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  This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to any living person is purely coincidental.


  



  David was born in Derby, England in 1961. He’s lived all over the UK but now divides his time between Paris and the northwest of England. In 2009 he left a long career in the airline industry to concentrate on his writing. He also teaches English to foreign students, mainly Russians, and is an activist for the Labour party. He’s an avid fan of the American poet and singer Stevie Nicks who he calls the ‘voice of my inner being’, he loves red wine, gin and tonic, travelling and Indian food.


  ‘Fireflies’ is the second of his Detective Jeff Barton series of books. ‘Sorcerer’ was the first and he’s now working on the third which will be called ‘Storms’.


  This is also the second edition of ‘Fireflies’ and included right at the very end is a 38-page short story called ‘All about Simon’. He’s a man who’s going through troubled times but when he finds out that a former friend told lies about him that kept him apart from the one he loves for many years, he really does see red.


  For Maddie or, as I now call him, Mr. Orlov … for Uncle Malcolm and Aunty Lesley with whom I have to make up so much time … and for anyone who can find no easy way in the drama of the moment.


  FIREFLIES PROLOGUE


  The bride and groom checked into the wedding suite at the Manchester Hilton hotel and the groom carried the bride over the threshold. The room had been a surprise present from the groom’s parents and they’d even ordered a bottle of champagne which duly arrived a few minutes after the happy couple did. They’d already drunk their own body weight of the stuff all day but as this was a day that neither of them intended to ever repeat, they considered it an obligation to pop the cork and dive right in.


  They jumped on the bed and cradled each other in their arms whilst they sipped more of one the greatest French exports. In a little over twenty-four hours they’d be sipping cocktails on the balcony of their hotel room on the island of Phuket in Thailand where they’d be staying for a week before flying on to Melbourne in Australia to stay with the bride’s Aunt and Uncle. They were looking forward to their honeymoon. Why wouldn’t they be? Apart from the adventure of being in faraway lands a honeymoon was a way for the couple to extend the joy of their wedding day but without the company of all the guests. Their flight left Manchester airport at just before ten-thirty in the morning with a change at Abu Dhabi. They set their alarm and phoned down to reception to ask for a wake-up call. They’d be shattered when they got on that plane but it would be the best shattered feeling they’d ever experience.


  The room at the Hilton had a floor to ceiling window that offered the most incredible view of their home city that either of them had ever seen. They could see the lights stretching all the way up to Rochdale and Bolton in the north and Salford to the west. They’d bought a house in Salford but they wouldn’t be able to move in for a month so when they came back from honeymoon they’d be staying with the bride’s parents for a couple of weeks until the builders had finished their work. Everything about the joy of living together as a couple bound by love was waiting there in front of them. It was theirs to take the necessary steps to reach their own particular bliss.


  The groom wasn’t a heavy smoker but he did like the odd one or two. He hadn’t had one since they’d been halfway through the dancing at the reception so whilst the bride did what she wanted to do to prepare for her wedding night, the groom nipped outside for a fag. They’d already had sex in a back room of the restaurant in Alderley Edge where they’d held the reception. The groom had still been in his tails and the bride was of course in her wedding dress. She asked him to wear his top hat whilst they did it and it fell right off just at the appropriate moment.


  When the groom got back up to the suite the door was slightly open. He pushed it wider and called out his wife’s name but the fact was he was already a widower. He walked round to the bedroom and there she was lying on the bed, still in her dress but with blood pouring out of the many stab wounds to her neck, face, and other parts of her body. The attack would later be described as ‘frenzied’. Her eyes were open but her soul had left her husband behind. He shrieked with terror and pain. The dreams of two people who’d been so in love had been shattered in such a brutal and sick way. Who would want to do something like this? He slid down the wall and crashed onto the floor. His heart was broken and so was his soul. He began to weep. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to stop.


