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    ‘We live in a fantasy world, a world of illusion. The great task in life is to find reality.’


    — Iris Murdoch


    ‘Perception is reality.’


    — Lee Atwater

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    Brook knew this dream. He’d had it before. It liked to find him when he fell asleep while upright. In a CID office chair, a crime report staring dumbly back from the monitor… On his sofa, a bottle hanging precariously from his fingertips… Either way the dream was the same. An object hurtling towards his face, and fast.


    Often it was a ball of some description, moving too hard and true for evasive action. Coming at him straight down the barrel. At the point of impact, Brook would wake with a jolt, rub his face, remember where he was. Maybe the micro-dream was some kind of warning system. Something sent out from a part of the brain that knew he’d fallen asleep where he shouldn’t.


    This time the experience felt altered somehow, like a different filter had been applied to the images. The incoming object was still there though. Red, on this occasion. Some kind of sporting arena around him. Yeah, this was the dream.


    Wait, do you have colours in drea—?


    The object slammed into Brook’s face accompanied by a massive cheer. His head snapped back, then his whole upper body lurched forward, arms instinctively grabbing at whatever was there to avoid falling.


    Another boxer as it happened…


    ‘Break!’


    The referee’s instruction went ignored as Brook leaned groggily on his opponent, eeking out every second of the clinch for the fog to clear from his head, the jelly from his legs.


    ‘I said break!’ yelled the shaven-headed ref, his black polo shirt now moving between the two fighters and pushing them apart. He pointed at Brook.


    ‘I won’t tell you again!’


    The warning was met with a nod and a raised blue glove of apology – both intended to obscure the ref’s first proper look into Brook’s eyes. A stoppage couldn’t be far away now. The three-hundred strong crowd sensed it too, that last clean headshot stirring a large section into another chorus of their favourite chant…


    ‘T-S-G! T-S-G!’


    Brook’s opponent from the Territorial Support Group rolled his shoulders and bared his fang-design gumshield, warming to the support from his riot police colleagues. When the referee stepped aside, he closed the gap with quick, confident strides, looking to keep his opponent pinned on the ropes. Brook covered up, but a stiff jab parted his defences before a right cross with ‘KO’ written all over it somehow caught only a reddening ear.


    The detective raised his guard again, gloves feeling heavy now. He was exactly where he didn’t want to be, having done exactly what he promised himself he wouldn’t do – allow the adrenalin to rip through his energy reserves like opening the air vents on a log burning stove. Even when the flames were roaring highest in the early exchanges, he’d been picked off too often to claim the first round. Now, not even two rounds in, he already felt burned out.


    ‘Big Red’ was what they called the other guy. Big for the six-feet-four that gave him two inches on Brook. Red for the ginger crew cut that looked so damned unruffled compared to the dark hair plastered across Brook’s brow. Tonight’s gloves and vest matched the name.


    With a six-and-oh record in Lafone Cup police boxing, he wouldn’t ordinarily have been paired with a debutant, but two pull-outs had left the pair as the only heavyweights on the card, and deferral wasn’t exactly an option for Brook. After midnight he would no longer be a cop.


    Still on the ropes, Brook realised the steady stream of jabs had stopped; Big Red’s hands held lower, punches being thrown from the hip. The man had tossed aside any remaining caution and was now playing purely for a highlights reel stoppage, landing showy punches at will, probably tempted to break into an Ali shuffle.


    ‘You gotta show me something, blue!’


    The ref moved closer and his right hand flattened, ready to cut in and end all this at any moment…


    A fortnight earlier, following the withdrawals, organisers had decided Brook’s ten weeks of training should at least make him a durable punch bag, his usual 230lbs trimmed down to two-eighteen and accompanied by a passable skill set. The rest of the chasm in ring experience was just going to have to be filled with less recently acquired attributes – a high pain threshold and sheer bloody-mindedness.


    The clack of the ten-second warning gave Brook fresh hope he could survive the round, while only increasing Big Red’s urgency to finish him before the respite.


    ‘Show me something, blue!’


    ‘T-S-G! T-S-G!’


    And then a different voice… Welsh. Baritone. Booming.


    ‘All part of the plan, referee!’


    It came from the blue corner – from the final late stand-in around here.


