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  “Power attracts the corruptible.


  Suspect any who seek it.”


  — Frank Herbert


  ONE


  North London,


  September 2018


  The dog-tired cop yawned as he rolled the old Volvo estate into its usual spot in the underground car park, overshot the ideal position by the usual six inches and bounced back off the corrugated barrier by the usual four.


  ‘Shit…’


  He stayed sitting there, eyes closed, neither awake nor asleep, the sports phone-in on the radio now reduced to a static fuzz by the layers of concrete above him. Even the prospect of raising a hand to turn it off seemed like too much effort. Besides, there was something pleasantly numbing about the unfocused white noise.


  Only the dull aches in his head and lower back prevented him fully giving in to sleep right there and then – both had got gradually worse over the course of a 15-hour shift. Dawn would bring with it just another painful alarm call and one more ‘Early Turn’ of unknowable duration. Such was the lot of a borough detective with a Hydra-like work file, every slain investigation spawning two new ones.


  The prospect of a comfortable bed wasn’t quite enough to move the cop from the driver’s seat, but the thought of the beers in the fridge eventually did the job. The radio went off and the driver’s door fell open, half pushed, half kicked, banging against the concrete pillar that stole a few extra inches from the parking spot.


  ‘Shit…’


  With a display of willpower – that felt supreme but probably looked pathetic – the off-duty officer dragged his limbs out of the vehicle then straightened up with the languor of a bear emerging from winter. He ruffled his receding hair and twisted at the waist a couple of times, clicking a few vertebrae while accidentally banging the driver’s door into the pillar again.


  ‘Shit…’


  Then he locked up and headed wearily to the lift, looking back at the Volvo estate as he tapped his fob against the access pad and listened to the whir of heavy cables.


  This wasn’t how it was meant to be when he bought the family-friendly car, asking all the right questions about safety records and child seats. Now the big Volvo was like some running gag in his newly single life, its value dropping a little further with each squeeze into the tight space that came with the studio flat.


  As the whirring sounds slowed and settled in the lift shaft, the detective’s phone alerted him to an unread text… ‘Oggy! Tell me you’re available Sunday. Tom’s done his ankle and you’re our last hope of fielding a full side!’… Charming, he thought. A plea for help from his old unit’s football team that somehow managed to let him know he was a last resort and remind him of the nickname Oggy (born out of an unfortunate habit of scoring own goals, or OGs).


  The metallic doors rumbled open and ‘Oggy’ stepped in, hitting the button for the third floor and leaning against the lift’s mirrored rear wall as another yawn consumed him. He wondered if he really was as clumsy as his mates thought, before realising he was staring out at the growing number of dents on the Volvo.


  As the two halves of the door rumbled back to their closed position, a gloved hand appeared between them, thrust like a blade into the final inch of the shrinking gap. Oggy straightened up, his brain sending out a dash of adrenalin to combat the tiredness, unsure if a bigger hit would be necessary. He hadn’t been aware of anyone else in the car park and it must have gone midnight by now…


  The doors bumped their new obstruction, made a ping and retreated, gradually revealing more of the hand’s owner. Oggy wasn’t sure what to make of the man now standing before him, the lift’s bright strip lights illuminating him against the dimmer hues of the car park beyond.


  His size alone should have made the detective wary – a barrel-chested, 6’4” mix of muscle and fat. Three-hundred-plus pounds of approach with caution. But something harmless in the face had the effect of cancelling out any intimidation.


  An open, innocent expression… cheap, oversized glasses… a Sunday School side parting in the bowl-like brown hair. The guy was surely in his mid-20s but it all somehow gave the impression of an overgrown youth. Albeit very overgrown.


  ‘Whew!’ said the newcomer, giving a big, grateful smile. ‘Looks like I just caught ya there. Room for one more?’


  Oggy heard an accent from the southern US states but couldn’t be more specific than that. Had he recognised the college mascot on the red hoodie, it might have given him a better idea. He wondered if the person in front of him was one of those earnest, farm-strong types who star in wrestling teams and call their father ‘sir’ all their life (a few sizes above even that, perhaps).


