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  ‘You Can’t Kill The Spirit’


  From The Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp Songbook


  Written by Naomi Littlebear Morena, adapted from the song/chant ‘Like a Mountain’.


  https://www.antiwarsongs.org/canzone.php?id=6888&lang=en


  www.beatentrackpublishing.com


  Three years after the death of his civil partner, DCI Gray Fisher is finally ready to make the break from the police. For too long, he has used his work as a means of survival; now, he’s looking forward to a nice, quiet life in academia.


  Investment banker Will Richards is a walking, talking contradiction. With his love of surfing and his farmhouse menagerie of rescue animals, he’s far removed from Gray’s idea of the perfect man, but that’s ‘not a problem’. Gray wants nothing more than friendship, and Will seems happy to accept that. After all, with his mum’s illness and resigning from his job, he’s got enough on his plate already.


  Assuming, of course, he’s telling the truth.


  When former colleague, Rob Simpson-Stone, asks for Gray’s help with a case of a destitute banker who faked his own death, Gray is understandably reluctant to get involved…until Rob reveals the identity of one of the suspects.

  This novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination.


  Author’s Note


  The Gray Fisher trilogy is intended to be a stand-alone series within the Hiding Behind The Couch universe.

  This edition of The WAG and The Scoundrel (book 1) has been lightly revised to minimise references to previous characters and events. However, there are still some pre-existing relationships which are not explained in detail in this trilogy.

  A short summary of relevant back-story is included at the end of this book (contains spoilers for anyone intending to read Hiding Behind The Couch).



Mini-Glossary




	CID
	Criminal Investigation Department – the police department which investigates serious crime; officers are known as detectives and wear plain clothes (office attire) as opposed to uniforms.



	CPS
	Crown Prosecution Service – the body responsible for processing offences and deciding whether they should go to trial.



	DCI
	Detective Chief Inspector – a senior CID officer; lower ranks are Detective Inspector (DI), Detective Sergeant (DS) and Detective Constable (DC).



	Drink-driving
	The term used in English law for driving under the influence of alcohol



	ISA
	Individual Savings Account – a tax-free, usually stocks-related investment.



	Met Line
	The Metropolitan Line (aka ‘the Met’) – a London Transport Underground/overground rail route that runs between Aldgate, City of London and Uxbridge, Middlesex/Watford, Hertfordshire.



	PC
	Police Constable – uniformed officer.



	PNC
	Police National Computer – a system of databases used by law enforcement agencies in the UK.



	Police Fédérale
	Belgian Federal Police.



	RTA
	Road Traffic Accident – a collision involving one or more vehicles.



	SIU
	Special Investigations Unit – a fictional white-collar crime investigation unit of the Metropolitan Police Service.



	The Met
	The Metropolitan Police Service – the police service in London and Greater London (distinct from City of London Police).






  Dedication


  For Ronnie and Will…


  and the everlasting smell of goat.



  “Though I myself refrain from violence towards animals, I must admit that I am not fit enough to dissuade others from it. I know that we have a duty towards animals, but cannot make others feel it.”


   


  Mahatma Gandhi

  Collected Works, Vol 31 (Mar 22 - Jun 15, 1925)

  www.gandhiserve.org/cwmg/VOL031.PDF


1. One Night Downtown

Naomi Tanner was a willowy five foot ten with skin like smooth vanilla fudge, dark-brown hair straightened into a neat, page-boy style, a small nose, perfectly made-up eyes, well-plucked brows, expertly manicured nails, and a passion for haute couture. She was attractive, more than moderately intelligent, and completely out of place in The Blue Bell public house.

It was not where she had intended to be that evening. She’d only stepped in to dodge the sudden shower, which had quickly turned to torrential downpour. An hour and two glasses of wine later, it was still coming down by the bucketful.

The pub was busy, considering both its location and state of disrepair. The seating was lumpy and frayed, the tables didn’t sit level, the carpet was threadbare…the nicotine-stained ceiling told the rest of the story. The Blue Bell hadn’t been decorated in decades, but the regulars seemed happy, and Naomi was in no state to care. She swirled the red drip in the bottom of her glass, watching it snake and spread and coalesce once more. She was in a world of her own, a very different world to the one she had inhabited until three weeks ago, when Aaron left for good. Or so he’d said. But the wine, which had done little more than give her a headache, was nowhere near close to eclipsing the pain.

She didn’t miss him. It was what she’d always wanted: no more ironing shirts, sending suits out for dry cleaning, tolerating nosey cleaners, hosting dinners, standing in badly aimed piss. Why would she miss any of that? No. It was better this way because behind the well-fitting, expensive suits and the successful career, he was a slob. A rich slob, admittedly, but what did it matter? He’d always claimed money could buy anything, happiness included. They both now knew it simply was not true.

Taking her empty glass back to the bar, Naomi drifted to a stop, entranced by the landlady flirting with her customers. To Naomi’s mind, the woman was far from attractive, but what did she know? She’d always tried to look her best—essential, she believed, for the wife of a director—and yet there she was, a life repossessed while she sheltered in a back-street pub where a scraggy-haired woman in jeans and a man’s T-shirt held court.