  FIREFLIES ONE


   


  Alicia Zolkiewicz had recently been joined by her husband Stefan in a life they were building together in England. They came from Gdansk on the northern edge of Poland and though it meant leaving their two daughters to be cared for by Stefan’s parents it was worth it. Even accounting for the cost of the two-day coach journey each way that they made whenever they could amass enough hours in their respective jobs to get a full week off to go home and see their kids, and even though it meant they had to stay in the tiniest of bedsits in a nevertheless not too bad area of Stockport, it was all better than they could get at home. And they weren’t alone. They were surrounded by every nationality under the sun in a giant melting pot of people wanting to gain more than their own home countries could offer. Alicia and Stefan spent little money. They lived frugally. They were better off than some of their compatriots where either the wife or the husband had to come to England on their own. They missed their daughters every minute of every day but moving to England was worth it when they could provide them with so much more than if they’d stayed to work in Poland. The British are always complaining but they really don’t know how well off they are.


  Stefan was now a bus driver and worked out of the main depot in Stockport’s Mersey square. He was beginning to really enjoy his work. He liked being with people all day and it was an excellent way for him to continually improve his conversation skills. It was the same for Alicia and her job at the hotel. She was employed as a waitress in the restaurant where all meals, breakfast, lunch, and dinner were served on a ‘buffet’ style basis and apart from putting the food out and replenishing it when necessary, her other main function was to serve drinks from the bar. Today she was on the early shift starting at six and she walked swiftly in the darkness the half a mile from their flat to the Mayfair hotel which was situated on the main road leading out of the city towards the town of Marple in the Peak District. She got there with ten minutes to spare and decided to sneak out the back where the rubbish bins are for a cigarette. She was about to light up when she saw something she certainly hadn’t expected to see on this average Sunday morning and the shock led to her giving out a blood curdling scream.


   


  Detective Superintendent Jeff Barton pulled up outside the Mayfair hotel feeling very bleary eyed. He hadn’t counted on being woken up at stupid o’clock on a rare Sunday morning when he could lie in bed and think about nothing except catching up on sleep. He was greeted by his partner in crime, Detective Sergeant Rebecca Stockton who’d arrived just a few minutes before.


  ‘Sorry to get you up so early on a Sunday, sir’ said Rebecca.


  ‘It’s not like it’s the first time, Becky’ answered Jeff.


  ‘What have you done with Toby?’


  ‘He’s staying over with his Chinese grandparents this weekend which was lucky’ Jeff explained. ‘I spoke to him a few minutes ago and he was tucking into a soup with noodles, mushrooms, and prawns and his grandfather is teaching him Mandarin. I love it that he gets an insight into his mother’s culture. It means he holds onto something of her’.


  ‘What would you have done if he wasn’t with his grandparents?’


  That was a tough question for Jeff. He’d been wondering a lot lately about what to do long-term about Toby’s childcare. He knew that his brother Lewis and his partner Seamus didn’t mind at all sharing Toby. They adored him and Toby adored them too. But that didn’t help Jeff feeling bad about it. Lewis and Seamus have got their own life to live. They shouldn’t have to think about Lewis’s nephew before they planned even a weekend away.


  ‘Our Lewis and his partner Seamus are so good to us and then I can sometimes rely on Pam next door’ said Jeff. ‘Her two are Toby’s best mates’.


  ‘Toby doesn’t seem unhappy about his lot at the moment’ said Rebecca. ‘He seems like a really well adjusted kid despite everything’.


  ‘No I know’ said Jeff. ‘He is and I’m grateful for that. But I worry about the lack of long-term stability for him’.


  ‘Jeff, kids adjust a lot better than their parents give them credit for’ said Rebecca. ‘And he gets that stability from you’.


  ‘I know that too’ said Jeff.


  ‘Have you thought about getting a nanny?’


  ‘Well funnily enough Lewis and Seamus have got a mate who’s just qualified as a nanny and he wants a position where he lives in’.


  ‘Sounds ideal’.


  ‘Yeah but I don’t know’.


  ‘Jeff, don’t tell me you don’t want him to have a male nanny?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, you know me and I’ve got no qualms on that score at all’.


  ‘So what’s the problem?’


  ‘Well it’s just that Toby is surrounded by dudes, you know. Me, Lewis, Seamus. He doesn’t have any regular women in his life. A bit like his father’.


  Rebecca smiled. ‘Well he’s got his teacher at school, his Chinese grandma and Pam your neighbour and you’ve got me’ she said, hoping he’d see something in what she’d said although she wasn’t holding her breath. ‘Why don’t you give this guy a trial and see how it works out? It’ll give you the chance to get some of the stress off your shoulders’.


