Exactly.’




The only window in the office looks out over the shop floor itself. We’re up on the top storey, so we’re on a level with the fluorescent lighting and what seems like miles of silver ducting. The superstore version of heaven.


Bowen still hasn’t got it. He’s a nice guy, but he’s as good with numbers as I am at singing opera.


I bite down onto my thumb, hard enough to give myself a little blue ledge of pain. I let my mind rest on that ledge, while the scenario in front of me plays itself out. I’m theoretically here to take notes, but my pad is mostly blank.


‘And these are all employees? Contracts in place? Bank accounts in order? Anything else, I don’t know . . . pension plans and all that?’


‘Yes. They are all contracted employees. We have their contracts. Their bank details. Their addresses. Everything. But two of the people – these two,’ he says, circling two names on the spreadsheet, ‘these two don’t actually exist.’


Bowen stares at him.


His mouth says nothing. His eyes say, ‘So why. The fuck. Were you paying them?’


Kevin starts to get into the detail. Again.


He tries to puff his chest out to take control of this interview, but he doesn’t have much chest to puff. The room smells of body odour.


Anyway. We go round again. The Kevin and Huw show.


Payroll is handled centrally but data is entered locally. Head office routinely ‘audits’ local payroll data, but what Kevin means by that is simply that the entire company’s data is fed into a computer program that looks for implausible or impossible results. The two phantom names – Adele Gibson and Hayley Morgan – didn’t ring any alarm bells.


‘So, for example,’ Kevin tells us, ‘if we find multiple payroll entries that share the same address or the same bank account, we’d be very suspicious. Ditto, if there are no deductions



being made for tax or if overtime claims seem unnaturally high. So basically, we’ve done an audit-quality data check.’


His voice is high and pressured. I realise that he’s worried about his own job. He’s the Head Office guy who was meant to make sure this kind of thing didn’t happen. And here it is: having happened. The fraud only came to light when the superstore got an enquiry from the bank of one of the recipients.


I ask how much money has been lost.


Kevin starts to answer. His voice catches. He drinks water from a bottle. Then, ‘Thirty-eight thousand pounds. Over two financial years.’


Bowen and I look at each other. Steal £38,000 and you’re looking at a two-year prison sentence, give or take. It’s too big a fraud for us to ignore, but I can already see Bowen wondering how he can dodge this one. Give him a good bit of GBH or assault with intent, and Bowen is your man. Give him an investigation full of spreadsheets and people with plastic badges called Kevin from Swindon and Bowen, big man that he is, looks pale with fear. This shouldn’t really even be our case. Huw and I are both attached to Major Crimes, and this case is strictly Fraud Squad. Only there’s a sad lack of violent death in South Wales at the moment, while our colleagues in Fraud keep on getting sick or taking jobs in the private sector.


So we’re here, with Kevin. A stack of manila folders sits on the desk in front of him. The personnel files for this branch. All of them. Current employees, past employees, temporary and part-time staff. Everyone.


Bowen looks at them. He looks at me.


Kevin looks at us both and says, ‘These are copies. For you.’
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Bowen and I fight. I lose.


Neither of us wanted to take the case. Bowen, because he’s terrified someone will ask him to add up. Me, because people always want to chuck the paperwork-heavy cases my way and I spend my life trying to avoid them.


I’d hoped that because Bowen was, in Cardiff terms, a newbie, I might just have the edge in this particular turf war. Shows how little I know. Bowen is older than me, senior to me, is a man, drinks beer and used to play rugby, and all those things count for more than anything I can muster. Bowen is assigned to a simple little manslaughter case – no investigative depth, the likely perpetrator already in custody, but still: a proper crime and a proper corpse – and I get to play with Kevin from Swindon.


When I complained, DI Owen Dunwoody, who gave me the assignment, told me to think of it as a good career-case. ‘Not particularly fun, but very solvable. Good promotion fodder.’


When I complained again, Dunwoody said, ‘We all have to do things we don’t enjoy.’


When I complained again, Dunwoody said, ‘Fiona, just do your bloody job.’


So here I am, up on Fairoak Road, doing my bloody job. A brisk day with a shiver of rain.


The place I need, a brick-built block of flats, lies opposite



the cemetery. Would offer one of the best views in Cardiff except that the houses here choose to turn their backs on the dead, offering up garages and back gardens to the graveyard, instead of facing it front on.


I park off-street, in a resident’s bay. A cluster of grey plastic bins watches disapprovingly.


Flat 2E. Mrs Adele Gibson.


Kevin isn’t quite right to say that Adele Gibson doesn’t exist. She does. She may or may not have helped sell cut-price faux-leather sofas in a superstore on the Newport Road, but she exists all right. Council tax. Electoral roll. Phone.


I ring her bell.


Nothing.


Ring it again. Keep the buzzer pressed down for twenty seconds, but nada, nothing.


I’m about to start trying other bells in the block, when a car enters the car park and stops. A blue Citroën Berlingo, with its nearside trim missing. A man gets out, opens the back and starts fussing with a ramp. An electric wheelchair hums out backwards. Cerebral palsy, I guess, seeing the woman in the chair. Fortyish. Clean hair.


The man closes the car. The pair approach the house.


‘Adele Gibson?’ I ask the woman. ‘I’m looking for a Mrs Gibson.’


‘Not me,’ says the woman.


The man opens the front door, but doesn’t want to let me inside. ‘A security thing,’ he says.


I show him my warrant card. ‘A police thing,’ I say.


The woman who isn’t Adele Gibson enjoys her minder’s comeuppance.


The corridors inside are wide and there’s a lift, even though the block is only three storeys high. Laminated fire notices in large text and bright colours.




‘This is sheltered housing, is it?’ I ask. ‘Are there staff on site?’


The man gives me the answers. Yes and no respectively. It’s a council-owned facility designed to be disability friendly, but intended for residents who can live semi-independently.


The woman hums off down the corridor, the man following on behind. A smell of curry.


Upstairs. Knock on the door at 2E. Nothing.


I call Jon Breakell in the office. He’s the other poor sod who’s been lumbered with this case. I ask him to contact social services, find out what the deal is with Adele Gibson. He says OK and asks if I’m coming back for lunch.


I’m not. The furniture company’s other phantom lives up in Blaengwynfi, in the country above Aberkenfig. Jon says he’ll call me when he gets something.


I’m in a bad mood as I start the drive, but the miles and the mountains start to soften my ill temper. There’s something about these mining towns – the cramped valleys and injured mountains – which feels truthful to me, more truthful than anything you can find in Cardiff.


Bracken on the hills. Water flashing white and silver in the streams.


Buzzards.


The cottage in Blaengwynfi stands above the main village, up on the hill. A metalled road runs as far as a small line of four new brick houses, then gives up. A cattle grid marks the boundary to the open hill and an unmetalled driveway runs the remaining two hundred yards to the cottage. Crushed rock for the tyre tracks, grass growing freely in between. Sheep wander across the road.


I drive up to the cottage.


It’s small. Probably just two bedrooms. Green painted front door. A modest effort at a garden. Low stone wall keeping the sheep off. No lights.




A red Toyota Corolla sits outside a wooden garage next to the house. Water butt. Log store.


There’s no bell so I knock at the door. Wait long enough that I’m within my rights to peer through all the windows, but I don’t see anything much. Net curtains in what I think must be the kitchen. There’s a smell, like that of a manure heap, only not as sweet, not as grassy.


Drive back to the little group of four houses lower down the hill. Knock on a couple of doors until I find a neighbour. Ask about Hayley Morgan. The woman I ask looks blank, until I point up at the cottage, then says what people say when they don’t know the people they live next to. ‘Oh, Mrs Morgan, keeps herself to herself really. Doesn’t cause any trouble.’


I can feel her curiosity tugging at me, like a kite on a string.