Life was topsy-turvy. A home worth twenty million, and now she was sofa-hopping. When had it all gone so wrong? She’d wanted escape, but not like this. What point was there to freedom when she had no means to enjoy it?

Still no luck in getting a refill of wine, although she’d had enough, Naomi wandered aimlessly out of the pub and up to the high street, her lack of speed at odds with others marching in both directions as they raced to escape the rain. She was already drenched. Where to next? Something to eat? She had nowhere to cook and nothing to cook with.

How difficult it all seemed. How utterly impossible. The life she lived came at a very high price—not her clothes, shoes, make-up. They were unnecessary luxuries, and she was out of foundation again, such use as the oily gunk from a chain store had proved to be. She’d slit the tube that morning and squeezed out the last dregs for nothing more than to have it wash away in the rain.

The life she had lived, she consciously corrected. It was all behind her now. Aaron had warned their luck was about to run out, and she’d tried to dismiss it as paranoia. He was working too hard, they were getting older…a mid-life crisis? No. She had thought herself to be in her prime, a much younger protégé to the delectable Miss Brodie—she was only thirty-seven, after all—but not anymore.

For this was not living; it was existing, and she’d had enough.

With a soul-heavy sigh, she paused and slipped off first one shoe—tipping out the rainwater—then the other, glancing along the high street and squinting at the commotion, the wet tarmac alive with the glisten of blue flashing lights. Police, ambulances, a fire engine; none of her business. Nor did she care that another fool in a big car had attempted invincibility, no doubt fuelled by alcohol. They were all the same, and she was done with them. She slipped her shoes back on, turned, and walked away.


2. Second Date

Stupid night for a date, a Thursday. The restaurant was near empty, and Gray had the staff’s undivided attention. He’d bought a drink; what more could he do? A couple passing by stopped to read the menu on the external wall. Gray willed them to come in, take some of the pressure off him. He didn’t usually have that problem; light-brown hair, average height, average build, average looks—average everything—he blended in, and he liked it that way. But when there were only four customers…

He watched, dismayed, as the three business execs who had been sitting at the back of the restaurant came towards him and stopped to peer out at the rain. In his head, he begged them to stay. It didn’t work, and now he was the only one.

“Would you like to order yet, sir?” the waiter asked.

Gray glanced at his watch: almost nine-thirty. Should I assume I’ve been stood up? “I’ll give it another ten minutes, if you don’t mind?”

The waiter bowed and retreated.

Gray took a swig of beer and sighed in anticipation of another evening alone…or for the lack of explanation and non-argument that would follow. It was too predictable, too frustrating. He was only going along with it because everyone insisted he shouldn’t be single, but he rather liked being single. He got up when he wanted, showered and made coffee with no distractions, went to work, came home, wrote all night if the mood took him or, equally, headed out to a cinema to watch a movie of his choice.

Being single was seriously underrated, and generally by those who were not, as if to justify their decision to permit another to impose restrictions upon them. Gray had no desire to get into that situation again, although, with Jean-Michel, he had never perceived the restrictions an imposition.

The wail of sirens stirred him from his thoughts, and he watched an ambulance tear past. Two police cars followed soon after, and then a fire engine. A nasty accident…Gray’s heart seemed to momentarily cease beating, paused along with his breathing. He exhaled, and his heart overtook itself, until he remembered: he wasn’t on the job anymore, and he had no significant other.

Which strengthened his point. The single life was infinitely less painful. He was being a little unfair, perhaps, when he knew plenty of happy couples who would, in all likelihood, share wonderful, long lives together. But to his way of thinking, that ‘perfect match’ happened once in a lifetime, and it had already happened for him. It was three years and three months since Jean-Michel died, and Gray was finally back to something resembling normality, which wasn’t to say he’d stopped missing Jean, for they were soul mates, lovers, partners. Only weeks before Jean’s death, they’d talked about moving to Belgium, to Jean’s hometown. They’d even looked at properties and had a survey performed on their house in England.

The night of the accident, they’d been at a wedding and chatted with the bride and groom about their plans, at that stage undecided on when they would properly put them into motion. The newlyweds were honeymooning in Paris, Berlin and Brussels but delaying their trip until Christmas, and that was when Gray and Jean made up their minds for sure. They would emigrate before the end of October; that way, their friends could visit them on their honeymoon.

On the way home, Jean was tired, his concentration lapsed, and he ended up on the wrong side of the road. The other car swerved and hit the driver’s side. Jean never regained consciousness.

As soon as Gray had recovered sufficiently—physically, at least—to handle the move, he’d put the house on the market, and it had sold within weeks, but he’d no longer wanted to live in Belgium, not without Jean. So he’d stayed in England.

Now a fourth October was upon him, and he wondered if he’d ever stop mourning.

The door to the restaurant closed, although Gray only noticed when the waiter greeted the new arrival.