  ‘I’ll think about it’ said Jeff who then looked over the u-shaped three-storey building with the gym and swimming pool attached. ‘Isn’t this a bit out of place? I mean, right in the middle of one of the most des res parts of Stockport? Have you ever been here?’


  ‘Yeah, my cousin had his wedding reception here a couple of years ago’ said Rebecca who noted that Jeff had once again switched off the personal talk. ‘I can’t say I remember much about it because the party was pretty good but I do recall thinking that it’s like a lot of hotels in Britain in that it charges the earth for everything but the decorating should’ve been done years ago and there are creaking floors under hideous carpets everywhere’.


  ‘And I bet they use tinned grapefruit segments at breakfast’.


  ‘Oh that’s standard in British hotels like this’ said Rebecca, smiling. ‘Along with the grease on everything because it’s been left out too long and toast that’s turned into cardboard for the same reason’.


  ‘That’s a pity because I’m starving’.


  ‘You and me both’.


  DC Oliver ‘Ollie’ Wright had been the first member of Jeff’s team on the scene and he led them round to the back of the hotel. Ollie had become, along with Rebecca, one of Jeff’s most trusted lieutenants. He was going to make sure that Ollie was promoted because he was a bloody good police officer and not one of those lick arse types who shot up the ladder even though they were incapable of finding a seagull at the coast.


  The pathologist June Hawkins looked up and saw Jeff, Rebecca and Ollie lifting up the crime scene tape and putting on their white cover suits before walking over to her.


  ‘Well it’s too late for casualty that’s for sure’ said June in her usual deadpan way. ‘Your victim is well and truly dead, darling’.


  ‘Male or female?’ asked Jeff.


  ‘Male’ June answered. ‘I’d say he was in his late twenties. He didn’t wear a wedding ring but then not all married men do’.


  ‘Can you say how he died, June?’ asked Jeff.


  ‘Well his genitals have been cut off, cock and balls, the whole lot. We’re searching the area to see if we can find them’. She pulled back the sheet over the body and watched all three police officers put their hands to their mouths and wretch before placing it back. ‘He’d have died from the bleeding if not the pain and shock of it actually happening’.


  ‘So you think he may have been still alive when the mutilation took place?’ asked Ollie.


  ‘Well he could’ve been, yes’ said June. ‘There are no signs of restraint. No rope marks around his wrists or ankles for example. Now he wouldn’t have volunteered willingly for this particular service so I speculate that he was probably drugged. I’ll know for sure one way or the other when I get him back to the lab for tests’.


  ‘Somebody must’ve really hated him’ said Ollie.


  ‘Or kinky sex gone wrong?’ Rebecca suggested.


  ‘I think wrong is something of an understatement when he’s been disembowelled’ said June, smiling at her own sledgehammer wit.


  ‘So was he a hotel guest or was he just dumped here?’ Rebecca wondered.


  ‘I take it you didn’t find any ID on him, June?’ Jeff asked.


  ‘No, love, sorry’ said June.


  ‘How long would you say he’s been dead, June?’


  ‘Not long’ said June. ‘I’d say three or four hours at the most’.


  ‘So he’s probably not been reported as missing by anyone yet’ said Ollie.


  ‘No’ said Rebecca. ‘If he’s only been there a short time then somebody living nearby might’ve seen something. They can’t all have been tucked up in bed. I’ll get a team down to start house to house. Then there are the hotel guests. Did any of them see anything if they happened to be gazing out of the window in the early hours’


  ‘I’ll get on to that, ma’am’ said Ollie, confidently.


  ‘We’ll also need to speak to the hotel staff’ said Jeff. ‘I imagine some of the guests from last night will have already checked out but we can chase them up and I’ll get uniforms to be at the reception desk and the exit points to stop and question everyone who leaves from now on. Who found him?’


  ‘A young Polish girl who works as a waitress here’ said Ollie. ‘She’s in shock as you can imagine but she’s inside and she seems okay to talk’.


  ‘The owner of the hotel is a complete cow, Jeff’ said June. ‘I could’ve punched her earlier’.