I don’t give her what she wants. Knock on the two other doors. Get another don’t-know-don’t-care from a mother who has a fag in her mouth and a TV on loud in the front room.


I’m just heading back into the valley when my phone bleeps with a text. I was probably out of signal higher up. Jon Breakell. BIT WEIRD. CALL ME.


I call him.


‘Oh hey, Fi. Look, I just got off the phone with social services. There’s been some problem with Adele Gibson’s bank account. Money’s been going into it from the furniture place but it’s gone straight out again. That’s been going on for a while apparently, some sort of bank cock-up, but just recently, the last eight weeks, all the money has gone out. Social security money. Disability living allowance. Whatever. Anything that’s been paid into the account has gone straight out again.’


‘Gone where?’


‘Don’t know. The payments are made out to a T.M. Baron. I’m trying to trace him now.’




Jon starts telling me what he’s doing with social services and how he’s going to trace T.M. Baron, but I cut him off. ‘Later.’


Drive back up the hill. Fast, springs protesting at the potholes.


I’m a city girl but I’ve spent enough time on my Aunt Gwyn’s farm to know the smell of manure, and that wasn’t manure. At the cottage I knock again for form’s sake but I’m already looking for a rock. Try to slide one out from the garden wall. I don’t manage but I do find one erupting, like an oversized molar, from the muddy verge beyond.


Wrench it out. Heave it through the living room window. Reach through the broken glass for the catch. Open the window, sweep the worst of the glass off the shelf and slide myself inside, taking a pair of latex gloves from the car before I do.


The smell is stronger here. Definite. It’s like the smell you get from chicken left too long in the fridge. A smell that combines the damp meatiness of mushrooms, the gamey quality of hung fowl, the choking quality of ammonia. All that, only intensified. Compacted.


The living room has two armchairs – blue, velvet covered, old – and some thin cotton curtains. Some books. A TV. Fireplace.


The standby lamp on the TV is not illuminated. Gloves on, I flick a light switch. Nothing happens. An old-fashioned phone on a side table, but no dialling tone when I lift the receiver.


Go through to the kitchen, passing a tiny hall, flagstones on the floor, wooden stairs leading up. Mail, too much of it, by the door.


The whole house is cold.


Hayley Morgan lies in her kitchen.


She looks tiny, frail. Like a thing flung, not a person fallen.




She’s dressed – grey skirt, blue top, cardigan, fur-lined boots – and wears some make-up. Mid-fifties, at a guess.


She’s been dead a while: body flaccid, no lividity. But the smell is the strongest indicator. This kitchen feels no more than ten or twelve degrees now, and it’s the middle of the day. Decomposition doesn’t happen fast at these low temperatures, but it’s already extensive. The smell isn’t even just a smell. It has a more physical presence than that. A scent that climbs into your nostrils, occupies your sinuses. It’s like a ball of cotton wool, dense and damp, that makes breathing difficult.


I push a window open, though crime-scene procedure would have me touch nothing.


Morgan is terribly thin. There’s a sharpness about the way her bones poke from her skin that’s somehow agonising. Like an African famine repainted in Welsh colours.


Some sign of a head injury. Nothing much. I guess she fell, hurt herself, and never got up again.


I start to explore the kitchen.


Look inside the fridge, swing the cupboards open, look in every drawer. The kitchen sink doesn’t have cupboards beneath it, just a red gingham curtain on a piece of clothes line.


Cutlery, crockery, pots and pans.


Cling film, sandwich bags, old boiler manuals, oven racks.


Kitchen cleaner, rat poison, dustpan and brush.


But no food. None. Not anywhere.


Not a spillage of breakfast cereal. No tin of fish, no box of catfood, no place where some dried fruit has spilled and never been cleared up. In the dustbin, I find a packet of sugar that has been torn open. Usually with sugar, when you shake an empty packet, it rustles with the glassy tinkle of sugar crystals caught in the folds at the bottom. When you think about it, in fact, it’s rare for any packaging to be completely empty. There’s always a little ketchup left in the bottle, a little sauce left in the can.


Not here. The sugar packet looks as if it’s been sucked or licked clean. The paper’s smooth texture has become fibrous and uneven. Something similar is true of any other food waste I can find.


I shake the packet of rat poison.


It doesn’t rattle. It’s completely empty.


I leave the house, putting the front door on the latch, and drive down the hill until I get a signal. Call Dunwoody.


‘Keeping out of trouble, are you?’ he asks.


I don’t know what the answer to that is. I’m standing by my car, just below the cattle grid, watching a buzzard test its weight on the winds blowing up from Aberkenfig. Its armaments seem tactless somehow. Excessive.


The bird hovers overhead as Dunwoody repeats his question.


I still don’t know how to answer, so I just say ‘Yes.’
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The next thirty minutes are spent with the logistics of death. Get a duty officer up from Neath, SOCOs from Swansea, the divisional surgeon from Cardiff. It’s Dunwoody’s job to do those things really, but I find myself doing most of it. I keep him in the loop, more or less. He promises to come over ‘soon as I can’. I ask him to get a full set of phone records from the phone provider. Also bank records. Also any medical and social services records. I’d do it myself except those things are easier to do from the office.


I also speak to Jon Breakell, who says T.M. Baron has been traced to an address in Leicester.


‘And you’re going to tell me that Dunwoody has got some uniforms kicking down the doors.’


‘Not exactly, but this kind of changes things, I guess.’


‘Just a bit.’


I hang up.


I’m parked just below the cattle grid, but within sight of the open moorland. From where I am, I can count six sheep, but there will be dozens more, roaming the hill, cropping the grass, disturbing the grouse and the pipits, the skylarks and the plovers. There are enough sheep on this hill to feed a family for years. Hayley Morgan died as next season’s roast dinner grazed the verge beyond her kitchen window.


There’s only one road up to the cottage and when a clean blue Passat noses its way up the road, I travel with it. The



Passat discharges one SOCO, Gavin Jones, and a plump DS, who turns out to be Bob Shilton, the duty officer from Neath. Jones has a porn star moustache, sprinkled with grey.


I say, ‘You’re it? This is the team?’


Jones the SOCO, who clearly knows his colleague socially not just professionally, says, ‘Yes, love, this isn’t CSI.’


I’m thrilled to be called ‘love’ by anyone with a porn star moustache, but can’t help pointing out that the woman inside died via a combination of starvation and poisoning. That we believe her to have been the unwitting accomplice of a complex fraud. And that, actually, crime scene investigation is precisely what this is.


The two men roll their eyes at each other over my head. I’m too prettily feminine to be offended. Just say, ‘She’s in the kitchen. You can view her from that window.’


Jones looks through the window. Clocks the sight, the smell. And, when it comes to the point, seems reasonably professional. Suits up properly. Gloves and mask. Steps into the house. Doesn’t go in far, just enough to view the corpse.


I ask him if he has a spare suit in his car. He does. It’s ridiculously large – a man’s size, XL – but I put it on anyway. By the time I’m ready to re-enter the house, the fat DS is sitting on the garden wall about to light up.


I say, ‘If you’re going to have a cigarette, you are not having it there. You haven’t secured the back of the house. You haven’t checked the garage and parking area. Given that any third party would have arrived by car, those areas form part of the crime scene. DI Dunwoody is on his way over here now and he will expect me to report to him when he gets here.’


I tie off my charm-package with a neat little smile and head on into the house. Jones hasn’t moved far. The little front hall commands the living room on the left, the kitchen on the right. He’s checking both rooms with a high power ALS



lamp, swapping filters to check for biological traces.


‘No blood that I can see. Plenty of fingerprints, of course. No drugs showing up. Let’s try bright white.’


He removes the filter and swipes the torch around the floors. The cottage isn’t the cleanest, and the living room has an open fire which looks like it provided the only heating for that part of the house. Under the torch’s glare, every footprint shows up precisely in the dust. The scatter of glass crystals gleams like diamonds.