“Evening, sir.”

“Hi.” Will gave the waiter a wide, cheery smile and indicated to Gray. “I’m with him.”

“Of course, sir.” The waiter led Will over to the table. “I’ll bring you a menu. A drink?”

“Just some water, thanks.”

The waiter acknowledged the request with another bow and left.

“Glad you could make it,” Gray said dryly.

“Yeah. Sorry. Trains.” Will looked like he was waiting for Gray to say something else, but what was there to say? He could demand more of an explanation, he supposed, but wasn’t it self-explanatory? Will shrugged. “You know how it is this time of year. Leaves on the track. Go figure!”

“Hmm.” Gray eyed him dubiously, almost sure Will was lying, though he could think of no reason why he would. “I haven’t ordered yet, by the way.”

The waiter returned with the promised glass of water and menu. Will acknowledged him with a nod and a smile and took the menu from him.

“The set meal looks reasonable,” Gray suggested.

“Sure.” Will handed the menu back.

“Don’t you want to check what’s on it?”

“I trust you.”

The waiter confirmed their choice and left them alone again.

Will sipped his water and looked around the restaurant. “Nice here, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Gray took the opportunity to observe him while he was otherwise engaged. There was no obvious indication of deception, and he’d travelled in from home, so a delayed train was plausible.

Will finished his inspection and met Gray’s gaze with a frown. “What’s up?”

“Nothing, particularly. Although if I lived out of London, I’d allow a little extra time for my journey, especially at this time of year.”

“Yeah. Sorry. It didn’t occur to me.”

“Or failing that, maybe a phone call to say I was running late?”

“Ah. Well. Funny story.” Will stopped talking and adjusted his position. “Actually, not that funny, but I lost my phone this morning. I thought I’d dropped it while I was out with the dogs, and I’ve spent half the day retracing my steps, trying to find the thing. And then, would you believe, Fido found it? Monster got spooked by something, and Fido went rooting around—he’s good like that. Intuitive, you know? They’re like a proper little pack, looking out for each other. Anyway, my phone had fallen out of my pocket, into one of my wellies, and the vibrations were what had upset Monster. Bless. She’s definitely getting better, though.”

“Monster,” Gray repeated, fighting a smirk of amusement. He thought it was a ridiculous name for a dog. He couldn’t recall much of what Will had told him about the mutts during their previous interchanges, but it was polite to show an interest, so he hazarded, “Is that the little one?”

“That’s what we call her, though she’s not the littlest. That’s Dotty Doris. Monster’s the collie cross.”

Gray wasn’t a great lover of pets. He didn’t really know one breed of dog from another, other than German shepherds, which he recognised from working with the police dog teams and customs officers, and both his sister and brother had one—remarkably, given that Becky and George had never met nor were they biologically related, yet their dogs were near identical—black, long-haired and great temperaments.

If Gray were ever to consider getting a dog, which was unlikely, he’d probably go for one of those, and only one, as opposed to the five assorted hounds Will shared his home with, along with chickens, a parakeet and who knew what else.

“Sirs,” the waiter said. Gray and Will leaned back for steaming bowls to be set down in front of them, thanked the waiter, and picked up their spoons, quickly discovering the chicken and sweetcorn soup was too hot.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” Gray asked in between blowing the soup and trying to slurp it without burning himself. At Will’s puzzled expression, he clarified, “Didn’t you say you keep chickens?”

“Oh! I see what you mean. I don’t usually eat meat.”

“You’re vegetarian?”

“Yep.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Not a problem.”

“You could’ve said, instead of going along with the set meal. Beef in black bean sauce, Schezuan chicken, prawn satay…”

“Like I say, not a problem.”

That irritated Gray, and the fact that it did irritated him all the more. What difference did it make to him whether Will discarded his dietary preferences? The man didn’t seem to care about anything, like, for instance, turning up for a date on time, or how he was going to pay his bills and look after his precious menagerie since he’d given up his city career—the topic of conversation on their last ‘date’. Will hadn’t mentioned being vegetarian then either, so maybe it wasn’t a big deal. Yet, to Gray, it felt as if Will was casting aside his morals to avoid disharmony, in which case, why have morals at all? Assuming that was the reason he was vegetarian, of course, or, indeed, that he’d had any morals to begin with.

To ease the silence, and because it was on his mind, Gray asked, “How’s the job-hunting going?”

Soup dripped from Will’s spoon onto his lip and down his chin, and his head jerked back in response to the scalding. He sucked his bottom lip clean and dabbed at his chin with a napkin. “Not bad,” he said, recovering quickly. “I had an interview yesterday with the Royal Mail.”

“Oh? For what?”

“Delivering post?” Will was amused by the question, if his cheeky grin was anything to go by. Despite Gray’s vow to remain single, he found it quite alluring.

“Just because it’s the Royal Mail…”

“I was kidding.”

“With your qualifications, shouldn’t you be going for something higher status?”

“Like postmaster?” Will’s grin widened.

