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Three detective stories by Marianne Gregory

In ‘Like for Like’ we meet a fresh faced Detective Constable called Ethan. He gets pulled into a baffling case where late teen boys are going missing. As he follows his leads he becomes another statistic in the ‘Missing Persons’ file.

In ‘Royal Flush’ a body is found some months after being castrated and bled to death. Albert Boon is a Detective Constable who is in charge of the ‘Murder Book’. The case goes nowhere until he is sent under cover.

In ‘The Man in the Well-fitting Suit’ Jason Tebbett wakes to find his wife of four months has left the house, taking his clothes with her. The rest of that day takes him down a path that will change his life, and his outlook, forever.
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Chapter 1


[image: image]


First up I have to tell you that I am a copper through and through. Not only that but a detective. I had been in the force since I left school, and it is ingrained into my psyche. My name, at birth, was Ethan Gerald Davis and you may surmise that I was born in Wales. 

I was born in Cardiff in 1986 and joined the force in 2005, after I had finished High School in Bristol, where my parents had moved because of my fathers’ work. I had thought of other careers but found that I could not sing, nor could I act very well, and my size was against me in some other professions.

You see, I was, at that time, just on six feet tall and lanky with it. The kinder folk at school called me ‘beanstalk’, some called me ‘twiggy’, but the one that hurt most was ‘supermodel’ because most of my height was leg. I did do well at some sports, well, high jumping is a lot easier when you are taller than the bar and I was good on short distance running. 

All of these attributes stood me in good stead at the Police Training College where I did well in the physicals, well enough to offset some of my deficiencies in the academic subjects. I was good enough to graduate as a beat copper in Bristol and spent my days trying to keep the rowdier elements of our city in place, as well as trying to get a grip on the drug trafficking that took so many of our young to early deaths.

I was noted for my good reporting that led to several arrests by the detective division and found myself back at the College some evenings for further training. One of the things I excelled at was my shooting. So much so that the force decided that I needed to spend some time with the SAS to sharpen my skills and become proficient in looking after myself. 

This included an interesting course on withstanding deprivation and mind control. I discovered that the thing you need is to concentrate on just one thing that means the most to you as your old self and you would be able to ‘snap back’ when you were free again. Well, that’s how they termed it.

When I had completed the courses, I was sent back to my old station where, believe it or not, there were no vacancies for an armed response officer. I was considered too valuable to be wasted back on the beat, so they put me into the detective division as a Detective Constable. On my first day in that job my life changed dramatically. I fell in love. 

Well, it had to be a superior officer, Gwen Leeds, my sergeant, a girl on a fast-track career who had some spectacular successes as a DC and so was not a lot older than me. The problem was, as I was quickly told by the other DC’s, she did not like men. 

I thought that it was such a waste as she was not only beautiful, clever and had legs to die for; she was also the same height as I was in her flats. I had always had problems with girls who didn’t like the fact that they only came up to my armpit, even wearing heels.

I didn’t let my unrequited love get me down; rather, I used it to keep my spirits up and to give me impetus to please her. I was able to solve some baffling cases, well, not so baffling if you know where cats get to when they are randy and where kids get to when they are bored. 

We had a few smash and grab cases on the go and Gwen and the DI were deep into a series of disappearances of young boys, all about nineteen. Usually, parents only bother with contacting us if the child is still happy at home but some of these kids had just vanished, even leaving their personal treasures.

Gwen and our DI were out following a lead one day when they came up against a rather angry man with a rifle. They had wanted to talk to the owners of a house where it was said a number of the missing boys had been seen before their disappearance and luckily had been standing on each side of the front door when a shotgun blast exited between them. 

I gathered that they had dashed back across the road where they sheltered behind their car and called for assistance. The Armed Response Squad was well over the other side of town in a stand-off with a domestic disturbance and hostages. As I was closer, I called back to say I was on my way.

I parked in another street; put my bullet-proof vest on with the big POLICE sign on the front and back. I opened my secure boot and took out the assault rifle that I was allowed to carry with me and then made my way to where they were holed up. As I scuttled towards them behind cars that now had bullet holes in them and broken windows, I heard them call to him to give himself up, only to be answered by another blast from his shotgun that rocked their car. 