‘That’s you?’ says Jones, pointing at the footprints which lead from the living room window to the kitchen.


‘Yes.’


There are other prints, but small ones, belonging either to a woman or a child. Hayley Morgan, whom we haven’t yet approached, was no bigger than me. Jones assesses the dead woman’s feet from a distance and looks at the pattern of marks on the living room floor.


‘I don’t see anything,’ he says, meaning male footprints.


‘Me neither.’


We both assume any fraudster is a man, though we have no particular reason to think so.


In the corner by the TV, there’s a bundle of papers, down with the firelighters and matches. Most of the paper looks like it’s there to start a fire with, but there are a couple of soft cardboard document wallets.


‘I’d like those, when you can.’


Jones nods and asks me to pass him his camera. He photographs the scene, wide-angle and close up. Photographs the floor. Moves over to the document wallets. Checks them, close up, for biological traces, and nods to indicate that they’re clear, as far as he can see.


He gives them to me.


As all that is happening, I’m looking into the kitchen. The smell is still intense, though there’s air moving through the



house now and I’m standing in the hall by an open door. The more light and air there is in this house, the smaller Morgan seems. A minor detail. A styling accessory.


I take the document wallets, but say, ‘What’s that?’


The kitchen has a rough, textured plaster. On the wall above an electric night storage heater, someone has scratched away at the plaster, wearing a hole right through to the old-fashioned breeze blocks beneath. There are grooves left in the soft plaster. Jones focuses his torch beam on the area. It’s hard to be sure, but the grooves look like toothmarks.


Jones doesn’t say anything direct, just, ‘We’ll know when we examine her mouth.’


‘Yes.’


‘Those things.’ He nods at the exposed block wall. ‘They’re made of compacted coal ash. Waste materials from a blast furnace. God knows what kind of chemicals in there.’


‘Yes.’


He shines the lamp on Morgan’s face. Her personality somehow shrinks away under the illumination. Simplifying, reducing. There is dust on her face. The dust might be a combination of plaster and coal ash or it might not. He moves his lamp away and there is something reverential in the way he does it.


I have my documents. He has his camera.


‘I’ll get on then,’ he says.


I don’t know how to answer that either, so I just say ‘Yes.’
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Later that evening. We’re in an evil little pub near Blaengwynfi. A red carpet, darkly patterned to compete with the beer stains and the ground-in food. Stone benches beneath the windows and a smell of damp. There are four drinkers here apart from us, all men. They attack their pints the way infantrymen march: slowly, knowing that the road ahead is long.


I’m here with Dunwoody, Jon Breakell and Buzz. Buzz – DS David Brydon, as far as my colleagues are concerned – isn’t on the inquiry team, but when he was done for the day he cadged a lift out here with a scientific officer from Cathays. He’ll drive back into town with me later.


Brydon and I are a fairly public couple now, treated by a unit as our colleagues. We’re careful to be properly professional while at the office, but out here, at the end of the day, in a time which might be an after-hours social or might, if Dunwoody is feeling generous, count as formal overtime, those rules are more relaxed. Buzz and I sit side by side on one of the stone benches. He had his arm around me earlier, as a way of showing that he was relaxed. He’s removed it now, but I can still feel its phantom weight across my shoulders, the warmth of him down my side.


The table is littered. Bank statements. Phone bills. Water bills. Electricity. Correspondence. Everyone leaves the paperwork to me. FiGriffiths, the paperwork kid. I don’t



mind, except when Dunwoody puts his beer down on one of the phone bills, creating a ringmark.


‘That’s Exhibit A under your beer glass,’ I say.


He moves the paper, not the beer.


With Hayley Morgan, it’s the same deal as it was with Adele Gibson. For eighteen months she received money from the superstore, but that money vanished again, almost immediately, to an account operated by T.M. Baron. For most of that period, the rest of Morgan’s finances were untouched. She had a tiny income, tiny expenses, but she got by. Lived as she chose. Then twelve weeks ago, her account was drained. Every penny that came in was instantly taken. At the end of every day, her account registered a balance of £0.00.


Before long, her phone was cut off. Then her electricity.


I think of Morgan licking the sugar out of an empty packet, in a house gone dark. Think of her looking at the packet of rat poison and thinking, ‘How much longer?’ Wondering how long it was before she put her head to the wall for the first time wanting to see if plaster dust and breeze block could fill her belly.


‘I don’t understand it, really, not in these small places,’ says Dunwoody. ‘Why wouldn’t she just walk down the hill and ask for food? Or call the police and report a fraud? Or anything.’


Buzz says, ‘Yes, but loads of people die where you could ask the same thing. Last winter, how many thousand pensioners was it died from the cold? All they had to do was phone the gas company or speak to a neighbour, but instead they let themselves freeze. Every year, thousands of people.’


‘That’s true, but still. Why let yourself starve?’


There are a few answers to that, or none. We now know – from medical records and the documents I recovered from the cottage – that Morgan suffered a minor stroke some eight



months back. She was assessed as having minor cognitive impairment, but perhaps those assessments were wrong. They sometimes are. She’d had mental-health problems too – depression, mostly – and those things might have returned. And her nearest neighbours weren’t of her kind or class. And, with the death of coal-mining in these areas, none of these communities are what they used to be. And perhaps Morgan had some strange old-fashioned pride around begging. Or thought she’d sort things out with the bank. Or suffered some further stroke. Or had some petty feud with the people in the shop or the health centre. Or some combination of all these things and more.


We never finally know the truth, never learn the full map of any crime. Motivations and choices recede endlessly from view.


I don’t say this though. Just read the paperwork as the others chat. Dunwoody looks at his empty beer glass and says, ‘I’d swear I got the first round in.’


Buzz gets up to get more drinks. Breakell can’t drink – he’s driving – and I don’t.


I hold up one of the documents. A letter from social services. ‘She used to get fortnightly care visits. Someone cancelled them.’


‘Who? Morgan?’


‘Well, according to this, yes,’ I say, ‘but this letter is dated June of this year.’


Dunwoody shrugs. His face is pink and the beer has already risen to his eyes. He has a close-trimmed beard, which his mother probably thinks is strawberry-blond. To everyone else, it’s ginger.


‘Maybe Hayley Morgan wrote that letter, cancelling those visits, or maybe she didn’t. Her account was emptied about four days after this letter was sent. Stayed empty, every day after that.’




Buzz comes back with the beers. Dunwoody takes his, but his eyes are on me.


I say, ‘Hayley Morgan died because she was starving. And she was starving because she was robbed. If someone deliberately prevented care visits, in an effort to perpetuate their fraud, you could argue that that individual recklessly endangered Hayley Morgan’s life. That’s not payroll fraud. That’s manslaughter.’


Dunwoody takes the letter from me, but the letter is not the point. You need three ingredients to make up a constructive manslaughter. First, an unlawful act. Second, an act likely to cause harm to the person affected. Third, death, though neither foreseen nor intended, results. As far as I can see it, we have a big yes on points one and three and a slightly more doubtful yes to point two. The case law is mostly built on the assumption that the harm-causing act is directly physical in nature. Punching someone in the face in one notable case, or pulling a replica gun on someone with a weak heart in another.


Stealing money and cancelling visits from social workers. Could those things add up to manslaughter? I think they could.


I think they did.


‘I don’t know,’ says Dunwoody, ‘I’m not sure.’ But he hasn’t touched his beer and his eyes have lost some of their pinkishness. There’s anxiety there too, a rapid lateral movement of the pupils.


Which is good. If Hayley Morgan’s death was no more than a nasty accident, Dunwoody has already investigated as rigorously as anyone would expect. If we’re looking at a crime which stands only one rung down from murder, he’s been sloppy. Slow to get to the scene. Insufficient in his demand for resources. Lazy in supervision.