Gray laughed and shook his head. “You’re telling me you want to be a postman?”

“No, I don’t. But it’s a job, and it’s local to me, so no more getting up before dawn to walk the dogs, only to spend two hours on a packed train—”

“You’ll be getting up at dawn to go on your rounds.”

“And I’ll have the afternoons to myself. Plus, I’ll be free in the evenings. We’ll be able to meet up more often. It’s all good.”

Gray raised an eyebrow, not so sure that it was ‘all good’ from his perspective. He liked Will. He was a genuinely nice, down-to-earth guy, but he was nothing like Jean, nor any of the other guys Gray had dated before Jean. At least, that was his impression, as he and Will hadn’t really got to know each other properly. This was the third time they’d met up, and only their second date.

The first time they’d met, it was arranged by Josh—Gray’s brother-in-law, who was the common denominator and responsible for the entire matchmaking debacle. He’d brought his family along, “for the safety of numbers,” he’d said. More likely, he was ensuring Gray didn’t stand Will up.

The second time was a cinema trip, when they’d gone to the late viewing because Will was delayed by an hour—no explanation offered—and then had to dash off to catch a lift home from a friend as he’d missed the last train. Following that, they were supposed to meet up again with Josh, George and their foster daughter Libby, who were in London doing the whole tourist thing but popped in to check Gray was ‘settling in’ to his new house. On that occasion, Will had cried off at the last minute, and Gray had been secretly pleased. He found it incredible that these people—essentially strangers until a few months ago—had accepted him as part of their family, and that was more important to him than dating. However, it meant, in spite of having spent a good eight hours in each other’s company, he and Will had yet to have a proper conversation.

As if Will were tapping into Gray’s thoughts, he asked, “Have you heard from Josh lately?”

“By lately, you mean since we all went out to dinner and you bottled out?” Gray’s light-hearted teasing put a blush on Will’s cheeks, and he tried to cover it by sipping his water, giving himself hiccups in the process. Gray chuckled.

“I’m glad you find it amusing,” Will said dolefully.

“Because it is amusing.”

Will returned to eating his soup, still hiccupping.

“Oh, come on. Surely you can see the funny side?” But it turned out Will couldn’t. A first time for everything.

“OK.” Will set down his spoon and clasped his hands. “Imagine you were in my situation. How would you feel?”

“Well, other than the bit about you hitting on George on his honeymoon, I don’t really know what that situation was.”

“Josh didn’t tell you?”

“All he said was he’d invited you to dinner because you were a nice guy and he thought we’d get along. I’ve no idea what he was thinking.” The last part Gray muttered under his breath but smiled at the same time so Will would know he was joking. Kind of joking—he really didn’t know why Josh thought he and Will would get on. They were too different. Incompatible, in relationship terms. Still, that didn’t preclude friendship.

In fact, Will seemed exactly the kind of friend Gray needed in his life—undemanding, easy-going and attractive, particularly in the more casual attire he’d worn this evening. His blonde-brown hair was long—or longish, it was hard to tell—and neatly tied back, and he was bare-faced, which Gray appreciated. He wasn’t a fan of beards; they obscured individuality and intent, although since his ‘retirement’, Gray no longer shaved daily, preferring his reflection with stubble to without, and he hadn’t shaved for their date.

It wasn’t through lack of effort. Indeed, he’d pondered long over his wardrobe choices, at the same time wondering why. It wasn’t like he was going out on the pick-up. In the end, he’d opted for chinos and a loose-fitting shirt, smart but not stuffy and, thankfully, not at odds with how Will was dressed. Tonight, Will’s outfit consisted of well-worn blue jeans, biker boots and a long-sleeved tee that was fitted enough to show off his firm though not over-muscular physique. Will kept his fitness levels up for his two big loves: his dogs and surfing. That much Gray did know.

Their second course arrived—barbecued spare ribs and seaweed—and Will settled for eating the latter.

“I didn’t hit on him, by the way,” he said.

“No?”

“We were chatting about his dog, and I said I thought it was great that he was a rescue. Then we arrived at the hotel, and George showed me his ring…” Will screwed up his nose. “Let me rephrase that.”

But it was said, and Gray was instantly helpless with laughter at the innuendo, which was childish. He wouldn’t have noticed if Will hadn’t drawn attention to it.

Will sighed and folded his arms, looking away across the restaurant, waiting for Gray to recompose. It took a while, but once he did, he reached over and gave Will’s hand a gentle squeeze that was both apology and reassurance. He wasn’t going to mock him further.

Will frowned. “I can’t figure you out, Gray.”

“In what sense?”

“You’re so serious and restrained one minute, giggly and touchy-feely the next.” Will leaned forward and held Gray’s gaze. “You’re an enigma.”

Gray narrowed his eyes. “I’m going to get the waiter to swap one of the meat dishes for something veggie. The protein’s gone to your head.”

“It really isn’t a—” Will began, but Gray cut him short by calling the waiter over and asking him to exchange the beef dish for stir-fried vegetables.