  ‘No problem,’ said Oggy, sliding his creased suit along the mirrored wall until he was leaning in a corner, giving the other guy more room. The big college kid planted one foot in the lift and reached round the corner to heft a holdall inside.


  ‘Now if I can just get these here things…’


  Whatever was in the bag, it looked fit to burst at the seams.


  Oggy knew he should have asked to see an access fob – proof of residency – but exhaustion meant it was so much easier to just hope everything would be fine.


  To convince himself everything was as it should be.


  ‘So are you the person moving into number thirteen?’ he asked.


  His new lift companion was now reaching round the corner for another bag, seemingly identical to the first.


  ‘That’s me. If I can ever get all this darned stuff up there.’


  The gloves… Moving day… Okay, that could make sense… The detective inched a little further away from the control panel, not quite managing to silence the doubts.


  ‘I’ll let you do the honours,’ he said, folding his arms and nodding at the numbers.


  ‘Of course…’


  The new arrival’s right hand hovered over the keypad for a moment before a gloved finger punched the number 2. Well, at least he knew which floor Flat 13 was on… though it could have been an educated guess. The doors tried to rattle shut before bumping one of those huge shoulders and opening again.


  ‘Sorry.’


  Some repositioning and the doors tried again… this time a sensor deciding one of the holdalls was slightly breaching the threshold. Another beep. More re-setting of doors. Another aborted take-off for the lift.


  ‘You know what? Let me leave you to it,’ said Oggy. ‘I don’t think this is going to work.’ He squeezed past the bags and their big owner. ‘I’ll get the stairs. Could do with the exercise anyway… Good luck with the move.’


  The other guy looked surprisingly interested in such a banal change of plan.


  ‘Hey, I’ll do the same,’ he said, picking up the bags. ‘Got a coupla questions I’d like to ask about this place if you don’t mind.’


  Not exactly what Oggy wanted to hear.


  ‘Sure,’ he said, trying to ignore the voice in his head now telling him something was off (the part of his brain wanting to ignore every concern between here and the cold beers was still holding sway). He tapped his fob against the stairwell’s access pad then pushed the door open as the other man followed him in.


  ‘So how much did you have to pay for number fourteen?’ asked Oggy, dragging his feet up the concrete stairs as if the gravity had been turned up.


  ‘Wasn’t easy I gotta tell ya,’ came the reply. ‘Had to go all the way up to that asking price in the end.’


  ‘Strange,’ said Oggy, pausing at the first landing and looking back.


  ‘That’s the market, I guess.’


  ‘No, I mean… it’s strange that it was number thirteen a few moments ago, and now it’s number fourteen.’


  The guy in the red hoodie stopped climbing, five steps shy of the only genuine resident in the stairwell. He scrutinised Oggy for a few moments, then put the bags down. One stayed put at the 30-degree angle, while the other slid back down to the bottom.


  ‘You know what else is strange?’ he said, breaking into a grin.


  ‘What’s that?’ replied Oggy, wondering where all this was going.


  A darkness came over the phoney resident’s eyes as if an opaque, reptilian eyelid had descended. When he spoke, the wholesome Southern twang had gone, replaced by something more East European.


  ‘What is strange, my friend, is how that little voice in your head was trying to tell you something. Right from the start. But you were just too fucking tired or stupid to listen. I mean, what is the point in having it?’


  The change in accent seemed to prompt a fresh confusion in Oggy’s tired mind. As if there was now something dreamlike about events. As if maybe he wasn’t really here, in this dusty stairwell, watching a serrated hunting knife appear in this weird stranger’s right hand.


  By the time a massive adrenalin surge snapped the detective out of it, a blur of red was already rushing towards him. Oggy spun and launched himself up the stairwell, willing his legs to get him to the lobby door without feeling the jagged steel in his back. He managed two strides before his toe caught the top edge of a step and his whole body hit the deck with a concussive slap.