    With Brook’s regular coach laid low with flu, his old police pal Jonboy was now filling the role. A man whose own foray into the ring had wisely been some twenty years earlier in the army, not pushing the Lafone Cup age limit like his friend. Whether or not the wild optimism stayed the ref’s hand, it seemed to coincide with a rare error from Big Red, over-juicing a telegraphed right-hander that even his tiring opponent was able to evade. The unchecked momentum carried him chest first into the top rope.


    After so long trying to do nothing but survive, Brook could sense a rare opportunity – if only his limbs would kindly do what they were told. Getting his feet moving again, he felt like a new-born Bambi as he completed the switch of positions the other fighter’s error had suddenly enabled.


    Big Red spun round, full of irritation and embarrassment at spoiling his highlights reel…


    Brook nailed him with a straight left, followed by a clubbing right hook as the bell sounded.


    With no need to fear a third punch, there was an eerie slow-motion to the way Big Red straightened his head from the angle Brook had turned it to. Then he gave him a grin with those cartoon fangs on the gumshield, throwing in a wink for good measure.


    ‘Okay, back you both go,’ said the ref, interrupting the little staring contest and giving the fighters a shove towards their respective corners. Brook did his best to walk normally, like a drunk trying to prove they were ‘fine’, then slumped onto the stool Jonboy had whisked onto the canvas.


    A bucket came next, followed by the big Welshman himself, ducking between the ropes, towel in one hand, water bottle in the other. He was wearing a dark blue British & Irish Lions hoodie – a change from the red of his usual Lions jerseys, but he thought it would show a nice bit of blue corner solidarity.


    ‘Wothithplang?’ said Brook.


    Jonboy took out his gumshield.


    ‘Now try,’ he said.


    ‘What’s this plan?’ repeated Brook.


    His stand-in cornerman kept him in suspense while he poured water into his mouth and waited for Brook to spit it into the bucket. Then he laid out the path to glory…


    ‘See when you hit him at the end there? Do that, but lots of it. All that stuff before, when you were getting punched in the face? You probably wanna stop doing that. Looks really painful.’


    Brook partly spluttered on his second swill.


    ‘Genius,’ he said.


    ‘There’s a tad more, but I’ll tell you that in a bit. Just get some air in your lungs.’


    Brook needed no second invitation. Hearing a couple of cries of ‘Come on, Brook’ he glanced over at the pocket of his own supporters – something he’d previously avoided doing in an attempt to stay focused. Truth be told, he’d pretty much avoided talking about the event altogether, preferring to look upon it as a private test of nerve after clocking up four decades and a never-ending list of injuries.


    But none of that had stopped Jonboy rounding up a couple of dozen friendly faces, designating himself some kind of unofficial cheerleader before his unexpected elevation to cornerman.


    Brook could see Chase Harper out there… Sandy Sanderson… Sam Becker… Somehow, Jonboy had managed to invite almost every romantic interest from Brook’s life to see him being outclassed. Perfect. He was half-surprised his buddy hadn’t popped over to Botswana and tracked down Leane van der Merwe from those playground games of kiss chase.


    Turning back towards the ring, Brook’s field of view was now dominated by Jonboy’s hoodie, the Welshman crouching down in front of him.


    ‘Right, listen up, Number One…’


    The origins of the strange nickname had nothing to do with boxing rankings.


    ‘…A three-round contest and you’ve made it to the final round. That’s the first job done. And, after that bit of success you had, he’s expecting you to come out like a steam train when the bell goes. So don’t.’


    ‘Don’t?’


    ‘He’ll be ready for it. Plus, his corner’s already told him to get back to basics. He’s better at the basics than you.’


    ‘Thanks.’


    Big Red was already prowling, trying to make sure his opponent could see him as Jonboy carried on.


    ‘Thirty seconds of defensive pat-a-cake. That’s what you gotta show him. Minute tops. Let him know your tank’s empty.’


    ‘It is empty.’


    ‘It’s not… Look, there’ll come a moment when he drops his hands, wanting to go back to all that flashy stuff, I promise you. Doesn’t matter what his corner tells him, he’s desperate to showboat for this crowd. As soon as his hands go down – Bang – that’s when you pop him with the uppercut of your life. But you gotta wobble him. Gotta scramble his head right there. And then you stay on him. Two minutes of nothing but bombs. Doesn’t matter if you get caught, you’re screwed on points anyway. Just blaze away and whatever happens, happens.’