So that meant that he had at least two guns and would be considered a real danger. I put my radio on silent and put the bud in my ear so I could talk to my superiors without having to shout. The DI told me that the back-up was not coming, and it was down to us before the uniformed arrived. He gave me permission to injure but not to kill.

As I lined up for a shot, a young girl dashed out from an alleyway next to the house and straight into the path of a truck that just happened to take this time to go by. The man in the house leaned out of the window and I put a round into his right shoulder and he staggered back inside the room. 

I could hear the DI calling up ambulances as I raced across the road, making sure there wasn’t anyone at the window. Gwen had got their battering ram out of their car and, as we reached the front door together, I added my momentum to hers and we went through that door like it wasn’t there. 

She ducked down as I quickly checked the immediate downstairs rooms and then went up to the next floor. I found the shooter in the front room, on the floor and quite dead and I called it in on the radio. There was an odd smell in the air. 

I checked the other front rooms and then the two of us held our places until the uniforms arrived to help us clear the property. 

Gwen came up to join me and said, “You didn’t have to kill him”. 

I told her I hadn’t and pointed out the bullet damage to his right shoulder only. She bent down and had a sniff of the odour I had first noticed.

She stood up, said, “I wonder why a normal crook has a suicide tooth?”

Back downstairs I led the clearance team through the house to a back door that was swinging open. It led to the passage where the girl had shot out of. We went down this passage to the road where there was a whole fleet of vehicles with flashing lights. 

The girl had already been put on a stretcher with a sheet fully covering her and the uniforms were interviewing a shaken driver. Gwen told the DI about the suicide pill and he ordered the clearance team out of the house and to secure it until the forensics team arrived. 

My part in it was over so I went back to my car, secured the rifle and took off the heavy vest. I sat in my car and made notes in my report book as it was still sharp in my mind and drove back to the station where I knew I would have to hand in my rifle for the investigation team to check. I signed out a fresh one and checked it over before putting it in my car.

Back in the office I sat at my desk to fill out my incident report and Gwen put her hand on my shoulder as she walked past, saying, “Well done, back there, we certainly did the business on that door.” 

The next day saw the three of us in the chief inspectors office, relating our take on the events. The forensics team had confirmed that the shooter had suicided and the only thing I had to worry about was a discharge report. 

They had found the two long guns and a couple of pistols as well as a lot of evidence of drug use in the house. There were signs that the young girl may have lived there as one bedroom had clothing, make-up, and personal items, including an ID that showed her as Betty Wade, aged nineteen. He told the others to get back to their own investigation and told me to follow up Betty Wade so that her parents could be notified.

Back at my computer I found that there were no signs of a Betty Wade. I tried Elizabeth and other variations but there was nothing close. The girl did not exist. 

I went down to the morgue where her body was stored and had a chat to the medical examiner. She told me that they had just checked the body to sign a death certificate as ‘Accidental Death’ as all of the boxes were already ticked; three coppers saw her death. 

I asked her to have another look while I was here, and she pulled the body out of the cold room and a couple of orderlies lifted it up on the examination table. We both gowned up and she turned on the lights and recorder and proceeded to have a proper look. 

“That’s strange,” she said as she checked the torso, and then said, “That’s even stranger” when she got to the groin area. 

She got the orderlies to put the body under the X-Ray machine and, when the films were developed, said, “Good pick-up, Ethan. This girl has not always been a girl. The surgery was so good you would never see it but you cannot alter the bone structure, nor can you add the essential internal bits that women have.” 

I asked her if we could run a fingerprint set and a DNA swab. I knew that the fingerprints would be ready soon, but the DNA result may be a couple of weeks to get back. In the meantime, we wrapped Betty in a shroud and put her back into storage.

I carried on with my caseload for the next few days. The fingerprints did not match with anything we had on file but were close in a couple of cases. I took notes of these and waited for the DNA. 

Gwen and the DI were off getting as much data out of the house as possible and I asked if I could have all the results on the room that Betty was in. A couple of weeks later the DNA report came in and I ran against our data base. 

Amazingly I got a 95% positive match from a break and enter where the culprit had cut themselves on a piece of broken window getting out. There was a long list of likely suspects that had been compiled at the time but there was not enough evidence to pull any of them in, especially as they all said they were at a football match in London on the day in question. 