  The giant college kid took the steps two at a time and then he was on him, flipping the dazed cop onto his back before a single, violent downward thrust…


  In his final moments, Oggy’s semi-conscious mind wondered if he was still dozing in the car. If maybe the sharp pain in his chest and the hot, wet sensation was a spilled coffee, dripping all over him and ruining his work clothes, dammit.


  Of all the existential thoughts a human brain can sign off with, his was a fairly mundane one…


  Why did I always have to be so bloody clumsy?


  TWO


  DC Brook Deelman took the steps two at a time as he made his way from street level to the raised frontage of St Pancras station. It was by far the most enthusiasm he had mustered all day, but the prospect of an after-work pint tended to have that effect. Climbing from the frantic energy of Euston Road to the relative calm of the Betjeman Bar’s terrace was not quite leaving the madness behind. But there was a certain pleasure to be had in looking down on it all.


  Reaching the top, he saw today’s relative calm was not exactly living up to the billing – a media scrum outside the hotel that made up the rest of the station’s Victorian Gothic facade. Brook couldn’t have cared less about whatever celebrity they were waiting for (camera equipment and sound booms jostling at the drop-off point) but he wasn’t mad keen on the bar’s terrace being busier than usual, people prolonging their after-work drinks to rubber neck on the scene.


  ‘What’s the big event?’ he asked a guy nursing a cocktail, taking a moment to remove his tie and instantly feeling better in the obligatory dark suit of the police detective trade. Brook didn’t recognise whatever name was offered by way of an answer.


  ‘Singer, right?’ he guessed, shoving the folded tie into one of the suit’s pockets. The cocktail drinker looked at him as if he was taking the mickey… ‘Actor?’ the detective tried again.


  ‘Multi-award-winning singer, actor and influencer,’ came the seemingly offended reply. ‘First time in the UK.’


  It seemed someone had just stumbled across a superfan hoping for a glimpse.


  ‘Got it,’ said Brook, giving the media crowd a final glance. ‘I’ll look him up.’


  ‘Her,’ came the affronted riposte.


  ‘Her,’ agreed Brook, making his way in.


  Inside, the place was thankfully no busier than normal. The usual assortment of tourists from the Eurostar, enjoying the carefully crafted ‘vintage London’ feel, and commuters having just-one-more with colleagues while texting little white lies to partners. Brook had a strange affection for the place, in spite of its overpriced Guinness.


  As the barman let his first pint settle, he could probably have done without the group standing next to him though. Half a dozen pissed-up City types talking and laughing much louder than everyone else… ‘Arf, Arf, Arf’. Along with all the hugging, play-fighting and general physical joshing, they reminded Brook of a bunch of well-dressed walruses. Maybe the markets had been equally bullish today.


  Accepting his topped-up Guinness from the barman, with the hint of a mutual eye roll, he began making his way to a vacant corner table he’d spotted, a stumble over an errant briefcase nearly curtailing his journey early on.


  ‘Hey!’ he snapped at the closest of the drunk City boys. ‘Is that your case trying to trip people up?’


  The expensively suited walrus glanced between Brook and the case, momentarily taken aback by the direct tone. Then the others joined in the bewildered looks at the outsider.


  ‘It’s not got anything of value in it, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ said the first guy – all floppy hair, rosy cheeks and pin stripes. His guffawing friends clearly thought it was worthy of Oscar Wilde.


  ‘Just trying to spare myself the crime report when it gets nicked,’ said Brook, taking some wind out of their sails.


  Relieved to see the corner spot was still free when he reached it, he slid onto the red leather banquette, perched his pint on the round table and flipped a copy of the Evening Standard to the crossword, before finding he couldn’t focus on the clues. His mind was still caught up in everything that had changed these past few weeks. And all because of two words. Or rather one name.


  Brook still wasn’t sure if the person who’d uttered it had known what they were doing. Probably. Some slippery colleague of Chase’s from the same defence firm – Brook and his girlfriend had bumped into him while out for a drink one night.


  ‘Has Chase told you about her great work on our current case?’ he’d smirked, casual as you like. Then came the name, before a satisfied saunter back to his group of chums (yeah, probably). And, right there and then, some subtle change behind the eyes had told them both it was over.