    Brook heaved in a last mighty lungful, gave a single nod, and accepted his gumshield, thumbing it firmly into place as he rose from the stool. He bit down on it. At some point he’d stopped blinking. The ring announcer let everyone know it was time.


    ‘Seconds out... Round three...’


    Jonboy gathered his things, then thumped his friend on the shoulder.


    ‘Three minutes left as a boxer and three hours left as a copper…’


    He ducked through the ropes.


    ‘…Make the ending a bloody good one!’

  


  
    ONE


    THREE YEARS LATER...

    Hackney, East London

    April 2023


    The majority of London’s private detective agencies were accessed by way of electronic passes and keypads. Then there were your more upmarket ones that made use of biometric data.


    Fingerprints…


    Retina scans, even…


    Brook Deelman undid a heavy duty padlock and threw open the roller shutter that protected his own agency. He no longer bothered with the graffiti tags until they had reached double figures.


    If the roller shutter didn’t offer much on the aesthetic front, it had so far done a good job of preserving a front door that did. As a morning train to Liverpool Street rattled past overhead, briefly adding its own shadow to that of the bridge’s latticework, Brook took his usual moment to admire the engraved glass of the door’s top half.


    Real craftsmanship from a bygone age, right there.


    Stepping inside, the square clock above his desk told him there was just time for a coffee before opening hours. The clock was from a closed-down factory, the desk from a headmaster’s office in a long-demolished school. If the place looked like an antiques shop, that was exactly what it had been for some sixty-five years before Brook bought it at auction. Whatever was still lying around after the closing down sale had not been wasted by its new owner.


    The classic phone on the desk – now, that was a cheat. All modern functions, but with a vintage design that made it look like it should be taking calls about bank heists in a smoky LAPD squad room. A quick check showed there was one voicemail. Brook played it on speaker as he set about fixing that coffee in the small kitchen out back.


    ‘Hello, it’s a message for Brook Deelman. This is…’


    Brook forgot the coffee and poked his head back into the main room, as if staring at the phone might help him place that smoker’s voice. If they wanted to tease him, the caller had timed their pause to perfection.


    ‘…Terry Barnes… I’ve got a matter I’d like to discuss with you. A new matter, I mean. I thought I’d drop by when you open tomorrow… See you then.’


    There was some more dead air before the message ended with a click.


    Brook returned to the phone, hit ‘1’ to hear an automated voice confirm the call was made yesterday, then ‘2’ to save the message. He didn’t exactly need to make notes on the content. The old factory clock said two minutes to nine, and he guessed Barnes would be punctual.


    A hundred and twenty seconds – not long to process everything that had surrounded their last encounter. A dimming of the light coming through the front door suggested he might not even have that. The engraved glass was frosted, a man-sized shape now on the other side of it. Brook could make out a forearm being raised, a watch being checked…


    ‘A new matter’ the message had said. Okay, that was something. Maybe he needn’t worry about mentally going over the precarious truce the pair had once made. Just treat the man as a regular walk-in client. Sure, he could do that. A walk-in client who just happened to be the former deputy commissioner of the Metropolitan Police. Someone with whom Brook had once crossed paths in the kind of way two parachutists might – a mutual and painful downfall all but guaranteed. It had been a close run thing for both of them.


    And now here he was.


    Barnes.


    Walking through the door to Brook’s new life…


    For an event that merited the sonorous toll of a ten-ton bell, the jingle from the one above the door seemed oddly insufficient.


    ‘Mr Barnes,’ said Brook from behind his desk, setting the tone with a straight bat. Nice and neutral. Just a regular walk-in client…


    ‘You seemed very keen to call me Terry last time we met,’ said Barnes, taking in the unusual surroundings.


    ‘You weren’t a potential client then,’ said Brook.


    Barnes’ gaze finally settled on him.


    ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself,’ he said, the comment and half-smile clearly designed to re-establish the old pecking order.


    ‘Potential…’ repeated Brook.


    He gestured towards one of the two mismatched chairs in front of his desk. Barnes chose the other one. Brook studied him as he sat down at his own, reluctantly having to concede the man had aged well. The cropped hair with its widow’s peak hairline… The neatly trimmed beard like a ship’s captain… Both had completed their transit from grey to white but little else seemed to have changed. A black polo neck accentuated the white hair, a tweed sports jacket over the top.