  ‘Yes, I can verify that about Mrs. Helen Curzon, sir’ said Ollie. ‘She’s been giving everybody a hard time. She just doesn’t seem to care that this is a murder investigation’.


   


  ‘So what do you think?’ asked Rebecca as she and Jeff walked towards the door through to the hotel kitchen. Ollie had gone round to the reception area to co-ordinate the uniform team’s efforts to take statements from the hotel guests.


  ‘I think it looks personal to me’ said Jeff. ‘The killer had good reason in their mind to mutilate someone in that way. Whoever did this is making a point of some kind’


  ‘Remind me to go on that profiling course’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Yes, I think you should’ said Jeff. ‘It would be useful and add to your already well honed detective skills’.


  ‘Are you flattering me, sir?’


  ‘Really DS Stockton’ said Jeff, smiling. ‘The thought never crossed my mind’.


  Helen Curzon was sitting in her office next to the reception desk as if she expected all around her to dance to her tune without question. Jeff took her to be in her early fifties and she was wearing a black tailored suit of short jacket and knee length skirt. Her wavy hair was a hazel colour and swept back revealing an open face with large soft blue eyes. Her white open necked blouse looked like it came from one of the more expensive Manchester retailers and the ensemble was finished off with jewellery that could never be described as costume. Her finger nails looked false but coated in the deepest red and she had a trim figure. She clearly used much of whatever disposable income she had on her appearance. Jeff and Rebecca introduced themselves.


  ‘And you’re Mrs. Helen Curzon?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Yes. I’m the co-owner of the Mayfair hotel with my husband Brian’.


  ‘Mrs. Curzon, I’m sure my colleague DC Wright has explained that we do look for your full co-operation here’ said Jeff.


  ‘And there speaks the civil servant as opposed to someone who lives in the real world of the private business owner’ said Helen, her voice like ice falling on an enamel board and making a screeching sound that made everyone shudder.


  ‘Excuse me?’ said Jeff, his shackles rising.


  ‘Detective, my husband and I have built this business up over several years and we have an enviable reputation in the higher end of the business and leisure market’.


  ‘It still doesn’t stop you offering incentives of cheap lager every Friday and Saturday night for the binge drinking crowd’ Rebecca pointed out. ‘I saw the posters on our way in’. She’d already had a bucket full of this odious woman.


  Helen Curzon smirked as if she was speaking to a complete underling who was rather stupid. ‘We meet that particular market at the weekend but it doesn’t stop us from meeting a different kind of market during the week’ said Helen, flatly. ‘That’s how private enterprise responds with flexibility’.


  ‘Mrs. Curzon, a man has been murdered and the body left at the back of your hotel’ said Jeff, sternly. ‘Isn’t that a matter of importance to you?’


  ‘The only matter of importance in my life is my husband and making him happy, detective’.


  ‘And I’m sure he very much appreciates that but back to the matter in hand if you don’t mind’ said Jeff.


  ‘Oh look I’m aware of the gravity of the situation, detective’ said Helen. ‘Of course I am. But my hotel has 297 rooms and last night we were running at ninety percent occupancy which is no mean feat considering the current economic climate. Do you realise the implications on my business this could have?’


  ‘I do Mrs. Curzon but with all due respect your business concerns are not at the top of my list of priorities’ Jeff retorted. ‘Finding a killer is. Now I presume you have a night manager?’


  ‘Yes’ said Helen as if it was causing her physical pain to co-operate. ‘He went home at five because he has a dental appointment today and needed to adjust his sleep pattern. He’ll be making up the hours tonight by coming in early’.


  ‘The name of the night manager?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Julian Fowler. He lives over in Marple. I expect you’ll require his address?’


  ‘You expect correctly’ said Jeff. ‘We’ll also need the names and contact details of all the staff, especially those who were on duty last night and those who started work this morning before the discovery of the body’.


  Helen sighed. ‘Very well’.


  ‘Now DC Wright will be leading the team here at the hotel’ said Jeff. ‘I don’t want to hear from him that you’ve been anything less than fully co-operative with our enquiries. Is that clear, Mrs. Curzon?’


  She glared at him with a look that said if she could stamp on him she most certainly would. ‘I don’t waste my energy fighting decisions over which I have no choice’.


  ‘I’ll take that as a yes then’ said Jeff. ‘Do you live on the premises?’