  Just over a year the relationship had lasted.


  A good year too.


  Brook recognised the dropped name from a case near the start of his career. He had forgotten plenty since, but this guy had been nasty. Brook knew the sort of things he’d done. And he knew what a good defence brief Chase was – he had once needed her when the police turned against him.


  One year of ‘no shop talk’ undone in a moment. In a name. There was no acrimony, just a sudden emptiness in the way they looked at each other. Sadness mixed with foolishness that they ever could have thought it might work.


  ‘It’s my job,’ Chase had said, eventually.


  ‘I know.’


  The sound of the City boys muttering something about ‘sounds South African’ and ‘says he’s police’ brought Brook back to the present (South Africa was always the go-to guess for his background, even if he had actually grown up in Botswana). Perhaps the combination of the accent, heavy stubble and untamed dark hair didn’t seem to fit the job description.


  Still, if any of them doubted that the comment about avoiding crime reports was genuine, no-one was going to do anything about it. Aside from an imposing physique, Brook carried the physical evidence of a long rugby career, both visible in his face and invisible in some creaking joints. He didn’t look like someone to start an argument with.


  Taking a deep swig of his Guinness, he returned the group’s interest – with interest – before some kind of disturbance nearer the entrance distracted him. It started with the clunk-slosh of a drink being knocked over, followed by a well-dressed blonde rising sharply from her stool.


  ‘Hey… NO!’


  If the actions of the female had grabbed Brook’s attention, it took only a microsecond for his focus to shift to the cause. A yard in front of her, his back to Brook, a skinny guy in a black tracksuit. Little nicks and scars covered the back of his shaved head.


  Despite the gap between the pair, every violent jerk of the man’s right arm seemed to be dragging the woman towards him…


  Both clutching the same bag strap.


  As others gawped at the drama, Brook was already covering ground when a final yank pulled the handbag’s determined owner fully off her feet. The detective weaved through drinkers and charged towards the main doors as the thief shouldered through them – the bag in his right hand and a bigger prize in the left.


  Back at the bar, one of the City boys noticed it too…


  ‘Hey! He’s got my bloody briefcase!’


  Emerging onto the terrace a couple of seconds after the suspect, Brook saw that the superfan’s position by the doors had not worked out well. Hurdling him, and his cocktail-stained shirt, he continued bearing down on the skinny man… ‘STOP! POLICE!’. As usual, the words were ineffectual – no-one ever stopped – but it always looked better in witness statements to have identified yourself first.


  The thief headed right, saw the media crowd and spun left, away from the drop-off ramp with its imminent celebrity arrival and down the steps towards street level. Barging past the first few people in his way, a full-width barrier of exchange students soon forced him into yet another re-think… He ducked under the central handrail and reversed his direction once again.


  With hunter and hunted now facing each other on opposite sides of the rail, Brook glimpsed the blackened stubs of teeth that confirmed the crack habit being funded. All the same, the addiction couldn’t have been that old, the tracksuited thief retaining a degree of athletic ability. A youthful football dream in a gutter somewhere perhaps.


  As the gap between them narrowed, Brook didn’t fancy his chances of a similar swoop under the handrail, instead opting for a long-reach swipe at the passing blur of legs. His outstretched hand made contact with an ankle, diverting it onto the opposite calf – a classic tap tackle.


  The thief went down but was up in a flash, still clutching his bounty, the instinct to escape delaying any pain from bashed knees and grazed knuckles. Brook grabbed the rail and hauled himself back towards the higher ground, making good use of his arm strength to supply the initial thrust.


  ‘Go on, son!’ came a shout from the Betjeman Bar terrace, followed by a few laughs and cheers as if it were a day at the races. Something in the tone made Brook doubt the encouragement was aimed at him. At least the woman whose bag had been stolen was being more helpful, stepping into the path of the foot race to aim a trip that the thief narrowly avoided. Shame all those drunk City boys weren’t feeling so proactive.