    ‘What is it you investigate here anyway?’ said Barnes, gesturing towards a framed map of 1870s London on the wall. ‘Highwaymen and illegal opium dens?’


    ‘Not too far off with the first one,’ said Brook, before deciding to seize upon the more conciliatory tone. ‘Coffee? We’re fresh out of opium.’


    Barnes declined with the merest raise of a palm as he crossed his legs. After the olive branch, it was an irritatingly dismissive gesture.


    ‘You look older,’ he said instead, bending the olive branch some more. If he wasn’t careful he’d snap it.


    ‘It’s been seven years,’ said Brook, meeting the opinion with the facts. He was also annoyed with himself for not keeping his defences up longer.


    ‘Got this whole salt and pepper thing going on now,’ said Barnes, circling a finger in the vague direction of Brook’s head.


    The hair was kept shorter at the back and sides these days, its rogue tendencies confined to the top, while the facial hair remained in the borderlands between stubble and beard. Brook liked to think there was still more pepper than salt in both, but he wasn’t going to argue the point.


    ‘We’re all on a journey, aren’t we?’ he said, the question wholly rhetorical.


    Barnes’ posturing was starting to grate.


    Not least since the pair’s unofficial ceasefire had been more favourable to the senior officer. Brook had only had a career to lose – one he had now given up voluntarily. For Barnes it had been a question of his liberty.


    The older man seemed in no hurry to talk.


    ‘Look, I’m pretty busy,’ said Brook, deciding he’d given his surprise visitor long enough to state his case. ‘So if you’re ready to discuss this matter you mentioned, that’s fine, or you could come back another—’


    ‘Do you remember the tie I was wearing?’


    After the predictability of Barnes’ little power games, the handbrake turn towards weird felt all the more extreme.


    ‘We don’t really do missing ties,’ said Brook.


    ‘But do you remember it?’


    ‘Why would I remember a tie you wore seven years ago?’


    ‘Cuz I remember everything about that meeting…’


    Barnes’ words came out differently this time. A rougher edge to them. All the social-climbing tweaks to his London accent suddenly dropped as surely as the ‘t’ in ‘meeting’. Brook found himself wondering just how much time the man had spent mulling over their last encounter. All while Brook had been moving on to new adventures and misadventures. Different heroes and villains.


    ‘Blue and yellow, wasn’t it?’ he said, at last.


    A sort of pout and nod suggested his visitor was impressed.


    ‘Navy and gold, but I’ll give you that.’


    ‘Very kind.’


    ‘It’s the members’ tie of a club I belong to.’


    Even as he said it, Barnes sat straighter, unconsciously making to fasten the top button of his sports jacket.


    ‘Rymer’s,’ said Brook. ‘No h… And you didn’t mention the thin claret trim between the diagonal bands.’


    Barnes’ fingers moved away from the button and the jacket fell open.


    ‘How can anyone remember a tie that well from seven years ago?’


    For a while Brook let the question hang. It was rather fun seeing the sudden mask of confusion opposite.


    ‘I wouldn’t normally,’ he conceded. ‘But I did a bit of research after our little chat. Deputy commissioners are pretty private when it comes to their personal lives. I wanted to know where I could find you if the need arose.’


    ‘Right… Well…’ Barnes cleared his throat. ‘I’m not here about a missing tie.’


    ‘Socks? Pants?’


    Barnes didn’t find it funny.


    ‘I was impressed with the tie stuff. Don’t push your luck. But it is about the club.’


    ‘Okay.’


    ‘I have some… concerns… about another member.’


    Brook made no attempt to hide his wince.


    ‘This all sounds a bit in-house to me.’


    ‘Look, they’re not exactly substantive concerns. There’s no evidence of wrongdoing, or breaches of rules, or anything like that. Call it a copper’s instinct.’


    Not exactly foolproof then, thought Brook.


    ‘So, why come to me?’ he said. ‘You must know agencies with ten times my resources.’


    ‘Course I do. I know loads of people…’


    Barnes shuffled in his chair – that last bit hadn’t come out quite right. All defensive and proud like a playground boast.


    ‘…And they know me, and they know each other, and they’ll know the person I have concerns about, and so on and so forth. That’s what happens when you reach a certain level of society. It all gets a bit incestuous. You, on the other hand… This place here? No-one’s ever heard of you.’