He pulls out his phone. No signal.




‘Sod it.’


He walks out into the car park. Buzz looks at me. This isn’t his case. He’s part amused by the scene he’s just witnessed, part keen to have the last part explained.


‘If I were him, I’d be calling my colleagues in Leicester. He should have been on their case from the start.’


Buzz rubs my back and I half close my eyes as I give myself over to the rub. Jon Breakell, feeling like a spare part probably, goes to have a pee.


‘We should go on holiday,’ Buzz says. ‘You and me. Somewhere nice.’


‘That would be nice.’


‘Get some sun.’


I nod.


‘You’ve got leave, have you?’


I stare at him. I almost never take leave. I do it only when I have to, and then never know what to do with it. That’s changed a bit since I’ve been going out with Buzz. He books holidays, makes all the arrangements, tells me what to pay him for my share. I’ve no idea how many days’ holiday I have owing. He knows that, I’m sure.


Buzz lets me hang a moment, then grins. ‘You’ve got twenty-three days, including fifteen carried over from last year, and you need to use those or you’ll lose ’em.’


‘Oh.’


‘I thought maybe Greece? Or Turkey? Somewhere still hot enough for beaches and swimming.’


I nod. ‘That sounds . . .’ I’m not sure what I’m meant to say next, so just nod some more, then tuck my head against his shoulder as Jon Breakell returns.


‘I’ll make the arrangements.’


A little wriggle of emotion escapes from somewhere behind my sternum. An elusive quicksilver flash that I can’t identify and that’s out of sight before I can pin it out for examination.




I say, ‘Don’t forget my course.’


I’ve got a training course coming up. A four-week residential thing in London. Buzz says, ‘I won’t. We’ll go after that.’


His voice twists a bit as he speaks. He doesn’t like me going on the course, but doesn’t want to rehash that argument now.


Under the table, I knead his thigh.


Then the front door bangs open and Dunwoody enters. A blue twilight briefly framed behind him. Brown hills and white moths, papery in the lamplight.


‘Leicestershire police have visited the address.’ His voice is throaty. ‘A family of eight. A Mr and Mrs Desai, his mother and five children. The husband is a hospital porter. Wife is a stay-at-home mum. Oldest child just turned fourteen. No computer present on the property. Two phones, both seized.’


He stops. His face is still in motion, though. He’s feeling something, though I’m not sure what or how to describe it. The pressure of great things, perhaps. The responsibility and the fear.


I stretch my legs out. Pushing my toes out and down, feeling the burn in my calves and thighs. Feeling present. Happy.


‘Payroll fraud,’ I say. ‘It’s a beautiful thing.’
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A beautiful thing, but strange.


Krishna Desai, the hospital porter, is not our T.M. Baron. Jon and I drove out to interview him under caution. He was helpful and friendly, though not all that comfortable speaking English. He disclaimed all knowledge of a T.M. Baron, said he didn’t use a computer, but his children were taught about them at school. At the end of the interview, we asked him to fill out a short feedback form on a police website and he filled out his name slowly. He wasn’t all that familiar with the keyboard and didn’t know how to use a mouse. When it came to entering data other than his name, he looked at us, eyes asking what he was meant to do next.


The bank which gave T.M. Baron an account had a stored copy of the original ID and utility bill. Both things look authentic, but neither are. You can buy a top quality fake driving licence on the web for about forty pounds. A fake utility bill comes in at around thirty pounds, less if you shop around or buy in bulk.


Baron’s account was interesting, though. He set up his account with an initial balance of a hundred pounds in late February 2010. A few weeks later, money started to flow into the account from Hayley Morgan and Adele Gibson, money whose origin we know to be fraudulent. Gibson – a woman with learning difficulties – managed her loss of income with no problems, because her careworker was more attentive, but



Gibson herself is not remotely plausible as a suspect.


As for the money, every month or so, all cash in the account was transferred to a bank in Spain. We don’t yet know what happened at the Spanish end of things.


Sometime towards the end of June, however, arrangements changed. The accounts of Adele Gibson and Hayley Morgan started to be stripped completely. Cleaned out. It happened a bit earlier with Morgan than with Gibson, but between the end of June and the second week of July both those accounts were drained completely. Funds no longer went to Spain, but were taken out in cash from a variety of different cashpoints ranging from Reading to Cardiff and as far west as Exeter. The total sums extracted in that way amount to around £5,600.


We’re trying to match CCTV footage against the dates and times of the cash withdrawals, but we’ve nothing useful so far. It seems like a long shot.


We’ve investigated the Cardiff store manager, the person best placed to commit the fraud, but he seems clean. His family holidayed at home this year, in an effort to save up for a kitchen extension. Not quite the behaviour of a successful fraudster. We’ll continue to probe his finances – or Jon Breakell will – but the guy doesn’t seem like our man. He’s not even that bright.


We’ve looked at any business visitors to the store management team, but although there were a number – maintenance staff, haulage contractors – no one who rang alarm bells.


Social services has managed to find the letter sent by ‘Hayley Morgan’ cancelling her care visits. The paper is typed and printed on an ordinary household printer. The signature is not Hayley Morgan’s, but the forgery was close enough that social services were hardly to blame for not noticing. Morgan did not, however, possess a computer or a printer or, we think, computer skills and that was something that her



care worker should have noticed. Then again, her regular care worker was going off on maternity leave and her replacement was just learning the ropes. Yes, things should have been done better but, no, nothing happened that amounted to outright negligence.


And yet: a woman died because someone snipped her lifeline. Plaster dust under her gums, rat poison in her veins.


That’s not quite how it’s seen in the office, however. The manpower shortage in the Fraud Squad has been somewhat remedied by a couple of people returning from sickness and the secondment of an inspector from Swansea. We in Major Crime still aren’t busy, except that an ugly motor accident – kids dropping stones off a motorway bridge, hitting a windscreen and triggering an eight-vehicle pile-up which killed two outright – has to be treated as a case of involuntary manslaughter, the culprits not yet identified with certainty.


And in the meantime, my little fraud inquiry, such as it was, has dwindled, the same way as Hayley Morgan’s body seemed to shrink from the first moment I found her. Investigation hasn’t ended, but it’s being pursued in a way that means it won’t ever be brought to a satisfactory close. The crime is being badged as a corporate fraud, now terminated, the culprit assumed to be living abroad.


After a tedious Monday briefing – the road accident, some boring burglaries, a dull stabbing, progress reports on some prosecution cases at least two of which I’m meant to be helping with – I pursue DCI Dennis Jackson to his office.


Jackson likes me but he doesn’t allow that to get in the way of some good old-fashioned bollockings, which he delivers with panache and conviction when the occasion warrants.


‘Good morning, Fiona. You’ve got that look.’


‘A passion for Keeping South Wales Safe,’ I say. ‘That look?’


‘You can get me a coffee, black, no sugar. I’ll give you about five minutes before I have to do some actual work.’




I go to the kitchenette and get him his coffee. Make myself peppermint tea at the same time. Return to his office. A black leatherette sofa and a sideways view out towards Bute Park.


‘Did the five minutes include making coffee? I don’t think—’


‘Fiona, let’s just see how fast we can do this, shall we? You’re going to tell me that the whoever-she-is Morgan death needs further investigation.’


‘Hayley and yes.’


‘You’re going to call my attention to the fact that a crucial letter was forged and that the forgery contributed to Morgan’s death.’


‘I am.’


‘You’re going to add that the financial transactions we’ve been able to trace so far don’t look like routine payroll fraud.’


‘No, they don’t.’


‘And you’ll use those things to talk up a case of constructive manslaughter.’


‘It is manslaughter. An unlawful act leading to unintended death. That’s manslaughter.’