  With the gap down to five yards, a quick glance over the shoulder signalled the moment the suspect lost faith in his flat speed. A simple jettisoning of the stolen items might have shifted the odds back in his favour, but something about being so close to another score meant his brain would never countenance such a thing.


  Instead, as a black limousine turned off the main road and began cruising towards the bustling media huddle, the thief tried a different play – he headed straight for the heart of the press pack…


  If a skinny crack addict running through a dense crowd was going to cause some bruises and annoyance, a 230lb ex-rugby player in pursuit had total carnage written all over it. So not a bad plan in the circumstances. Brook kept up the chase, waiting until the last possible moment before shouting ‘HEY!’ and veering to the opposite side of the arriving limo.


  In terms of a warning, the word was all but useless – neither media nor suspect appearing to pay any attention. What it did do, however, was let the thief know his pursuer was still directly behind him in a straight-line race. The crack addict didn’t look back as the detective’s change of course went unnoticed.


  Skirting round the other side of the car, Brook could track the thief’s progress by following the commotion, the jostled cameras and knocked sound booms. A rear passenger door was opened then quickly slammed shut by a bodyguard unsure of what was going on.


  Free of such obstacles, Brook looped round to the far side and waited for the fleeing suspect to emerge from the ruckus he was causing, which he duly did – finally glancing back in relief at his successful escape… and running straight into the detective’s chest.


  The shaved head bounced back like a shot off the crossbar and the thief landed in a heap.


  With several cameras now turning towards the action, realising the celebrity would not be emerging any time soon, a swing of the briefcase into Brook’s knee indicated no-one was giving up just yet. Surprisingly forceful too. But this contest had only one winner.


  ‘Nuh-uh. Stay down and do not resist,’ instructed Brook, taking a firm grip of the wrist before the briefcase could be swung again. The response was a mouthful of spit on his lapel. Gross, but could have been worse – just about.


  Not wanting to risk a follow-up, Brook used his free hand to grab the tracksuit’s collar, pulling it high above the thief’s head in slightly comical fashion. The headless horseman flailed blindly, finally letting go of the stolen items.


  ‘Disgusting habit,’ said the detective, as three British Transport Police officers muscled their way onto the scene, slapping the suspect in cuffs with impressive efficiency and marching him out of the way, bent at the waist.


  ‘Thank you,’ added Brook, before locking his fingers behind his head and sucking in some lungfuls of air. So much for a relaxing pint. As he finally made his way to where the suspect was being patted down, he was vaguely aware that even more media were now turning towards all the fun.


  ‘Robbery, Theft, and Common Assault for that spit,’ he told the BTP officers, holding out his warrant card as one of them radioed for prisoner transport. ‘I’ll give you a statement. Here come your victims…’


  With the briefcase and handbag owners picking their way through the crowd, Brook’s phone began buzzing in his pocket. Situation now in hand, he took it out and checked – someone he hadn’t heard from in a long time.


  ‘Kev. Bit busy right now.’ Another big intake of air. ‘Call you right back?’


  His thumb had almost cut the call when he heard his old detective sergeant’s East London patter…


  ‘No need to explain, mate, I’m watching you on Sky News! Along with about a million others!’


  Brook glanced at the nearest camera, saw the logo on the side and just about managed to hide his natural reaction. Kev carried on, his smile almost audible.


  ‘Gimme a bell when you’ve finished trying to swap clothes with your suspect there. I’m with the DCI and he’s agreed to bring you over to Homicide for a week. Attachment to my team, starting tomorrow. Maybe he appreciates the laugh you just gave us!’


  The line went dead and Brook put his phone away. Today was just getting weirder. Spotting a BTP officer taking details from the handbag and briefcase owners, he headed their way…


  ‘Oh my goodness, thank you so much,’ said the neat blonde, stopping just short of giving Brook a hug. ‘My entire life is in that bag.’


  ‘You’re welcome. Thanks for helping.’


  By contrast, the drunk City boy – so loud in the bar just moments earlier – was now in a silent funk, an air of disapproval on those rosy cheeks.