I asked the examiner if there was a small scar on an arm and she checked, getting back to me that there had been a small laceration on the left arm.

I retrieved the case notes on the B&E and found that the team had spoken to all of the suspects except one, but all of the others had sworn that he was with them. That one was a certain Albert Ward, then aged sixteen. 

I went over to Gwen and asked her for a list of her missing boys and there, in the middle, was one Albert Ward. “I think you may have seen that one die outside that house the other day.” 

She wanted to know why I said that, and I took her through the evidence trail I had, which caused her to whistle. “So, we may be looking for girls as well, now.”

I was side-tracked by other cases for a few days but was able to get some good photos of Albert from the examiner so I could go asking about him / her. My first port of call was the parents where I had the task of informing them that he was now dead and that they would be surprised when they retrieved the body for burial. 

They assured me that he had been a total male in every way and would have never changed into a girl voluntarily. I took a couple of pictures of him away with me and noted that, although there were similarities, the feminine version could have been his better-looking sister, not Albert in a dress. His parents did tell me a few places where he hung out over the weekends so I went to the usual Friday evening haunt, a video game parlour. 

When I asked about Albert, I got some guarded answers but they opened up a bit when I told them that he had died in a vehicle accident. I found out that he was generally well liked, if a bit of a tear-away. 

He had no history of violence but always stood up for himself as well as looking after some less well built. I was told that everyone was surprised when he stopped turning up at the Friday evening sessions but had thought that he may have been caught and was spending some time inside. 

I then asked if they had seen Betty and showed them her picture and was told that she had been around a couple of times and that one of Alberts friends, Julian Banks, had been very tight with her, until he stopped coming as well.

On Saturday evening I went to the pub that Albert had frequented. Showing the picture, I got much the same answers as the night before. Showing the picture of Betty had no return. I was not surprised as it wasn’t the sort of pub that a young girl would like. 

On the off-chance I asked if there had been any regulars who had suddenly stopped coming and the landlord told me that there was quite a big group, about half a dozen, who had been good regulars, but he had not seen a few of them for a while. 

The barman was able to give me a list of some of the names and when I checked with Gwen on Monday, we discovered that all of the Christian names featured on their list. We pulled up the most likely among the locals and the two of us went off to speak with the parents.

The first was home to Leslie Johnson and we found out that he fitted the same mould as Albert, a bit moody but not violent, a strong personality but did not throw his weight about and that he had just disappeared. We asked to see his room and also got permission to search. 

We found his weed stash which we bagged, and an interesting note taped to the underside of his underwear drawer that just said, ‘My friends are leaving, and I may be next. God, I hope that the Surgeon doesn’t get me! If you find this and I have gone, look for the enforcer at the half-way house.’

Gwen said that she thought that the house we searched may have been the half-way house as questioning the neighbours had come up with the fact that several different young girls had been seen there for two- or three-week periods before they were gone. 

One, a typical aging crone that all policemen love, even had a list of vehicle number plates that she had seen. These had been checked; some belonged to a local locum service whose records, when checked, showed that a certain Mary Smith was very susceptible to minor ailments. 

Another couple, which she had said were ambulances, belonged to large vans that had been written off from the London area. All of the rest were from vehicles that had been reported stolen and later found burnt out.

Our second visit was to the grandparents of Julian Banks that I had been told about on Friday. He, too, had just upped and gone and, when we were allowed to search his room, we found a diary in which he professed his love for Albert since they were young and his wonderment when he turned up as Betty, complete in every way. 

He described, in great detail, a night of unbridled sex they had enjoyed. This was entered into the book the morning he was last seen. A few days further back he wrote that Betty had told him that she was for ever grateful to ‘The Surgeon’ and that she would love it if Julian could meet her benefactor. I took the diary with me when we went back to the station, for a little quiet reading.

The next day I sat and read the diary. It showed that Julian had been infatuated with Albert and admired his dominant attitude. He had been distressed when Albert disappeared. The diary was full of daily notes, and I picked up a trend that should have been followed the day he disappeared himself. 

He worked part-time at a video store and usually had a visit to a cafe on his way to work. I took my picture of him with me and went to visit the café and found out that the owner remembered Julian well, especially the day he collapsed. 