“Done,” he said.

“Thanks.”

“Not a problem,” Gray replied, deliberately borrowing Will’s words. “So why are you vegetarian? For animal welfare reasons or…?”

“Yeah. Pretty much. My mum’s always been veggie, and I know too much about slaughterhouses. I volunteered weekends at an animal sanctuary through uni, and I’ve been taking in rescue animals ever since.”

“No wonder you hit it off with George.”

“You see, that’s where you’re mistaken. Not that I dislike your brother—he’s a lovely guy. But, er…” The colour flooded Will’s cheeks again. “Don’t laugh, but I had a bit of a crush on Josh.”

“You…” Gray started but trailed off as it sank in.

“It passed once I got back from Cornwall, and I’d never have acted on it, but there’s something about him.”

Gray could think of absolutely nothing to say. He hadn’t anticipated that. Josh wasn’t an eyesore, but he wasn’t good-looking in any typical sense. He was five-nine, at a guess, very slim, and with his longer than average sandy hair and glasses, a little on the geeky side both in looks and conduct. As a therapist and academic, his understanding of the human condition was enviably impressive. In his work and with his closest friends, his ‘people skills’ were exceptional. Otherwise, he was aloof and standoffish. For all of that, Gray agreed with Will; there was something about Josh that made him special, which was a big part of why Gray had let himself be talked into a blind date in the first place.

For a while, the two men continued with their meal in silence, with Will’s appetite seeming to pick up now there was something on the table he was happy to eat. Gray subtly watched him, trying to make sense of the man. On their previous encounter, he’d told Gray that the job from which he’d resigned was with one of the big city banks, and he hadn’t been small fry either. Granted, he wasn’t up in the highest echelons, so he’d been distanced from the bankers’ bonuses scandal, but he’d also been working in investment banking for fifteen years. He’d taken a temporary sabbatical during the finance crisis before returning to the same job when investment picked up again.

“Why did you resign?” Gray asked, his curiosity running ahead of him.

Will shrugged. “Like I say, the commute is a pain, and I guess I got sick of the rat race.”

“It’s not cheap, living where you do, though, is it?”

“You’d be surprised. The house…it’s a bit of a shambles, if I’m honest, but my grandma rented it back in the fifties, and the landlord hasn’t been near in years. So I just pay the rent and keep my head down. So yeah, it’s actually dirt cheap.”

“Interesting. I expected you to live in some grand suburban detached.”

“With the dogs? Are you kidding?” Will chuckled. “I’m not interested in status symbols. As long as we’ve got a roof over our heads and food to eat, we’re good.”

“And your surfing,” Gray pointed out.

“Yeah, OK. But with promotion and all the big commissions that came with it, I was never into spending money for the sake of it.”

Gray nodded as he took that in. In a way, Will’s career trajectory wasn’t that different from Gray’s in the police, he supposed, although his own reasons for chasing promotion and then resigning were personal, and he was relieved Will hadn’t bounced the question back at him. He wasn’t ready to share yet. After he’d lost Jean, his career had become his lifeline, a way of getting through each day. He’d been head of an undercover unit working on fraud and embezzlement cases. He’d even been involved in an investigation of the bank Will had resigned from, not that Gray had been in any state to commit the finer details of that investigation to memory.

However, there was a stark contradiction between the world of high finance populated with shallow go-getters and the laid-back guy across the table, whose only indulgence was surfing. Add in the animal welfare and vegetarianism, and to Gray’s mind, Will was far too ‘new age’ for investment banking. Perhaps everyone had those hidden sides to them, although with all the time he’d spent in undercover surveillance, he thought he might have noticed. As Josh had told him often enough, people are consistent in all aspects of their lives, so maybe Will was uniquely at odds with the rest of the world.

After their meal, they walked back up to the high street together, towards the Underground, and Gray felt a pang of disappointment that their evening appeared to be drawing to a close. It almost hadn’t been worth Will making the journey, but either he’d picked up on Gray’s mood or was thinking along similar lines, as he stopped outside a club and looked at Gray expectantly, hopefully even. Gray considered his schedule for the morning. He had a class at ten and research notes to write up. They could probably wait.

“OK,” he agreed, not entirely sure it was a good idea. He hadn’t been inside a nightclub in months—not since rehab. Until a couple of weeks ago, he’d have refused point blank, but he felt safe with Will, which worried him a little. He didn’t want to depend on someone else to get him through, even if it was only an evening in a nightclub. Still, there was no point second-guessing, as they were already past the bouncers and on their way to the bar.

“What would you like?” Will asked.

“A beer, thanks. Any’ll do.”

Will went to order their drinks, and Gray stayed where he was, his attention immediately drawn to a group of guys dancing frenetically in front of a speaker. High as kites. He could see it a mile off. They were oblivious to their surroundings, other than the thump of the music, and he had to admit, it was entrancing. The sub-bass shook his insides, catching hold of him, drawing him in, until his pulse was racing and then synchronising with the thrumming rhythm, and he was falling under its spell… He couldn’t stand it for long. Not sober, at any rate, and the alternative wasn’t an option.