  ‘Heavens, no! My husband and I live in a converted stables over in Saddleworth’.


  ‘Is he there now?’


  ‘Yes’ said Helen. ‘It was my turn to do the early start. Our property is worth a considerable amount of money which we might need if this does have a downward impact on the business’.


  Jeff sighed irritably. ‘Does he know about the body yet?’


  ‘No. I don’t know how he’ll take it. He’s been worried enough about the business as it is. This is the age of the consumer and everybody wants to cut costs. Everybody wants to spend twenty pounds on a level of service that costs a hundred to deliver. One’s margins are being squeezed all the time. That’s why this couldn’t have come at a worse time for us and furthermore I have tickets for Joan Collins and her one woman show tonight. I’m a great admirer of her. They don’t make real stars with talent like her anymore’.


  Talent? That’s not a word Jeff would put in the same sentence as Joan Collins. He’d only ever seen her play herself.


  ‘Like I said before Mrs. Curzon’ said Jeff, testily. ‘We expect your full co-operation’.


  FIREFLIES TWO


  Andrea Kay cursed the bloody weather. On her way into work she’d been drenched in a downpour that could’ve signified that November had swapped its weather for that of the current month of May.


  ‘It’s the first of June on Thursday’ said Andrea as she and her friend Tina hung their coats up in the staff room. Everybody who worked at the super store liked to cover up their uniform when they were going to and from work otherwise they were accosted on the bus by elderly women who wanted to know if cat food was on special offer this week. ‘And it feels like bloody winter out there’.


  ‘It’ll start rolling down the street soon if it carries on as heavily as this’ Tina remarked. ‘Traffic will come to a standstill, the heavens will descend on us, the world will stop spinning and all life as we know it will come to an end’.


  Andrea laughed. ‘You’re such a fucking drama Queen. By the way, how did you get on with that fit bloke from the Paradise club on Saturday?’


  ‘Oh, fine’ said Tina who really didn’t want to go into it. The fact was the whole situation had been an absolute disaster but she wasn’t about to tell Andrea that. ‘Anyway, nobody owns me and variety is the spice of life. You should try it’.


  Andrea smiled. She and her friend were so different. Tina was outwardly confident, some would say loud and brash. She could walk into a pub anywhere on any night of the week and find a man to pull but she made damn sure she didn’t get pregnant. She was only twenty-two and she didn’t want a husband or even a sniff of kids until she was at least thirty which she admitted made her unusual amongst her family and some of her other friends on the estate where she came from where it wasn’t unusual to be a Grandmother at the age of thirty.


  ‘But I never see anyone I really fancy’ Andrea moaned.


  ‘There are plenty of men out there who are up for some fun. You’re just too fussy’.


  ‘And you’re a tart’.


  ‘Thank you. I model myself on how you’d be if you let yourself go. There must be bloody cobwebs up your fanny’.


  ‘Cheeky bitch’


  ‘Truth hurts?’


  Andrea sighed. ‘I don’t deny it. I’m boring and I’m old before my time’.


  ‘Don’t turn into one of those women who are obsessed with finding reasons not to have sex’ cried Tina. ‘Because that’s why so many men walk around looking so fucking miserable. All they want is a bit of legover but all their wife or girlfriend want is a baby and once that’s popped out and she’s a Mum then sex is confined to the past’.


  ‘Oh go and make me a cup of tea and I’ll think about whether or not I’m still talking to you’.


  ‘Right you are, chuck’ said Tina. ‘By the way, doesn’t the new boss start today?’


  ‘Paula Jones?’ said Andrea. ‘Yes, I think she does. It was supposed to be last Monday but they put it back for some reason’.


  ‘I still think they should’ve given the job to you after Phil had to retire’ said Tina, ever loyal to her friend. ‘Especially after you’ve been standing in all this time whilst we were waiting for that lot at head office to get off their collective backsides and organise themselves. It’s been over three months since Phil had his heart attack’.


  ‘Yes, well, they didn’t’ said Andrea. ‘Have you spoken to Phil lately?’


  ‘I went up to see him yesterday afternoon’.


  ‘And is he okay?’