‘OK, then I’ll look down at my list of current tasks and assignments and I’ll find myself agreeing with DI Dunwoody’s assessment that our limited resources could be better deployed elsewhere, particularly as our friends and colleagues in Fraud now have the manpower to take this on. If a manslaughter charge arises from their investigation, we’ll do what’s necessary to assist any prosecution.’


‘Except that, as you keep telling me, I’m a cheap resource of doubtful reliability. If I spent more time on the Morgan case, I probably wouldn’t even be missed.’


Cheap resource: the last time I had a proper telling-off from Jackson was when he discovered that I hadn’t filled out any overtime sheets for five months. These things matter, apparently.




‘Very doubtful,’ mutters Jackson, his attention on his computer. He flicks through what’s been done so far.


When you get to Jackson’s level of seniority, you’re not a field officer any more. You seldom get to visit crime scenes, interview suspects, force entry. The stink of these things reaches you only at second-hand, from the officers who were there and the reports they compile. But every senior copper was once a plod. They don’t lose their sense of smell, they just get the scent from different sources.


Jackson reviews the case notes with swift precision. His fingers are heavy on the computer, but also rapid. Deft.


He lifts his eyes to me again. Dark eyes, shaggily browed.


‘Look, you lot have covered most of the basics already. And for all we know there’s a guy called T.M. Baron living on the Costa del Crime, in which case the Fraud boys will just get an EAW and have him picked up.’


EAW: a European Arrest Warrant. A delightfully simple procedure.


‘The money won’t stop in Spain and our perpetrator isn’t called T.M. Baron.’


I can’t prove that, of course, but most payroll fraud is visibly stupid. Inflated salaries, implausible bonuses, zero deductions, addresses and bank details that track straight through to someone with access to the corporate payroll system. This fraud was clean enough that, for sixteen months, it went untraced. Anyone with the sophistication and patience to set it up wouldn’t be stupid enough to sit in a villa near Torremolinos, waiting to be arrested.


‘Probably not.’


‘And remember, we don’t know how large this fraud really is.’


Jackson works his eyebrows at me, so I add, ‘It was a very clean fraud, which implies some professionalism and organisation. But organised crime isn’t interested in a couple



of thousand pounds a month. They’d need far more than that to make it worth their while. My guess: if we really take a look at this, we’ll find numerous other small frauds built on the same basic model and tracing through to the same ultimate destination.’


I don’t say, because Jackson is smart enough to see it for himself, that the Morgan–Gibson fraud almost certainly involved a minimum of two people. There’s the T.M. Baron character: whoever it was that collected the first sixteen months’ worth of payments. Then there’s the lower-level idiot who started emptying the Morgan–Gibson accounts. Who blew the whole racket up for a gain of just £5,600.


An end of summer wasp crawls against Jackson’s office window, butting its head against an obstacle it doesn’t understand and can’t overcome. Jackson stares at the wasp with a face that has the emptiness of sculpture.


He looks back at his computer, hits some buttons.


‘Your course starts soon, doesn’t it?’


‘Next week.’


Jackson ponders a little further. His version of pondering involves hitting the flat of his hand softly against the top of his desk and staring into the middle distance.


‘Look, I take your point, but I think we need to leave this with Fraud for now. I’ll talk to – who’s that new guy over from Swansea?’


‘Rhodri Stephens.’


‘I’ll talk to him. Tell him we take this seriously, that we think there’s a manslaughter prosecution floating around here. We’ll give them time to make a case of it, see where they get to.’


Because my face doesn’t instantly assume the ‘yes, O Mighty One’ reverence that all senior officers think is their due, Jackson adds, ‘Fiona, fraud is a job for the Fraud Squad.




It is not a job for Major Crime and it is not your job to tell me mine.’


‘No, sir.’


‘I think that’s our five minutes. Thank you for the coffee.’


‘You’re welcome.’


‘Good luck with the course.’


I nod and leave the room.
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It’s three weeks later, but feels more. I’m in a shit flat close to where the M1 disgorges into London, a long stone’s throw from Brent Cross. I’m on the eighth floor of an eleven-storey building. One of the lifts is out of order and the curtains on my windows are made of unlined orange cotton. My kitchen contains a packet of sliced bread, some margarine, some peppermint tea bags and a tin of beans. I don’t have a can opener.


It is midnight, and I have to be at work in Wembley by four. I’m not allowed my car here, and the journey time by public transport is an hour.


So far this week, I have averaged less than four hours sleep a night.


I put some margarine on a slice of bread and eat it, standing up, looking out of the window. There’s music coming from the flat above me. Music and an argument.


I’d like to call Buzz. Not about anything, just to chat. Hear his voice, learn what’s been going on at the office. Laugh a bit too much at one of his jokes, just for the pleasure of feeling his pleasure at my appreciation.


We’ve been going out for slightly more than a year. I would say it’s been my longest ever relationship but in truth it’s been my first ever relationship. First proper one. I remember when we first started dating I thought, I realise I would like to be Dave Brydon’s girlfriend. The sort who would remember his birthday, act appropriately in front of his parents and think to wear their most expensive knickers on St Valentine’s Day. And I’ve ticked those boxes, all of them. I haven’t just remembered his birthday, but I got everything right at Christmas and have, mostly, remembered our important anniversaries. I don’t get waves of love from his parents – him a manager at a national building products company, her the deputy head of a village school in the Forest of Dean – but my mishaps and misdemeanours have all been fairly minor, all explainable as That’s just Fi for you, I’m afraid. I even got Valentine’s Day right too. I couldn’t quite believe that fully grown adults took all that commercial red-heart pap seriously, but I checked with my sister beforehand who told me yes, they really did. So I did it. Played the part. Wore a nice black dress with expensive undies, red and slutty, underneath. Let Buzz take me to dinner. Expressed surprise and delight when, inevitably, a dozen red roses were produced. Let myself be coaxed into drinking a whole glass and a half of champagne – a lot for me – and happily shared a chocolate pudding glazed with raspberry coulis in the shape of a heart. Then we went back to Buzz’s place where we made red and slutty love, saying that we loved each other and meaning it.


I look at my phone. It’s mine, not something issued by the training course. All my numbers pre-programmed. A couple of taps and I’m talking to a yawning Buzzman.


But I’m not allowed to phone him. Not him, not Mam or Dad, not Ant or Kay. No one at work. No one.


So I don’t.


Just stand at the window, eat bread and margarine, listen to the argument above me. Traffic curls down the A406. I can’t see the mouth of the M1, but somehow you feel its presence. Exhaust-fumed, grimy and congested. An ill-tempered beast, belching lorries. My hair feels greasy but I don’t have a hairdryer here and I don’t want to go to bed with wet hair.


I’m out of clean underwear, so I wash three pairs of knickers



in the bathroom sink and hang them out on a radiator. They won’t be dry in the morning.


I do my teeth, but without fervour. Look at my hair, which is greasy. Still don’t wash it.


Bed.


My bed is made up of a second-hand mattress lying directly on the floor. Sheets clean enough and the duvet warm. I think if my eyes were like other people’s, they’d be aching to close. I’d be half asleep already. But it doesn’t work like that for me. I am tired, but that doesn’t always mean I find it easy to sleep. So I just lie down and look at the light on the ceiling until sleep overtakes me. When it does, it’s dreamless and dark.


The alarm clock rings at two forty. It’s dark outside and the flat is cold.


Still wrapped in my duvet, I walk to the shower, get it hot, then step into it. Wash my hair. Wash everything else. Do you have to brush your teeth if you last brushed them less than three hours ago? Don’t know, but I do anyway.


My knickers are still roughly as damp as they were when I hung them out last night. I choose the least wet.


Get dressed. My uniform consists of a pale grey polo shirt, a pale grey fleece top, black trousers, which I had to supply myself, and a mid-blue tabard which is in a unisex style and fit and consequently too big for me. I put it all on. The shirt, fleece and tabard all have the same corporate logo: YCS Cleaning and a meaningless geometrical logo in orange and blue.