I got him to describe the day and he told me that Julian had been sitting by the window with his raisin toast and coffee and suddenly fell off his chair. He said it was lucky that a couple of paramedics were at another table and were able to treat him, taking him away in their ambulance. Outside, I checked the street for CCTV cameras and saw one at the road junction further down.

Back in the office I got in touch with the road traffic division and asked for any recordings they had from that camera on that morning that showed an ambulance. Later in the day they sent me a photo taken from a sequence where an ambulance had come from the direction of the café and turned left. It was a good picture and clearly showed the driver. 

He was the shooter from the house we raided. There was no identifying numbers on the side of the ambulance; instead, there was the logo, ‘We change lives, for the better.’

On a hunch I looked at the list of missing boys and checked the reported dates of their disappearances. Albert had gone some eight months before and had reappeared three months ago, just two weeks before Julian went. 

I surmised that any ‘new girls’ showing up at the moment would have been taken around five months ago and found four that fitted the bill. There was a pair of brothers in the list, Terry and Tony Smith, as well as a Michael Young and a Jerry Howard. 

I made copies of their photos and took them along to our in-house artist, asking him to give me his impression of what they would look like, feminised. I gave him the before and after shots of Albert to give him some idea of the work done. He gave me a long look as he told me they would be ready the next day. 

In the afternoon I had a meeting with Gwen and the DI to show them the photo of the ambulance and to describe the timeline of Julians’ abduction, because that is what it must have been. I had checked all the local hospitals, and none had admitted him that day. 

They were quite excited by this turn of events and I was instructed to carry on with my investigations. The next day I got a call from the artist and went to his office to see what he had come up with. One by one he showed me his take of the changes and I could see that every boy made a good-looking girl, so it could mean that they were targeted for that reason only. 

He then showed me another picture he had done. I looked closely at it and wondered where I had seen her. She was really pretty in an angular way, and I asked him who it was. 

“Ethan, I hate to tell you this but that is a picture of you if you had gone through the same procedure. You fit the mould, if not the age range.”

I had to sit down and catch my breath. I said, “That can’t be right; I don’t look girly, do I?” 

He said that it was not that I looked girly now, it was the fact that some small adjustments to my facial bones, that any competent cosmetic surgeon could do, would give me the look he had drawn. 

He then got me to look at the other boy’s pictures again and pointed out the similar procedure that could be carried out on the four and was definitely carried out on Albert. He then said that it was not the look that counted, though, the person would have to be fundamentally changed in order to appear totally female. 

I said that no-one had picked Betty as Albert except his friend Julian, who was besotted with both him and then her. If anyone would see through it, I thought that Julian would.

Back at my desk I put the picture of me in a drawer and fanned out the others so I could look at them and memorise the new looks. I then went out to my car and went to see each of the four sets of parents. 

Except for the two brothers, the boys had nothing in common. They hung out in different places, with different crowds and I could see no link, until I searched each ones rooms. In the rooms of the two brothers, I found that they had been attending a drama class put on by the local council and that they had taken part in a play just two weeks before they disappeared. It was part of a week-long festival of arts that had been held in Salisbury.

With the other two boys I found out that they, also, had been taking drama lessons and had been in a comedy sketch at the same festival. 

On a hunch I sent emails out to all of the big police stations between Bristol and London, asking them if they had been looking into any cases of missing teenage boys. An hour later I got a reply from Southampton that they were, indeed, looking at a spate of missing boys, about twenty all told, over the past three or four years. 

Reading came back saying that they had a dozen open cases on their books as well. I opened up the search area and sent out more emails but the only replies I got were about the usual cases of runaways, no sudden disappearances. I got back to Reading and Southampton to ask if they could send me pictures of their boys as they may be linked to a similar case here. I told them that they would be brought up to speed should my investigations pan out.

When I got emails with all of the pictures, I took it them down to our artist who said that 90% fitted the mould of our cases and would email me the drawings when he had done them. 

I was moving forward on this so asked if I could have a meeting with the DI and DS with our Chief Inspector. In that meeting I took them through my investigations so far and they were happy that I had drawn a link with other areas. We decided that the culprits must be based in southern England, and it must be a substantial building as they seemed to take groups of about four, every three to four months. 