  ‘Everything okay?’ asked Brook.


  The pin-striped walrus gestured towards his briefcase…


  ‘It’s totally fucking scuffed!’


  THREE


  It took several annoying wrong turns and delays for Brook to get anywhere near the briefing room. He hadn’t been to this police station before, and his warrant card was useless in navigating the various electronic doors. It all meant a tedious wait every time he reached a new barrier, at least until someone who actually worked here came along. The frustrating process meant he was only five minutes early for the 8.30am briefing Kev had told him about, rather than the fifteen he had been aiming for… or so he thought.


  The sea of empty chairs in the main office was the first sign something was amiss. Hurrying down the connecting corridor that led – hopefully – to the briefing room, the sound of a single insistent voice told Brook things were already under way. On the other side of a waiting area with awards and group photos on the walls, he saw the double doors, the porthole windows, the backs of heads belonging to attentive listeners.


  Brook teased open a gap in the doors and edged into the nearest corner.


  The white room contained about thirty detectives – the Murder Investigation Team working the recent cop killing plus a few additions. A pretty even mix of male and female, about half were seated while the rest stood around the edges, some in suits, others civvies, depending on their role in the roster of duties.


  The latecomer was unsurprised to see his attempt at invisibility had failed – at 6’2”, Brook didn’t really do ‘inconspicuous’. The Scottish DCI delivering the briefing paused mid-sentence, receiving a raised palm of apology and a mouthed Sorry in return. Then the senior officer’s gaze moved to someone on the other side of the room…


  DS Kev Padmore nodded in response to the look, the DCI raised an eyebrow, Kev shrugged and the DCI raised the eyebrow even higher before looking away again and shaking his head. The whole silent exchange was easy enough to interpret:


  That the guy you recommended, Kev?


  Yep.


  Coming in late?


  What can you do?


  Un-fucking-believable.


  Brook kept his mouth shut and waited for the DCI’s Glaswegian tones to resume. Right now it seemed like the least worst option. Squat build, square shoulders, cropped white hair and sandpaper skin – the guy looked like he’d been chiselled from granite then dipped in a vat of nicotine.


  ‘So… As I was saying to those of you who were here tae fucking hear it. Progress is what today is about. It doesn’ae matter how small. Everything we get – every fucking wee thing – we feed it back so the folks working the intel here can start building the picture, making the connections, steering where we go next… Clear?’


  ‘Guv,’ said a smattering of voices.


  ‘Good… You all know your jobs. I’ve arranged for you to have local uniform at your disposal so fucking use them. Any of their duty skippers decide they’ve got a problem with that, direct them to me and they’ll soon think again. I know some of you might be wondering if our victim was into some weird shite or whatever, but, regardless of whether that’s true or no, he was one of us, he had kids, and he didn’ae deserve this… Questions?’


  This time the room was silent.


  ‘Why can I still see yuz?’ said the DCI, using what was clearly his regular sign-off.


  As the room cleared, Kev went over to speak to him while the other detectives filed out. Brook stayed where he was, hoping to get the chance to apologise for his late show and returning a few glances from officers making their way to the exit.


  A tall Sikh DS stopped to introduce himself, forty-ish with a beard that made Brook instantly jealous after his unfamiliar clean shave for the day. Other than that, some looks came across as merely curious, others blank, a few with a hint of challenge. Brook’s own face gave little away, simply returning the gaze of anyone giving him the once over… Cool… Neutral.


  Finally, Kev and the DCI began heading his way, Brook still not sure if his tardiness had been the subject of their little chat. Before he could get his first word out, the senior officer beat him to it.


  ‘So you’re the man from Delmonte that Kev was so keen to get on board?’


  ‘Deelman… sir,’ said Brook, guessing what the DCI was getting at (even if it was a bit of a stretch). ‘And I’d just like to apol–’


  ‘Shit start, son. Get a fucking watch,’ said the granite-hewn guvnor, moving on without a second glance.


  Following behind him, Kev’s smile was as wide as the DCI’s frown was deep. He shook Brook’s hand and gave his arm some hefty pats.