  ‘He seems fine but he isn’t if you see what I mean’ Tina revealed. ‘I mean, he’s sleeping downstairs now. He can’t manage the stairs and poor Jean is worn out, not only with the physical side of taking care of him but also with the worry of not knowing if he’s going to wake up in the morning’.


  ‘Tina?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I just wanted to say thanks for, well you know, not going for the promotion yourself and giving me a clear shot at it’.


  ‘Fat lot of good it did you’.


  ‘I know but I’m grateful. You know I am’.


  ‘Yes, well you were always better suited to it than me but let’s hope Paula Jones is grateful for the fact that she’s been parachuted in over your head’.


  ‘I’m grateful for all the blessings in my life, thank you’.


  Andrea and Tina, both momentarily shocked by the sudden appearance of a Welsh accent behind them, turned round and gave the best supermarket customer service smiles normally reserved for those daft bastards who can’t find tinned tuna chunks on a shelf that’s packed with them. They also hoped she hadn’t overheard what they’d said.


  ‘You must be Paula?’ said Tina, offering her hand which Paula shook. ‘I’m Tina Webb’.


  ‘Hello, Tina’ said Paula with the kind of smiley happy people look on her face that warned Tina that she would probably end up loathing her.


  ‘And I’m Andrea Kay’ said Andrea, also shaking hands with Paula. Andrea looked her potential new adversary up and down. She had on one of those classic two-piece dark blue and white check suits with a light blue blouse underneath. It made her look slightly on the Miss Ellie side of things when she was probably no older than Sue Ellen. Andrea knew everything about Dallas. She’d got the box set of DVDs at home and had always been madly in love with Bobby Ewing. Paula’s hair was dyed blond judging by the roots and curled under just above her shoulders. She was a lady who was carrying a little more weight than she really should but Andrea thought it might be good if there was another woman in the place with hips bigger than her own.


  ‘I feel so blessed to have been brought in to manage this prestigious branch of PriceChopper’ she announced through her smiley, happy mouth. ‘It has a bigger client base than any of our other stores across Greater Manchester. And Andrea, I know you’ve been managing it on a temporary basis these past few weeks but I can assure you that my appointment is absolutely no reflection on your ability to do the job’.


  ‘So what is it a reflection of then?’ Andrea asked.


  ‘I’m sorry?’


  ‘Well if, as you say, you getting this job rather than me is no reflection on my ability to do it then why did they give it to you and not me? Sorry, but you laid it wide open for me to ask you that’.


  ‘You’re absolutely entitled to your opinion, Andrea, and I for one am not ever going to deny you your feelings because they are a true reflection of your character and personality, but there’s a certain amount of moving on that has to be done here if we’re going to continue the success of this store’.


  ‘Easy for you to say from where you’re standing’ said Andrea. ‘I suppose that all the moving on has got to come from me? That’s what moving on normally means. It all has to come from the one who’s been wronged’.


  ‘Well I am the manager and you’re the customer services person, Andrea’.


  ‘Actually, I’m head of fruit and vegetables’.


  ‘Yes, sorry, I was forgetting how some get so attached to titles’.


  ‘What happened to all the management language of we’re all in this together? Isn’t that what they taught us on all those tedious residential courses they sent us on? What was it called? Corporate care?’


  ‘I designed the Corporate Care programme, Andrea’.


  ‘So? I’m not going to take back what I’ve just said. It was nothing more than just a brain washing exercise to empty our minds of requesting a pay rise. You tried to tell us that shit doesn’t smell if we put on an overbearing and totally meaningless smile. And let me tell you this, Paula, the success of this store is down to me and Tina here’


  ‘Andrea, all of this will be accurately reflected in my approach to you both, I can assure you’.


  ‘Paula?’ Tina began, wanting to support her friend but not really being able to get a word in edgeways between these two warring cats until now. ‘You must see how hard it is from Andrea’s position?’


  ‘I’m not responsible for however Andrea reacts to anything’ Paula stated. ‘That is not my problem because I’m on my own journey and Andrea is on hers’.


  Tina hated that kind of psychobabble talk. ‘Look, she’s been working here for several years, she’s been working towards this promotion for a long time now and when she finally gets in reach of it you’re parachuted in because you’re a favoured daughter at head office for some reason. I’m sorry, Paula, I’m sure you’re very well meaning and capable and everything but some resentments can’t just be instantly fixed with a painted on smile and talk of moving on and journeys. Life isn’t as simple as that kind of shallow psychology because it takes no account of people’s feelings’.