Gwen and I were tasked with bringing the other stations up to date with our own findings and we did that over a couple of days, going in her car and having meetings. I must say that the other detectives were a bit disbelieving until I showed them the drawings of our cases and then the drawings of their own. Nearly all from Southampton fitted the mould and they would now be looking for girls.

I put a call in to the SAS headquarters and asked if the officer that conducted the brainwashing courses could ring me. When he did call, I told him of the basics of our cases and he said that one of the basic conditions of someone going under cover was to be given a name that was similar to their own, so that they would react to it as they would normally. 

The case with Albert was clear, he may have been called Bert or Bertie and the move to Bett or Betty was just right, even going from Ward to Wade fitted the pattern. I gave him the Christian names of the most recent four and he immediately came back with Terri, Toni, Geri, and Michelle. 

He said that Julian was an easy one and Julie, Julia or Juliette would fit. He then said that this was also basic in brainwashing; you give the victim a set of facts that were close enough to reality that they accepted them as truth after a period.

This was interesting but did not really move my investigation forward. It would be no good for me to be looking for Teri and Toni Smith, or Smythe, as they did not exist. I had to admit that it was a very clever way of creating an army of willing slaves as the only reality they knew was the one you presented to them. 

If they thought that they had been crooked in the past life you presented to them, then it was very likely they would be crooked into the future. I could see from my investigations that some of the girls retained portions of their memory, maybe this was an accident, or it could be on purpose. 

My only problem was that I could not imagine what all of these late-teen girls would be good for unless it was prostitution and my enquiries to the Met had not come back with any sudden influx of fresh girls on the game.

I still had my usual caseload to follow and it left the evenings for me to start looking for the four new girls. This generally consisted of visiting pubs and clubs where they may feel safe to be in public. 

It may seem like heaven to some lads to be on an endless pub-crawl with a warrant card, but it is sheer boredom most of the time and the only time you actually get to have a drink is the last call of the night. It was not this activity that brought a small break-through, but something that happened in my usual daily duties.

Gwen and I were following up leads on a B&E case where a country house had been pillaged. We had a short list of locations where we knew that stolen goods were offered and had just walked into a particularly shady pub near Glastonbury when Gwen told me to hold on while she went to the toilet. 

As she got to the door, it opened, and another girl walked out. It took me a second or two to make the connection, but I was sure that this was the feminised Leslie Johnson from the list of missing boys. She was certainly no longer a boy, and she walked past me with a waft of perfume and that gait that says, “I have it all and I know you want it’.

She walked outside and looked out into the car park as if she was looking for someone. I walked out of the pub and called “Lesley!” She turned to me with a smile that quickly vanished to a look of surprise and shock. It was then that I felt a blow to my head and my world went black. 

The next thing I knew was waking up in a hospital bed with a worried looking Gwen beside me. I had a splitting headache and a pain in my arm. 

As I opened my eyes Gwen smiled. “Thank God you are awake, at last!” I had the sudden hope that she may give me a hug but all she did was pat my arm. “I’ll go and get the doctor.” 

By the time that my eyesight and reflexes were measured, and I was allowed to leave, I had found out that when Gwen didn’t see me as she left the toilet she came outside and found me lying on the ground with blood pouring from my scalp. She had called an ambulance and had stayed with me for the six hours it took for me to be stabilised and stitched up. 

I told her that I had seen Leslie Johnson and had just called out when I had been hit from behind. She took me home and told me to stay there for the next couple of days and she would organise meals for me while I recovered. 

Back at home I took to my bed and went off to sleep for about twelve hours. It may have been the effects of the painkillers I had been injected with. Next morning my phone rang and one of the female PC’s I worked with asked me whether I wanted Chinese, Indian or pizza for lunch. 

I opted for pizza as I thought I may be a bit too shaky to handle the others without a mess. About one there was a knock on my door and Gwen stood there with a pizza box in her hands. She asked me how I felt, and I told her that I felt like I had gone a few rounds with Mike Tyson. 

We shared the pizza at the kitchen table, and she told me that she had gone back to the pub this morning and had found out that the girl I saw was really known as Lesley and the barman thought that she worked at a big office in London. He had said that she spoke about being a secretary and the shit she had to put up with. 

When asked about her companion he had said that it was a biggish bloke who acted more like a minder than a boyfriend but that the bloke was always tight-lipped.