    ‘No-one important, you mean?’


    Another half-smile suggested that should be obvious. ‘Plus, I know you’re good,’ added Barnes. ‘Sometimes annoyingly so.’


    ‘Even if no-one’s ever heard of me?’


    This time, Barnes just shrugged.


    In many ways it was strange how little he concealed the traces of snobbery, the aspirations to high society. It was a side of him that didn’t seem to fit with the moral compass forged in iron (and dipped in blood) that Brook had once witnessed. Then again, perhaps one was born of the other. All those years climbing the ranks to maximise his power and reach… Could it be that the climbing itself had become an addiction, rather than a means to an end?


    ‘Anyway,’ said Barnes, clapping his hands to his thighs and bringing Brook’s moment of musing to an end. ‘It’s a paying job… Just checking someone out for me… I thought it might be up your street.’


    He stood and placed a business card on his side of the old desk, keeping a fingertip on it. After a couple of seconds, he slid it to the middle. A gesture of compromise, perhaps.


    ‘Let me know if you want the work, and, if you do, I’ll give you some details.’


    Brook pocketed the card and stood up.


    ‘I’ll discuss it with my business partner,’ he said.


    Both men waited a beat to see if the other would offer a handshake, before Barnes turned towards the door. Clearly, the card was as far as any rapprochement was going today. On his way out, he examined some of the historical curios adorning the walls. A yellowing barometer in its dark wood casing… A chipped mirror advertising Lyons custard…


    The map of 1870s London reminded him of Brook’s earlier comment.


    ‘So who are these highwaymen you do battle with?’ he asked.


    ‘Fraudsters… Scammers… Conmen…’ said Brook, coming around the desk to see Barnes out. ‘When you and your top brass pals dropped Fraud from the crime figures and quietly gave up on it, you sparked the biggest growth industry this country’s ever seen…’


    Barnes’ deepening frown suggested he wished he hadn’t asked.


    ‘…But, hey, at least everyone still gets a crime number and a cut-and-paste email about ‘no identifiable leads’, so don’t feel too bad about it. I’m sure it’s all a great comfort when you’ve lost your life savings and had a stroke brought on by the stress.’


    A jingling bell marked the end of the speech as Brook opened the door. All the same, Barnes took his time, stopping to admire a padded Great Western Railway bench that had once been in a station’s waiting room. It had its back to the Venetian blinds Brook had added to give the place the option of privacy.


    ‘I’m glad you’re here to help these people,’ said Barnes, looking around a final time. ‘I imagine many are elderly, have been scammed using technology in one way or another. They must appreciate coming in here, being reminded of a world that wasn’t so confusing and threatening… I wasn’t in favour of downgrading Fraud, by the way.’


    It all sounded so damned reasonable, Brook almost felt bad for his little rant. Suddenly, it seemed silly to be holding the door open like that.


    ‘You get many good results?’ continued Barnes, giving the bench an admiring pat and heading for the exit. Brook had the strange urge to tell him how he’d had the thing varnished and the torn padding repaired.


    ‘Some full recoveries of losses, some partial,’ he said. ‘Sometimes the most you can do is rebuild someone’s self-esteem. We don’t charge for that.’


    The former deputy commissioner finally stepped out onto the pavement, looking around at the modest cluster of shops and other businesses, most in need of a lick of paint. The morning sun was higher now, the shadow of the rail bridge’s latticework not stretching quite so far. Next door, the launderette had got its first customers. Opposite, a couple of drivers from the minicab office were arguing about yesterday’s football.


    Barnes turned back and took in the signage across Brook’s main window.


    ‘What’s with the name?’ he asked.


    Montgomery’s Investigations


    ‘It was the surname of the old guy who ran the antiques shop,’ said Brook. ‘Him and the two generations before him. So, when we were struggling to come up with a name, well… it was already on the door.’


    ‘You named your detective agency after a door?’


    ‘Hey, it’s a nice door,’ said Brook, pointing out the diagonal Montgomery’s in copperplate writing and the heraldic design around it. Barnes looked at it again, tilting his head to one side.


    ‘It is a nice door,’ he agreed. ‘So, did the owner die?’


    ‘A few months after lockdown finished off the family business.’


    ‘And you felt some kind of transferred guilt about getting this place on the cheap?’