  ‘Really good to see you, mate… Don’t worry about all that stuff.’


  ‘You could have told me the right time, Kev.’


  ‘Really good to see you,’ repeated his old DS, patting the upper arm again. ‘Just got to take a quick slash then I’ll be right with you… What’s it been? Four years?’


  The final words were spoken as Kev covered the short distance to the Gents outside the briefing room.


  ‘Just over two,’ replied Brook, mainly to the closing toilet door. He ran a hand along his newly smooth jaw and took a deep breath. How could he have forgotten the joys of working with DS Kev Padmore?


  The last detective to leave the room paused in front of the new guy rather than filing past with all the others. A natural redhead with her hair in a loose ponytail, faint freckles beneath blue eyes and a khaki blouse. The look had a classic feel to it, some hint of land girls and wartime romances. After the more searching appraisals, hers was a friendlier expression. It was also one Brook thought he recognised.


  ‘Feel a bit like the first day of school?’ she asked.


  Brook’s face made a question.


  ‘Training school, right?’ he said. ‘You were in my sister class at Hendon.’


  The pale freckles seemed to emphasise the smile on the cheeks.


  ‘Just thought I’d see if you remembered without prompting,’ came the reply.


  It was a pleasant voice – warm and expressive without any particular accent.


  ‘Course I remember,’ said Brook, trying to gloss over any uncertainty and hoping a quick eyebrow scratch might hide his glance at the ID lanyard. The redhead sussed him straight away, holding up the warrant card swinging from her neck for a closer look.


  ‘How could you forget after all the jokes I put up with?’ she said.


  DC Sam Becker.


  Okay, now it was coming back to Brook.


  The red hair… Becker as in Boris…


  ‘I was just confirming my memory,’ he smiled, willing to concede he’d been caught out. ‘So are you on Kev’s team?’


  ‘Ohhh yeah,’ replied Sam, making her eyes flash wide, as if to say now that’s an experience.


  ‘Pretty much how I remember him then,’ said Brook, agreeing with the unspoken inference.


  ‘Well, it looks like you two are out together, so you’ll be able to judge up close.’


  ‘How about you?’


  ‘Driving a desk today. You know, working the intel, building the picture of events… watching off-duty officers take down bag thieves on Sky News.’


  Sam winked. Brook winced. This was an unwanted new notoriety.


  ‘You were watching too?’ he asked.


  ‘Only the WhatsApp clip that did the rounds.’


  Brilliant… At least Brook’s discomfort was met with another disarming smile.


  ‘So do you remember the dining out night as well as my name?’ asked Sam.


  ‘The dining out night?’


  ‘The end-of-Hendon party.’


  ‘Yeah, I know what it is, I just…’


  The door to the Gents swung open and Kev came back out. He was struggling with his zip while simultaneously trying to kick a bit of toilet paper off the sole of his shoe. Both situations seemed to resolve themselves at about the same time.


  ‘Good to see you’ve been making friends, Brook,’ he said, with an impressive lack of embarrassment. ‘Let’s get a wriggle on. Work to do.’


  As he marched off down the corridor, Brook followed a little slower, walking backwards for the first few steps as he and Sam shared a look.


  ‘Have a good day, guys,’ she called after them.


  ‘Laters!’ shouted Kev, without turning back.


  What am I forgetting about the dining out night? thought Brook.


  FOUR


  ‘So how’s life in Homicide?’


  Brook’s question broke a surprisingly long silence in the unmarked pool car. After Kev’s display of chattiness outside the briefing room, he had been expecting the conversation to flow a little more easily. At the very least more easily than the strangled north London traffic they were crawling through.


  ‘Good,’ said Kev, automatically, not even waiting for the final syllable of Homicide.


  Brook looked across at him.


  ‘Yeah, really good,’ added Kev, as if sensing the credibility of his answer needed bolstering.


  Brook’s response was on the wrong beat too – this time too slow rather than too quick.


  ‘That’s good,’ he said, the delay conveying the necessary doubt.