Will handed Gray a bottle of beer, and they moved away from the bar so other people could get through to be served. It was pointless trying to have a conversation, and they swigged their beers in silence, watching the other patrons doing whatever they were doing. Most were standing around, yelling directly into each other’s ears and faking having heard what was said with hearty, physical laughs and nods.

A short while later, Will mimed smoking and headed for the back of the club. Gray watched until he was out of sight, his gaze drifting back to the guys who had been dancing earlier, now standing to the side of the dance floor, fidgeting restlessly. One of the bouncers approached and spoke to them. A couple attempted to argue back, flinging their arms wide and jutting out their chins. The bouncer shook his head and drove them towards the door, like a shepherd penning his sheep. It reminded Gray of the many nights he’d spent in the company of men like them, and it was liberating to realise he had no desire to be a part of that. It was a sign he was well on the road to recovery, though he knew the craving would never completely go away.

That didn’t mean he was going after Will, who he was fairly certain had gone outside to smoke a joint. If he’d been a cigarette smoker, Gray would have smelled it on him before now, and cannabis fitted the new-age hippie profile. Evidently, Gray being an ex-copper made not a blind bit of difference to either Will’s illegal activities or Gray’s instinct to profile everyone he met.

When Will came back, he did smell of cigarettes, and Gray unconsciously wrinkled his nose. Will quickly found a piece of mint gum. “What do you want to do?” he asked, leaning in close and shouting at the same time as a trance track started, so Gray had no problem hearing him at all.

“I’m happy here,” he said.

Will didn’t look like he believed him, but two could play at that game. If Will wanted to stay a while longer, then whether Gray wanted to or not, that’s what they would do. After all, hadn’t they eaten meat tonight? But apparently, Will didn’t want to stay. He quickly finished the last of his beer and indicated towards the door to the street. Gray followed, exasperated. He hated club-hopping. It was too much hassle.

Once they were outside, Will gave Gray a quick, nervous smile. “Sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“Leaving you on your own.”

“It was only for a few minutes. Don’t worry about it.”

“A few minutes?” Will repeated in disbelief. “It was almost an hour.”

“No way,” Gray argued, but now he thought about it, he couldn’t say with any certainty how long he’d been there, enjoying the opportunity to be a bystander.

“I’m afraid I need to head home,” Will said. He sounded disappointed. “Or I’ll have to catch the night bus, but it’s been really good spending time with you tonight.”

“Except for the hour you didn’t.”

“Yeah.” Will looked sheepish.

“Not to mention the hour late.”

Will took a breath and let it go again. “Look, if I tell you something, will you promise not to get mad?”

Gray laughed and didn’t bother pointing out that no-one in their right mind would agree to something like that.

“The thing is, my mum’s sick.”

That wasn’t what Gray had expected, nor a reason for him to get mad. “If you’d said, we could’ve cancelled.”

“No, what I mean is…she has a brain tumour, and it’s causing dementia, so she’s in the hospice, but she took a turn for the worse this evening.”

“Oh, Will. I’m sorry.”

“It’s OK. She’s been sick a couple of years, and we’ve known for a long time it was incurable. She made us promise not to change our arrangements because of her. So I had to come, and truthfully, I’m not ready for tonight to end. You’re great company, and I’d have been well up for stumbling in at four in the morning. But when I went outside, I called my uncle to see how things were going, and he was upset, which is why I was gone so long. I’m only telling you so you don’t think I’m doing a runner. I’m not. I like you, as in like you, and…well, I accept you’re not looking for a relationship, but if you ever decide you are…”

Gray didn’t know what to say. His first instinct was to confirm that Will was right. He wasn’t looking for a relationship, and he couldn’t see that changing. But he also couldn’t bring himself to be that brutal after what Will had told him, so instead he gave him a brief arm squeeze and said, “I’ll bear that in mind. Take care.”


3. ’S Class

PC Rob Simpson-Stone slid out of the passenger side of the S-Class Mercedes, trying not to hook his vest on the gear shift or cut his legs on the remnants of shattered passenger side window. He handed the wallet to Detective Chief Inspector Hedley.

“Where was that?” she asked.

“Under the steering column.”

The DCI extracted a driving licence from the pocket inside the well-stuffed wallet. The accident looked like a typical drink-drive—too many double Scotches, by the smell of it—and the Merc had ended up half in and half out of a bus shelter. Luckily, no-one had been waiting for a bus, so just the one casualty: the idiot behind the wheel.

“Right, Aaron Tanner, let’s see what we have here.” The DCI checked through the rest of the wallet’s contents—blood donor card, credit cards, a wad of twenty-pound notes, a card with next of kin’s name and address. “Are you OK to deal with the wife?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Rob confirmed, frowning as he took the plastic card from the DCI.

“A problem, Rob?”