  ‘But it does take the blame culture out of the workplace’.


  ‘And also the culture of responsibility’ Tina countered. ‘If you don’t want people to be blamed when things go wrong then nobody will ever take responsibility for anything’.


  ‘I see’ said Paula. ‘Well now you’ve both made your positions perfectly clear why don’t we draw a line under it all and start again? You never know what you’ll be able to see when you close your eyes as a child and open them again as an adult’.


  Tina and Andrea were both seething.


  ‘Let me make you both a mug of herbal tea. I find that cammamile always helps in these kind of situations’.


  ‘I’m just about to make us all a brew’ said Tina. ‘Of normal tea’.


  ‘Oh, well sorry Tina but I don’t drink any beverage containing caffeine since I started developing a new relationship with food that’s led to me looking at my entire consumption of drink as well. You wouldn’t believe how much better I feel since I started making more informed choices about what I actually put in my mouth. I’ll catch you both later’.


   


  Meeting a new Chief Superintendent isn’t always fun but the omens on this particular twosome working out weren’t altogether good. Newly appointed Chief Superintendent Geraldine Chambers greeted Jeff with an affable smile and a surprisingly open face. This was sometimes unusual in a chief superintendent but given the circumstances in which Geraldine Chambers had been appointed Jeff thought it a little remarkable. After all, he’d been the one to push her predecessor into confessing his corruption from years back and no matter how high they go they don’t normally take well to someone who told on a colleague. She shook his hand and asked him to sit down in one of the two soft chairs she had by the window of her office. She sat in the other one and they faced each other with a view across Manchester’s city centre between them. Geraldine Chambers wasn’t the tallest of women and Jeff would place her in her late forties. She had light brown hair that was cut in a spiky style before tapering into her neck at the back and she wore little make-up. Her figure looked good and Jeff noticed her fingernails were cut neat and short but no polish on them. He’d been starting to notice the curves and shapes of other women again lately and wondered if what he needed was some truly adult no holds barred inhibitions free mind blowing sex with no strings attached. He’d never put himself about much before he met Lillie Mae but these were different and unexpected times. Or was it that he missed having sex with the only woman he’d ever loved? Sometimes he thought he was going mad with grief and didn’t know when the agonising pain of losing Lillie Mae was ever going to end.


  ‘I’ve been looking through your file, Jeff’ she began.


  ‘Oh dear’ said Jeff after clearing his throat. ‘That sounds ominous’.


  Geraldine smiled ‘Not at all. You have an excellent record and I’m pleased to have you as the senior officer on my team’.


  ‘Well thank you, ma’am’.


  ‘Don’t mention it’ said Geraldine. ‘What did you expect me to say?’


  Jeff felt himself blush. ‘Oh, I don’t know, ma’am. You know, after the events of last year’.


  ‘Jeff, you were instrumental in exposing a corrupt officer whose actions, or lack of them, led to some very serious crimes going undetected and several teenage boys suffering horrific abuse. I don’t say that everyone feels like I do but I personally wouldn’t condemn you for that. I applaud you’.


  Jeff smiled. ‘Thank you, ma’am’.


  ‘Now forgive me if I’m getting too personal but I understand you lost your wife not so long ago?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am’ said Jeff.


  ‘It was tragic to lose her so young’.


  ‘That’s one word for it, ma’am’.


  ‘It doesn’t seem to have affected your work though?’


  ‘I haven’t buried myself in the job as a means of escape, ma’am’.


  ‘I wasn’t suggesting you had, Jeff. I was merely remarking on your professionalism. You’ve got a little boy as well I believe?’


  ‘Yes. His name is Toby. He’s ... well he’s amazing’.


  ‘I’m sure’ said Geraldine, smiling. ‘And helping to get you through?’


  ‘Oh yes, ma’am. He’s miles better than a therapist’.


  ‘I have a son too although he’s considerably older than Toby. He’s in his first year at Durham University’.


  ‘You must miss him?’