Into the kitchen. Ponder the breakfast menu briefly. Opt for bread and margarine, but don’t manage to eat much.


Then off to work. There’s a direct bus which is theoretically faster, but it’s unreliable and I’ve already had a warning for being late. So I walk to Cricklewood station, take a night bus in to Baker Street, take a second bus out to the Harrow Road and walk from there. It’s a ridiculous way to make the journey – an hour to travel about five miles – but it gets me there on time.


We gather in the dark, my colleagues and I. Six of us. Me, Amina, Ruqia, Diwata, Maria and someone whose name I’m not quite sure of. I think Milenka. Amina’s huge smile cleaves the darkness. I smile back, though I doubt if my version cleaves quite the same.


Maria has cigarettes. I want one badly but I bummed a cigarette off her yesterday and in this world you need to give back. It’s cold out and though I’m wrapped up, I still feel it.


At five to four, a black Honda Accord pulls up. Marcus Conway, our boss. He greets us, ticks our names off his list, then unlocks the main office door and leads us down to the service basement where the cleaning stuff is kept. A trolley each. Cleaning stuff. Large transparent waste sack. Spare liners for the office bins.


We’re each allocated a different floor, because they don’t like us talking to each other when we’re working. When Conway gives us an instruction, we’ve been trained to answer, ‘Yes, Mr Conway.’ To start with, that all felt a little Victorian-mill-owner to me and I’ve never been the best little Victorian factory girl. But if it’s good enough for Amina, it’s good enough for me and when Conway tells me, ‘Fiona, you’ll take the fourth floor. All the computers need cleaning and the internal office windows. Have you got that?’, I just mutter, ‘Yes, Mr Conway.’ And when he asks me to check I have the right cleaning kit for the screens and keyboards, I do check, just as he asks, then say it again.


And off I go, with my yellow trolley and a polyester tabard that reaches to my knees.


Oddly, it’s the cleaning I find hardest about all this. Not that I have to work hard, I’m OK with that. But the actual process of cleaning itself. Wipe, dust, empty. Wipe, dust, empty. My brain can’t stick with the routine. It keeps firing



off elsewhere. I honestly try my hardest, but my hardest is a bit ramshackle. Sometimes I do everything I’m meant to do. Other times, I realise I forgot to empty half the bins, or have left a waste bag in the middle of a corridor, or haven’t cleaned the toilets. But I do my best.


We work at this office from four till just before six, then at another, larger, office from six to almost nine. In the City, I’ve heard that you can get as much as £7.20 per hour. Out here, though, we’re strictly minimum wage, no sick pay, no long-term contracts, no holiday pay, no nothing.


At nine, we have to remove our tabards and empty out our pockets. That’s Conway’s way to show us that he’s alive to the risk of us stealing. But he knows and we know that if we nicked anything, it would be cash and we would hide it in our underwear, so all the pocket-emptying is really no more than panto.


Today, unusually, I have free time between nine and five. Normally we have to meet for coursework. Lessons on surveillance methods. Case studies. Lots of legal stuff. We have to know the Regulation of Investigatory Powers Act pretty much backwards, but there’s a lot of other law too. The Police and Criminal Evidence Act, of course. The Criminal Procedure and Investigations Act. European law and court rulings.


This is the National Undercover Training and Assessment course and it’s the toughest course offered by the police service. Most people who apply are rejected. Even when you’re accepted onto the course, 85 per cent of students fail.


I’m not even sure why I applied. A memo came round last year asking if anyone was interested and I said yes. No real reason. Curiosity, I suppose.


Buzz hates the idea of me working undercover. He doesn’t like the danger. He doesn’t like the loss of contact. It took me time to realise it, but he’s hurt that I even applied for the



course. As though it was some kind of snub to him.


I’ve mended things since then, I think. Told him that I have no intention of doing one of those marathon infiltrations. The things that last years and mess with your brain. I told him what might even be the truth: that I hate being told I can’t do something, so I want to make sure that I’ve got the ability to do it if I want to. Which I won’t.


As far as I’m concerned, that’s logical. As far as Buzz goes – well, I don’t know, but it’ll be better once the course is over.


The course isn’t mostly about law. We learn about managing a second identity, or ‘legend’ as it’s called by the undercover specialists who teach us. I’m Fiona Grey now. Fiona isn’t pretending to be a cleaner, she is a cleaner. We learn how to construct our pasts. Invent them. Get paperwork in the new names, get a history. Learn that history so it starts to become ours.


And we learn about danger. Infiltration is a tactic we only ever use against organised crime, or groups thought to be planning acts of violence or terror. Make a mistake on an infiltration and it’s not going to be a ‘Whoops, sorry, Sarge’ moment. It’s going to be a shot to the back of the head, bag in the river type moment.


We hear stories of undercover officers who have simply disappeared. Missing, presumed dead. Hear what happens when things go wrong.


The best sessions are briefings given by actual practitioners. Accounts of what it’s actually like. The dangers, the situations you get into. When we started, most of the questions had to do with the drama of the chase. Making contact with the bad guys. Gaining their trust. Executing the bust. The armed raids and the car chases. By now, though, our interest has shifted. My fellow students ask about what it’s like to be cut off from family. How you get through Christmas. What it’s like to live in fear.




The answers get more truthful too. One guy – Steve, a London DS – said he was on a job that lasted twenty-two months. Unfortunately his marriage only lasted eighteen of them. One of my fellow students asked him whether he regretted his decision to take the assignment. He said, ‘Every day, mate. Literally every day.’


Today, though, we have a break, our first on the course. My cleaning money has been very late in coming through to my bank account – my Fiona Grey account, that is – hence my rather basic eating and hygiene arrangements. I assume the money was held up by the course authorities. They can’t replicate the fear of a real infiltration, but they can reproduce some of the stresses. Hence the isolation, the long hours, the lack of sleep, the constant little indignities.


They have all of us on two jobs, antisocial hours. I clean in the morning, waitress in the evening. The waitressing runs from six to eleven, or more like midnight on busy nights. It’s not every night of the week, because our training often runs into the evenings, but it mops up what little free time I might have.


I sleep in between the waitressing and the cleaning. Make use of any spare half hours that come my way. Doze on trains.


When I try the bank again today, my money has come through and I withdraw fifty pounds. Spend most of it on a cheap hairdryer, a can opener and some ready-meals. Sit in a café and do my law revision.


It feels like luxury this: to have time and money. Those things and clean hair.


I take my time.


When I’m done, I go back to the flat. Collect dirty clothes to take to the launderette. I should take one of my law books, but I don’t.


When I’m sitting, snoozing, waiting for the spin cycle to end, a guy parks himself next to me on the slatted wooden



bench. I wake up, shift away. The guy is middle-aged, heavy, close-cropped hair. A Londoner.


‘What’s your name, love?’


‘Fiona.’


He thumps his chest and says, ‘Dez.’


I shrug.


‘You’re with YCS, right?’


I shrug again. I’m still wearing their damn fleece.


‘Listen, sweetheart, I’ve got a little job that needs doing, all right? Won’t get you into any trouble and it’s worth a hundred quid, cash.’


The machine next to me stops spinning. I try the handle, but it’s got one of those stupid safety releases which make you wait a minute before anything happens.


It’s hard not to smile.


This course isn’t mostly theoretical. It’s not mostly about learning the law. Really, they shove you into a situation, deprive you of sleep, and see if you can cope. This man, ‘Dez’, is the next step. He’ll ask me to do something illegal – steal something, plant something, I don’t know what. I’ll demur the right length of time, then say yes. The pressure will ratchet up. Less sleep, more phoney danger.


And they’ll try to fool me. A police officer will ‘recognise’ me as a buddy of his from Hendon. Or someone will call me Griffiths, not Grey, my new name, and see how I respond.