  ‘So everything’s good,’ confirmed Kev.


  Brook left things there.


  As the ageing Ford Fiesta continued its slow progress to the scene of the recent cop murder, he picked up its logbook and turned to the booking-out pages to see who’d been driving it – every signature was Kev’s. Brook had seen the fancier pool cars in which other detectives had cruised out of the yard. Funny thing, pecking order.


  Unable to quite put his finger on the strange atmosphere in the car, he waited for Kev to make the next move. After a couple of minutes, the DS obliged…


  ‘DCI Wallace was just telling me back there how a friend of his has been asking for me by name. Some chief super who runs the training school.’


  ‘By name, huh?’


  ‘Thinks I’d be perfect with the new recruits. You know, passing on my experience but still with enough years left to really put my stamp on the role. I mean I’m being headhunted effectively, so that’s nice.’


  Brook recalled the many years Kev had spent trying to network his way into the murder squad. The contacts exploited, names dropped, strategic drinks purchased… all of it having finally paid dividends.


  ‘You used to tell everyone Homicide was where you wanted to be,’ he said.


  ‘Yeah, but it’s, umm, you know, it’s intense and… high pressure, and… intense.’


  ‘Sounds intense,’ said Brook, feeling a little guilty when he saw there was no reaction to the gentle fun-poking.


  ‘But it’s good,’ continued Kev. ‘The whole situation, I mean… It’s fine… It’s… It’s good.’


  Brook looked more closely at the man next to him, properly noting for the first time how his face was a little thinner than he remembered, the eyes a tad less eager, the hair dye a darker shade of desperate. Then he looked out of his own window, taking no pleasure in seeing his old colleague flounder.


  ‘Well, I think you’ve done really well for yourself,’ he said, taking a different tone now he’d spotted the slight chink in the cocky armour Kev had always worn. It happened. The guy had got his dream job and now he was struggling.


  Struggling to admit it to himself.


  Probably struggling to admit it to his family.


  At the same time, Brook’s opinion of the granite DCI Wallace had shifted somewhat too – trying to soft soap what was clearly Kev’s imminent departure, allowing him to leave with his dignity intact, everyone saving face. Brook had no doubt who had instigated those conversations with the training school.


  ‘You think I’ve done well for myself?’ asked Kev, pouncing on the morsel of praise.


  ‘Definitely. Hey, you had your goal and you achieved it. Whatever you do with the rest of your career, you’ve earned it.’


  Kev gave a couple of quick nods without saying anything. Brook thought maybe his jaw was set a little firmer, not quite wanting to risk any quiver if he spoke. The moment passed and the DS seemed to relax a little.


  ‘Yeah, that’s the way I see it too,’ he said, with an extra nod to himself. ‘Anyway, it seems like it’s going to happen pretty soon. It’s why the guvnor has been keeping me out of the main chain of evidence for the last few jobs. You know, so I can move on without a million court cases in my diary. Probably wants to do the right thing by his friend, I guess.’


  ‘That makes sense,’ said Brook, going along with the little charade everyone seemed happy to play. He wondered what investigative blunders had led to this state of affairs.


  ‘He still wants me involved though. You know, still values my experience. Just more of a roving role, wherever I might be useful here and there.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘That’s why I thought we might go back to the scene,’ continued Kev, rolling his shoulders and loosening up now the awkward admission about his future was out of the way. ‘Well, not exactly a scene anymore. Forensics have already done their thing. But you never know what might hit you when you bring along some fresh eyes. Hey, we were always good at this, weren’t we? Freewheeling a bit, bouncing ideas off each other… We were a good team, weren’t we?’


  ‘Oh yeah,’ replied Brook, allowing Kev the confidence boost of a little rose-tinted reminiscence.


  ‘Back in the day, eh? Yeah, those were the days… Hey, do you remember that last night we worked together? That one with the dead guy in the churchyard? Didn’t cause you any bother, did it? I saw he had a nice send-off in the end.’


  ‘It was fine,’ lied Brook.
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  All being well, Brook Deelman will be back.
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