  ‘Well yes I do but we haven’t lived together for a few years. His father and I divorced when he was ten and my ex-husband got custody. It was then that I lost him really rather than now. Anyway, enough of my self-indulgence, I know you and your team have just picked up what may turn out to be a pretty involved case but I may have to ask you to stretch your resources a little too. The elected police commissioner wants a root and branch audit of all our operations. He wants to know if we can deliver a more effective police service more efficiently’.


  Jeff rolled his eyes up. ‘On the cheap’.


  ‘Yes, that’s how I initially reacted too but you never know, there might be some things we can find as potential savings that work to our advantage’.


  ‘May I say I admire your optimism, ma’am?’


  ‘Indeed you may’ said Geraldine. ‘Although I’m not sure if I admire it myself if I’m honest’.


  FIREFLIES THREE


  The temperature in the delivery area at the back of the supermarket was kept deliberately low. Andrea Kay walked in and immediately saw her friend Tina.


  ‘What are you doing?’ she asked rather foolishly.


  ‘I’m about to overtake Lewis Hamilton in the Grand Prix, what does it look like I’m doing?’


  Amanda gave a slight smile. ‘Sorry’ she said as she watched Tina deal with a fresh load of yogurts and cheeses that she was preparing to take out onto the supermarket floor.


  ‘No, I’m the one who should be sorry’ said Tina. ‘I’ve got a bit of a headache. Did you enjoy your day off yesterday?’


  ‘Well I didn’t do much except watch This Morning, Loose Women, and the Alan Titchmarsh show’.


  ‘Ooh stop right there because I can’t take the excitement’.


  ‘Bollocks. Can I talk to you for a minute, Teen?’


  ‘Yeah, why, what’s up?’


  ‘I’m just worried, Tina’


  ‘What about?’


  ‘I’m worried that I’m going to end up in a house somewhere surrounded by cats and I won’t have been kissed for a hundred years or felt a man’s arms around me’.


  This was where Tina had to be really honest although it was hard. Andrea was her friend and she didn’t want to hurt her but what she couldn’t stand was when people gave others false hope. She didn’t know if Andrea was ever going to be happy and so she didn’t want to go into the whole ‘it’ll happen for you one day because you’re gorgeous and don’t let anybody make you think otherwise’ type of shit. Andrea scrubbed up well but she often lays open the fact that there wasn’t much base material to work on. She wasn’t ugly but she wasn’t the prettiest either. But Tina could say that about a few of her friends and yet they’d all found men. She didn’t know why Andrea had never found the right man to be with. But she did know that Andrea didn’t give men a chance to be nice to her. Her defences went up as soon as any man showed any interest and she made it clear that she didn’t trust any man. Well if she continued behaving that way then she would end up in a house surrounded by cats because no man is going to want to work that hard.


  ‘You need to get out there more, Andrea’ said Tina. ‘Mr. Right won’t come knocking on your door’.


  ‘You have no shame’.


  ‘You have no regular dick and that’s why you get so bad tempered sometimes’.


  ‘I do not!’


  ‘Oh you do’ said Tina. ‘Usually when you’ve run out of batteries for that vibrator’.


  ‘I don’t have a vibrator’.


  ‘I rest my case’ said Tina. ‘I’ll get you one at the weekend. Do you want white or black, large or painful?’


  Andrea laughed more out of embarrassment than anything else. ‘I wouldn’t ... well I wouldn’t know how to use it’.


  ‘You’re serious?’


  ‘Absolutely’ said Andrea. ‘I’ve led a sheltered life, Tina, you know that’.


  ‘Well I’m not going to give you a demonstration, love! You plug it in, open your legs, stick it up there, switch it on and then imagine it’s Matt Baker on the end of it’.


  ‘I quite like Matt Baker actually’ Andrea admitted. ‘But he’s spoken for and anyway he’d never look at the likes of me’.


  Tina walked over and put her arms round her friend. ‘Andrea, you’re doing what a lot of women do when they’ve been alone for a long time. You’re putting all your energy into some fantasy man who you know you’ll never have. Now I wet myself over Matt Baker too but I prefer to get the most out of real life and I really want you to be happy and fulfilled’.


  ‘Do you think I will find it?’


  ‘I don’t know, love. I hope so’.
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