I’ll do just fine, I already know it. If I’d filled in my personality questionnaires honestly, they’d never have selected me for the course. Too vulnerable. History of mental disorder. Blah, blah.


Truth is, though, I’m pretty much ideal for this kind of work. The hardest thing about going undercover is the stress. The isolation, the fear, the risk of discovery. But my world is mostly like that anyway. I have problems with sleep. I’m used to isolation. It’s my default state and I have to work hard to



avoid it. As for the stuff that happens to people when they’re alone and under stress – dissociation, loss of normal feelings – well, I’ve already won the gold ticket in that particular lottery. A little menial work in north-west London hardly registers.


When the safety thing clicks on the washing machine. I transfer my stuff into the dryer. Put in two quid. Set it going.


Dez tries again. A hundred quid to take a black notebook from a locked drawer in the Wembley office.


I say, ‘I’ll lose my job.’


When he tries again, I pull my stuff, still wet, from the dryer and walk out of the launderette.
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The course ends. Twenty of us started. Twelve left before completion, in most cases, I think, because they went half nuts and called home, just to hear a friendly voice. That sort of thing is an instant fail.


Of the eight who stuck it through to the end, just three pass. I’m one of them.


I have a one-on-one session with the DCI overseeing the course on the final day. He riffles through feedback forms and test sheets. Weak sunlight comes in from the window behind him. I’m still in my Fiona Grey outfit, YCS fleece and all. I notice that the window needs cleaning. The ledge beneath it needs a good dust, and the keys on the computer keyboard are covered in little hillocks of finger oil and dirt. I could clean this room completely in eight minutes.


‘This is good,’ he says, waving at the paperwork. ‘You probably don’t need me to tell you that.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Did you enjoy it? Did you enjoy the experience?’


A hard question for me at the best of times. Other people seem to have a ready understanding of what they like and what they don’t. I don’t have that easy access. I know I like Buzz, the police service, the investigation of murder, and my family. I like hills and wild places and driving long distances when the sun is setting. Anything else – I don’t really know.


I say, ‘Yes, sir.’




‘You know, most of the courses we run, that’s the answer we want. People learn better if they’re having a good time. With this one, that answer always slightly worries me. You should find this stuff difficult. It’s all very well working undercover, but you need to come back into regular service too. The police force will need you back. So will your family, your loved ones. Are you married?’


‘No.’ His face wants more of an answer than that, so I add, ‘I’m in a long-term relationship, though.’


The DCI jabs his chest with his index finger. ‘Divorced. Two kids. They’re only just starting to talk to me again. I’m fifty-four.’


I don’t know what to say to that. I’m either Fiona Griffiths, a police officer. Or Fiona Grey, a cleaner. Neither of me is a marriage counsellor.


The wastebin needs emptying and the clear plastic rubbish sack hangs loose around the lip of the bin. We were taught to tie a knot in the plastic, so it sat tight.


‘What I’m saying is, you need to prioritise your life. Your family life, your friends, your CID career. If an assignment comes up, and you want to do it, then do. But don’t be attracted by the glamour. This isn’t glamorous, it’s hard. And mostly not worth it.’


‘No, sir.’


The officers who do those marathon infiltrations – two years, three years – draw only their regular salary. No overtime, modest bonus. If they have a wife and kids, they’re allowed to visit once a month, no more.


‘Well.’ He stands up. I’m not sure what the purpose of this interview was, or if the DCI thinks that purpose has been accomplished. I stand up too.


‘Congratulations again. We’ve been very impressed.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


I leave.




I could go home straight away. I’ve been given my car keys back, my bank cards, all the stuff that was taken from me at the start.


And I will go back, soon. Buzz is expecting me. But first things first. I drive into Ealing, an ugly estate near Drayton Green. Corrugated concrete walls and brown pebbledash. Rotary clothes dryers standing on balconies. A car without tyres.


I don’t park too close – my car is very Fiona Griffiths, not at all Fiona Grey – and walk into the estate, checking the flat number I need from a little handwritten slip of paper.


Amina’s handwriting. Her flat.


She was the one real friend I made at YCS. Neither her life nor mine allowed much leisure, but we liked each other. Hung out when we could.


I ring the bell, but knock as well. Glass door, single glazed.


Amina opens it. That huge smile when she sees me. Baby lying in a cot in the tiny hallway. A man in a purple shirt sits in the front room talking loudly on the phone. A language I don’t recognise, but Somali I assume.


Amina brings me through to the kitchen. The man glances at me, but not for long. The kitchen is a mess. Amina has been barbecuing lamb kidneys using an oven rack laid directly over the gas hob. Everything is splattered with fat. A vegetable broth stands in a large saucepan to the side. Smells of cumin, cardamom, cloves. There is a motorbike standing where you’d expect there to be a table. Tools and rags, but not much sign of action.


I tell Amina I’ve lost my flat. That I’m leaving London.


She doesn’t understand right away – her English isn’t brilliant – but when she does, she looks upset.


‘You can’t go,’ she says, waving a long black finger at me, then hugging me. As she steps back again, she adjusts her headscarf.




‘I have to.’


Amina looks sad. She keeps readjusting her face to hide her sadness, but it keeps coming back.


‘Can you give these back to Mr Conway? I haven’t told him.’


I give Amina my YCS stuff in a plastic bag. Conway won’t be surprised at my sudden disappearance. His workforce changes with every passing wind.


‘Where are you going?’


‘I’m not sure yet. Maybe Manchester.’ I shrug.


Manchester: my Fiona Grey legend involves a long-term, but abusive, relationship with a guy in Manchester. The abusive part is good because it means I don’t have to talk about it much. Also because it gives my legend a kind of messy unity. The kind of work I was doing in Wembley is essentially done only by immigrants. I was the only native Briton under Conway’s command, the only one to speak English as a first language. Aside from Milenka, I was the only one with white skin. People like me only turn out to clean toilets at four in the morning if their lives have gone badly astray somewhere. Abuse, in the case of Fiona Grey. God knows what in the case of Fiona Griffiths.


The baby in the hall starts crying. The man in the purple shirt shouts through to us. Amina’s eyes change and I say, ‘I’ll go.’


We hug again.


Amina gets the baby. I open the front door. Amina says, ‘Wait,’ goes through to the kitchen, and comes back with some brown cake wrapped in a piece of kitchen towel. ‘Shushumow,’ she says.


‘Shushumow?’


She repeats the word, gives me that smile again, and closes the door.


Back at my car, I call Buzz.




‘Hey, stranger.’


His voice is warm, full of love. I don’t quite feel as I ought to in return. I feel clumsy and cut off from the person I was.


I act the part though. Act Fiona Griffiths, the one who’s in love with a handsome policeman, and as I get into role, my feelings start to come back a bit. I don’t quite feel like her exactly, but perhaps I might do with a little more practice.


We chat for a while, then hang up.


Plan for tonight is: drive home, get changed, fancy meal, lots of sex. The classic Buzz solution to any complex emotional situation, except that the first three parts of the formula are prone to change or cancellation without notice.


When I’m on the M4, I try nibbling one of the shushumow cakes, but they’re way too sweet for me and I throw them out of the window when I’m crossing the Severn Bridge.


Croeso i Gymru.


Welcome to Wales.
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We do, as it happens, implement the formula, just as planned. I go to my house, wash and change. Buzz has booked us a table at the restaurant where we had our first date. I don’t know if there’s meant to be some kind of significance in that but, if there is, I cooperate by wearing the outfit I wore then. Dark blue dress, silver and jet bead necklace, nice shoes.


I drive there. Make a hash of parking, which isn’t like me, and get a bit lost in Pontcanna before finding my way to the right side of Cathedral Road, where I’m meant to be.


I realise I’m nervous. I don’t know why.