“No, Ma’am. Just…” Actually, he had a couple of problems. First, he still hadn’t worked out why DCI Hedley had attended an ordinary road traffic accident, but irrespective of their long, affable working relationship, it wasn’t his place to ask. He could, however, ask about the other thing that was troubling him, as it must have occurred to her too.

Rob tapped his finger on the card in his hand. “Thing is, Ma’am, much as it would make our job a lot easier if people carried this info around with them, they don’t.”

The DCI nodded in agreement. “True enough. There again, have you seen the car? It’s spotless, inside and out. Maybe he’s one of those OCD types.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Rob pushed the card into his pocket. “Do you want me to go now or wait for the tow truck, Ma’am?”

“No. You go, mate. You’re on overtime as it is. Bastards.” The DCI shook her head and left the rest of the complaint unsaid. It was always about funding, or the lack of it. The cutbacks implied they were wasters, snatching extra money for nothing, when the truth was, they were understaffed and bogged down in paper trails.

Rob returned to the patrol car, checking the address on the card. He knew vaguely where the road was—very well-to-do area, with big, detached properties worth tens of millions—but he still played it safe and typed it into his satnav. It took a moment to load the maps, and Rob set off, not thinking about the task ahead of him and instead planning what he was going to eat when he got home. Takeaway again, obviously, probably Chinese, as he’d had Indian last night, kebab the night before, pizza the night before that.

He could almost work out the day based on the kind of takeaway, and he was getting out of shape. He smiled as he recalled Lucas’s remark at swimming the previous Saturday, about how cool it was having a dad who got in the pool with him. Most of the other parents watched from the side—Rob would be joining them if he didn’t pack in the junk food, and soon. No way was he missing out on any more of his son growing up. He’d already lost most of the first seven years to undercover work, and a whole lot more besides. But things were back to normal…more or less. He and Zoë were on speaking terms, and he got to spend his days off taking Lucas to swimming lessons or the skate park or just sitting and doing homework.

And he was enjoying the job again, even the difficult duties like informing next of kin, which was nothing compared to what he’d had to do with the Special Investigations Unit. Granted, for the first couple of years, the job was mostly an excellent excuse for tearing up and down the country on his bike, and he’d be lying if he tried to convince anyone he hadn’t loved that bit. But acting the part of being a criminal to catch one? That was hell on earth, especially given who the criminal was.

Lambert’s dead. We’re putting everything we’ve got into getting Folden.

Rob laughed to himself, though it was no longer in bitterness. Jess Lambert had been his first crush, the dream girl who broke his teenage heart and then broke it all over again when she died. No-one had delivered the news to him in a gentle, compassionate manner. They were more concerned with prioritising manpower and catching the rest of the fraud ring.

It would be the first time since Jess’s death he’d be delivering the news to someone that their loved one was dead, although as he arrived outside the accident victim’s residence, it appeared he wouldn’t be doing it this evening.

The house was enormous, like the neighbouring properties, and fronted by tall, locked gates. Rob drove up to them and glanced along the driveway. There was an oldish compact hatchback parked in front of a double garage—not the sort of vehicle he’d expect to see parked outside somewhere like this, but nonetheless a sign someone was home.

“Great,” Rob muttered, rubbing his hand over his hair and scanning the dark house. What was worse than telling someone their husband was dead? Waking them up to tell them their husband was dead. He dropped the driver’s window, reached out and pushed the ‘call’ button on the gate’s intercom. It rang through to the house for a full minute before it stopped automatically, unanswered. Rob pushed it again: same result.

Well, he’d tried, which was the main thing. It meant offloading it onto someone else, but he’d worked twelve hours already today. He needed food, and he needed sleep—he was almost tempted to skip eating and head straight home to bed.

He put the car into reverse and slowly eased it backwards, just as the intercom crackled and a male voice said, “Hello? Can I help you?”

Rob held in the sigh. So close. “Hello, sir. It’s the police. Would it be possible to come in and speak to you?”

There was a moment’s silence, followed by another crackle and a beep, and the gates slowly swung open. Rob put the car in first gear and drove up to the house; the gates remained open behind him—to his relief. These days, being locked inside anywhere gave him the heebie-jeebies, even if on this occasion it would only be with a grief-stricken widow, and…her bit on the side? Either way, Rob was about to change somebody’s life drastically and likely very much for the worse.

The front door was already open, a man silhouetted against the light within. Rob stopped in front of him.

“Evening, sir.”

“Officer?” The man automatically stepped aside to grant Rob access. Rob gave him a brief, sympathetic smile, at the same time trying to work out who he was dealing with. Tanner was thirty-seven, according to his driving licence, and the man in front of him appeared to be around the same age. A brother, maybe?

The man closed the door and turned back, frowning heavily as he checked out Rob’s uniform. “What can I do for you?”

“I was hoping to speak with Mrs. Naomi Tanner.”

“She’s…not here. Can I be of assistance?”

“Can I ask your name, sir?”

“Aaron Tanner. Naomi is my wife, but we recently went our separate ways.”

“Right.” Rob was stumped. “Do you own a silver Mercedes, sir?”