We surmised on the economics of converting boys into wage-slaves and decided that it really did not stack up. Even if you took all of their income it would not fund an operation of this size. 

Gwen then told me that a finance officer in London had just absconded with over two million pounds from the company he worked for and disappeared into thin air. Now that would begin to fund the organisation but could also be pure co-incidence. We would need to look at his staff records.

After a couple of days at home I was fit enough to go back to work but had to spend a week in the office before I had my stitches taken out and then needed to see the police doctor before I was able to resume normal duties. 

It was a couple of weeks before I felt able to resume my search for the new girls. In the meantime, I got the staff records for the missing finance officer I saw that a couple of the names on it were very close to names we had of missing boys but further enquiries found that the girls in question had left and I then found their addresses were fiction.

When I did resume my evening search, I spread my net a bit wider. I figured that if the Bristol house was now compromised, they may have others elsewhere. I pondered the locations and decided that I would have a look around Swindon as being within our likely area but big enough to hide strangers in plain sight. 

I struck lucky on the fourth evening. I was in the saloon section of a rather up-market hotel and, through a space behind the bar, I saw a table in the lounge section where four girls where sitting. They all looked lovely and very feminine, but I was certain that I was looking at Terry, Tony, Michael and Jerry.

I got my phone out and, trying to look like I was checking my messages; I took a couple of pictures of the group and then sent them to my computer in the office. 

I deleted the pictures and left the hotel to call Gwen. As I was standing on the pavement outside a couple of drunks rolled out of the hotel door, singing loudly. I turned away from them as they passed and then felt something sharp in my side. 

They stopped singing as I fell down and one pulled out his phone and called for the ambulance. I was unable to move a muscle as they told the gathering crowd that I had been a bit too much into the hard stuff and that they had called for help. 

When the ambulance arrived, I was lifted onto a gurney and put inside. A very pretty paramedic sat next to me as we pulled away and prepared a syringe to give me an injection. 

As she pushed the needle into the back of my hand she snarled, “You got too close this time, constable, you will now get to meet the surgeon. I know she is very keen to work her magic on you.”

As I lost consciousness my last thought were that I would never see Gwen again and there was so much I wanted to tell her.
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Chapter 2
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I was in a dream; I knew it was a dream as I was floating but my body was on fire. I felt no pain, just every nerve ending was screaming. There were also sounds of speaking in my head, strange words that my dreaming brain made no sense of. 

Then I was still, no longer floating and no longer burning, but the words kept coming and I resigned myself to them. When the words stopped there was silence before the soothing music began. I could tell that there were words to this music and my dream-self sang along with them, even if I did not understand what they said. 

Much later, or so it seemed, I could hear a regular beeping sound and my brain shot to a sketch about the machines that go ping. I wondered if I was the woman in that sketch who was in labour. I finally opened my eyes and looked up at a white ceiling and there was, indeed, a machine beside me that went ping at regular intervals. 

After a few minutes of just lying there I tried to move my right arm and there was a sudden beep-beeping sound from somewhere and then a face appeared above me and a kindly voice said, “Thank God, you have woken up at last. Just lay still, my dear, and I will get the doctor for you.”

When the doctors’ face appeared, he looked relieved that I could see him. He told me to follow his finger and I moved my eyes about to his satisfaction. The nurse gave me a drink from a baby bottle while he looked at the machines, no doubt checking all of my vital signs. 

“Well young lady, you have given everyone a bit of worry over the past couple of weeks, but it looks like you have turned the corner. What do you remember about your accident?” 

I thought hard and then said, “Nothing.” 

He then asked what about the time before the accident and again I had to reply, “Nothing.” 

“Right,” he said. “We have amnesia here and we need to find out how far it goes.” He then proceeded to ask me about the country, the year, the political scene, the pop charts and almost everything under the sun. 

We discovered that I knew where I was, roughly when I was, and the general things that went on outside this room. The only thing I couldn’t remember was who I was and how I got here.

Finally, he sat back and said, “The name on this chart is Bethany Geraldine David. Does that ring a bell?” 

I gave it some thought and agreed that there was something there that seemed familiar. I did agree on my date of birth but when he told me that I was in this bed because of an accident at a fashion shoot I was so shocked I cried out, “You just have to be joking!”

“No, I’m not
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