I’m first to arrive. Sit all ladylike at the table, while a waiter brings me a menu, a glass tumbler holding breadsticks, and a glass of fizzy water. He lights a candle with a cigarette lighter.


I watch with professional interest. I wasn’t a particularly good waitress, but I wasn’t working in the candle-’n’-breadstick sort of place. Mine was a Tex-Mex joint that sold beer by the pitcher and had a big Friday night trade in after-work parties. I took orders, carried plates, fetched drinks, didn’t mess anything up too much or too often, and occasionally remembered to smile. I did OK.


I sit there, waiting for Buzz, counting my breaths and trying to feel my feet.


A year and four months since I was last here.


Then all of a sudden, Buzz is here, in front of me. Disconcertingly strange and overwhelmingly familiar at the



same time. He crushes me into a hug and smells completely of him.


‘You look smashing, love,’ he says, and I feel giddy.


We slowly settle, or I do. Buzz tells me about how he’s been. I say little bits about the course, though I’m not meant to say too much. Something happens with food. I think I’m probably a bit wooden to start with, but Buzz knows not to take too much notice. I warm up.


And by the time we’re eating our main course – steak for him, trout for me – Buzz says, ‘OK. Holiday.’


He says it in a way that makes me realise this isn’t just a welcome-back-Fi evening, it’s something more than that, I’m not quite sure what.


I give him a big smile and say, ‘Holiday! Tell me more.’


‘OK, we wanted sunny, we wanted beaches, we wanted hot.’


I nod. ‘Yes.’ Another big smile, unloaded for free.


‘Turkey, Greece, Morocco. All lovely, but they’d probably have been better last month than next month, so’ – pause for dramatic effect – ‘I’m thinking the Caribbean. Either Florida, Mexico, or one of the islands.’


I’m all ready and primed to give him the response he wants, but I’m not sure what that is. Delight, I assume, and I give out plenty of that, but I have a feeling I’m missing something. Buzz spreads brochures over the table. Coloured pictures, blue seas, white sands. Men in red shorts chasing balls. Lots of women, with legs much longer than mine, wearing bikinis and smiling like Moonies.


I say, ‘Oh Buzz, this looks amazing.’ Turn some pages, say it again, or some variant of the same thing.


I still think I’m missing something, but I’m not sure what. Buzz doesn’t give any clues or, if he does, I can’t read them.


‘So,’ he says, once the plates have been cleared and someone has asked us about puddings, and we’ve said no, just coffee,

 except that I’ll have peppermint tea instead of coffee, and can we have the bill at the same time, please. ‘So?’


‘It looks amazing.’


‘But which one?’ He sorts out the brochures. Shows me the best Florida option, the best Yucatan one, the best island one, which is apparently a resort hotel in Saint Lucia.


He wants me to choose.


I interrogate his face, trying to figure out which one he likes. He sees me doing that and says, ‘No, Fi. I want you to choose. Whichever one you like. Let’s make it special.’


That last phrase, I’ve learned, is code for doesn’t-matter-if-it’s-expensive, but that is itself, I think, code for doesn’t-matter-if-it’s-expensive-but-let’s-not-go-crazy-now.


The Saint Lucia place is the most expensive, the Yucatan place is the cheapest, so I put my hands down on Florida and say, ‘I love this.’


He does that Buzz thing of looking into my eyes and saying, ‘Are you sure now? It’s what you want?’


I say yes, say it emphatically. And in saying it, it becomes true, or true enough. I’m lucky to have this man, who does these things for me. Who is this patient.


I say, ‘Do you remember when we first came here? What a pain I was?’


‘Not a pain, exactly . . .’ Buzz’s gallantry kicks automatically into gear, then hits the Hill of Truth and loses momentum fast. ‘But not easy, no.’


‘I was wearing this.’ I touch the base of my neck at the join of my collarbones. My gesture includes both necklace and dress.


‘I know. I remember.’


I’ve realised what it is I’m meant to say. The thing I was missing before.


‘I missed you,’ I said. ‘Four weeks. It felt like a long time.’




Buzz’s eyes melt and he says, ‘Me too.’


When we get home, we do have sex. First once, fast and energetically, because we both need it. Then we chat a bit, and Buzz makes tea and brings it back to bed, and then we have sex again, but slowly and properly, and I no longer feel weird at all, or no more than always.


And when he’s done, and his eyes are drooping, and I think I’ve done everything that a supergreat and perfect girlfriend is meant to do on evenings like these, I sit across his thighs, bouncing gently up and down.


‘You haven’t told me what happened to the Hayley Morgan thing.’


‘Bloody hell, Fi. Really? Nothing’s happened with the Hayley Morgan thing.’


I consider that response, but think it deserves another bounce. ‘Something must have happened.’


‘Fraud Squad stuff, isn’t it? They’ve interviewed everyone at the superstore, checked if anyone is driving a Jag when they ought to be driving a Fiesta, that sort of thing.’


‘What about SOCA?’


SOCA: the Serious and Organised Crime Agency, which handles major league fraud, among other things.


‘SOCA? It’s not big enough for them. You know that.’


I give an annoyed grunt, which coincides with another bounce, which hurts Buzz enough that he lifts me off him, making a noise in the back of his throat which tells me I need to behave.


‘Sorry, love.’


‘Do you ever sleep?’


‘When I was at YCS, my work day started at four a.m. I had to set the alarm for two forty.’


‘What’s YCS?’


He doesn’t want an answer to that question, though. He wants to be allowed to get some rest without me annoying



him. I turn the lights off and give him a kiss. ‘Sleep well, old man. I missed you.’


‘I missed you too.’


It feels like the truth, both ways round.


I think about wearing a bikini on white Floridian sands. Buzz in red shorts chasing a ball, like a golden retriever after a stick.


I do love Buzz. Love him the best way I am able, which might not be a very good best. And I wonder, not for the first time, if he is simply mistaken about me. If he would not be happier with someone else.


His snores deflect the question. I snuggle down beside him and go to sleep.
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The office, Monday morning. The normality seems strange. I feel like I’ve been away a million years. Most people have hardly noticed I’ve been gone.


Bev Rowlands, says, ‘Fi! How was your course?’


‘It was fine. Quite fun, actually.’


‘God, I’d never do anything like that,’ says Bev, then starts telling me about an outdoor training course she did once where she had to climb up some rope netting strung between two pine trees.


I don’t quite understand the point of the story, but say ‘gosh’ anyway.


As we’re chatting, DCI Jackson walks past and says, ‘Well done, Fiona,’ but doesn’t stop.


The morning briefing is full of busy nothings. Huw Bowen’s manslaughter case, the one I initially wanted, has turned dull. No new murders. No proper assaults, no good ones. A presentation from some traffic officers about various pre-Christmas campaigns they’re running. A talk about cost-cutting and the correct use of community support officers.


When I use the Ladies, I notice that the mirror has streak marks and the soap dispenser nozzles are gummed up. I use paper towels to remove the streak marks and do a basic job on the soap nozzles too.


I’m tasked to process paperwork on a couple of cases that are coming to court. Someone assigns me to help on a team



that is developing advice on how to avoid thefts from vehicles. The first of our meetings takes an hour and forty minutes and the gist of our advice will be, ‘Lock your car and hide your valuables.’ Or, to simplify further, ‘Don’t be a bloody idiot.’


I suggest that as a slogan and everyone looks at me.


I read all the statements accumulated by the Fraud Squad inquiry. They’ve done just as Buzz said. Interviewed everyone local. Checked for unexpected inflows of money. Checked anyone with access to the store’s management suite on the day when the offending payroll entries were made. Verified with Swindon that those entries were in fact made locally. And that’s it. The inquiry hasn’t been closed, exactly, but it’s been effectively killed all the same. The T.M. Baron money went from the UK to Spain to Belize and we haven’t yet been able to track it beyond that point.
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