“I did, until two weeks ago.” Tanner stepped past Rob, motioning with his arm towards a doorway off to the right of the vast entrance hall.

Rob followed him into what turned out to be the living room, although it didn’t look like it had been lived in lately, with a naked light bulb hanging from the ceiling, plain bare walls and a bare concrete floor. The only furniture was a small circular table.

“Can I get you a drink, Officer?”

“No, thanks. Are you decorating?”

Tanner laughed joylessly. “No. The liquidators seized my assets. I’m…” He put his head down and sighed. “I have nowhere else to go.”

“You’re squatting in your own house?” Rob asked.

“Yes,” he nodded. “I’m afraid I am.”

Rob raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. Tanner looked terrible—bloodshot eyes, lank hair, gaunt, drawn cheeks, and his faded T-shirt and threadbare jeans were too big—although he was still very much alive, unlike the guy who had been driving Tanner’s Mercedes.

“Whose is the car on the driveway?”

“Naomi’s, or it was. She sold it. The new owner is collecting it tomorrow.”

“What happened to your car?”

“It was part of my directorship—on lease. As far as I know, the dealer took possession of it.”

“As far as you know?”

Tanner shrugged. “Perhaps I should explain.” He walked across the room to the small table, picked up a packet of cigarettes, lit one and inhaled deeply, letting the smoke go before he spoke again. “I was a director at Berringer’s.”

“The bank?”

He nodded to confirm Rob was correct. Berringer’s was the latest of the small investment banks to declare insolvency, having tactically paid out to their shareholders before their remaining assets were bought up by bigger banks and they shut their trading doors for good. That was as much as Rob knew, and as much as he wanted to know. His old unit had investigated fraud and embezzlement, and he’d seen enough of the finance industry’s shady goings on to last a lifetime. He’d also seen what happened to directors when it came to the final throes of companies going under. They lost everything, and they had a great deal more to lose than the average man on the street because they enjoyed the full trappings of the good life.

“Were you aware that your wallet was still in the car, sir?”

Tanner frowned and shook his head. “It’s in my jacket.” He walked past Rob, back to the hallway, opened a closet and reached inside. A moment later, he returned, holding up a battered brown leather wallet.

“Can I take a look?” Rob asked. Tanner willingly handed it over. Rob flicked through the contents—no credit cards or wad of twenty-pound notes in this wallet, though it did contain a photo driving licence and donor card, both bearing the name ‘Aaron Tanner’. Rob glanced back at the man to check he was the person pictured on the driving licence, which he undoubtedly was. He closed the wallet and handed it back, utterly perplexed but too tired to think beyond getting the information he needed in order to leave and finally clock off for the night. “Do you happen to know the name of the dealership that leased the cars?”

“It’s the Mercedes official dealership on the ring road.”

“And you returned the car to them?”

“No. I handed the keys over to the liquidators.”

“Right. Thanks for your help.” Rob moved towards the door. Tanner followed him out.

“What’s going on, Officer?”

“I’m investigating an accident involving the Mercedes. It’s still registered to you, at this address.” That thought brought another one with it. “Actually, Mr. Tanner, I need you to provide me with contact details. Do you have a mobile number?”

“Sure. Let me just check…” Aaron fished in his pocket and extracted a very basic phone. “Pay as you go,” he explained, matter of fact, tapping at the keypad. He handed over the phone.

“At some point, they’ll come and change the locks on this place, I’d imagine,” Rob said as he wrote down Tanner’s number. He handed back the phone.

“I’d imagine so. I’ll be at my mother’s. Thirty-two Drury Court.”

Rob wrote that down too. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Tanner. Much appreciated.” He moved off, towards the hallway. “Sorry about your marriage and everything.”

“Thanks.”

As Rob stepped out into the fresh air again, he turned back and gave Tanner a rueful smile. “Take care of yourself, all right, mate?”

Tanner lifted his hands in a hopeless shrug.

***

Rob waited until he’d ordered his special curry and rice before he called Martina Hedley to let her know what had happened with Aaron Tanner, in case the DCI got any ideas about him conducting further inquiries before he’d had a chance to eat.

“Interesting, that, Rob,” she said.

“Why’s that?”

“It’s the second incident involving someone from Berringer’s. Are you in tomorrow?”

“Day off. I’m in over the weekend.”

“Balls. I’m off to Turkey for the week. Back in next Saturday. Catch up then?”

“Annual leave. I’m back in on the Tuesday.”

The DCI laughed. “Tanner’s double’s not going anywhere. Pop in and update me when you get a sec.”

“Will do.” Rob ended the call, collected his paper bag of food and headed for home.

His flat was, as always, in darkness. No noise of family life, no toys cluttering the hallway. After a tough day, he was usually glad to have the place to himself, but not tonight. Seeing poor Aaron Tanner in what had to be a six-bedroom house, devoid of all his possessions, made Rob grateful for what he had. Even so, at times like this, he missed Zoë and Lucas so much it was physical pain.
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