    ‘I mean, I wouldn’t exactly put it like that.’


    Barnes considered everything he’d seen and heard in the past fifteen minutes…


    ‘Anyone ever tell you, you’ve got a rescuer complex, Brook?’


    ‘Yeah, well, someone’s gotta have one.’


    The comment brought the first genuine smile, just as Barnes began walking away.


    ‘Gimme a shout if you want that job,’ he called back.

  


  
    TWO


    The pint of Brains bitter landed back on the bar, considerably lighter than when it had been raised a moment earlier.


    ‘A rescuer complex?’ repeated Jonboy, keeping a proprietary grip on his first beer of the evening.


    ‘That’s what he said.’


    Brook was getting stuck into a Guinness, the after-work crowd swelling around them.


    ‘And this from the guy who had the massive God complex?’


    ‘That’s the one.’


    After Jonboy’s day of surveillance work, it was the first time the co-owners of Montgomery’s Investigations had been able to catch up.


    ‘So, what did he say about me?’ asked the Welshman, not wanting to be left out.


    ‘Said you needed a haircut.’


    ‘Is that right?’


    ‘Yep. Beard too. He was very specific. Said you were starting to look like that homeless guy we knew called the Lumberjack.’


    ‘All right, Gandalf the Grey, don’t get jealous.’


    A table near the back of the Angel Inn became free and the pair carried their drinks deeper into the no-frills pub. Back in their early uniform days, a visit here generally meant they’d been called to a pub fight, but it was amazing how cheap beer prices and a couple of recessions could break down old barriers. These days you were as likely to bump into a lawyer as a labourer.


    ‘So, was it a fruitful day?’ asked Brook, sweeping aside some peanut crumbs as they took their seats. Much as he would have preferred to be out in the field himself, Mondays tended to be taken up by emails, admin, and clumsily updating what passed for their ‘social media presence’. That, and dealing with unexpected blasts from the past, of course.


    Jonboy tapped the Photos icon on his phone and passed it across the table, making a swipe gesture to indicate there were more images to flick through.


    ‘Not bad, eh?’ He leaned in and lowered his voice. ‘Our man buying a brand new BMW X6… Drove it straight off the forecourt… Good shot of the index right there… Quite a purchase for someone on Jobseeker’s Allowance.’


    Brook looked through the photos showing one of the main players in the gang of fraudsters they were building a file on. A dozen of their clients were among the victims.


    ‘Nice work,’ he said, handing the phone back and discreetly clinking glasses. A detailed debrief would have to wait for somewhere more private.


    ‘So, back to your day,’ said Jonboy, tucking the phone away. ‘What’s your gut feeling about Barnes? You think you could work with him?’


    Brook made some more Guinness disappear, then puffed out his cheeks.


    ‘I don’t know… It’s hard to get a read on him. Every time I get comfortable disliking him, he does something to make me think he’s okay, and vice-versa. That’s without even getting into the history we’ve got.’


    He tried to find a more eloquent summary, but his mind kept coming back to the same banal phrase…


    ‘It’s complicated,’ he said.


    ‘But do you trust him?’ asked Jonboy, zeroing in on the key question. ‘I mean, if the job’s genuine and his money’s real, then we don’t have to like him, do we? Just need to be confident he’s not got some other agenda going on.’


    ‘Like what?’


    ‘Like making you look like a chump.’


    ‘Because that’s your job, you mean?’


    Beneath his beard, the corners of Jonboy’s mouth turned up.


    ‘Hey, it’s not my job, just a hobby. Seriously, though… We all know how much dirt you’ve got on this guy if you ever chose to use it. Let’s say that’s still playing on his mind and he’s decided to do something about it. Setting you up for a fall and wrecking your credibility? That would do nicely, wouldn’t it?’


    Brook’s fingers danced on his glass for a moment.


    ‘If I hadn’t already praised you less than a minute ago, I’d say that was a really good point.’


    ‘That’s okay, you can text me when you feel ready.’


    Jonboy drained his beer even faster than usual and made an ‘Aaah’ sound that conveyed both refreshment and satisfaction at the compliments.


    ‘Same again?’ asked Brook.


    ‘No can do, Number One. Got a big date.’


    ‘On a Monday?’


    ‘Obviously couldn’t bear to wait any longer, could she?’


    For someone who had only discovered dating sites in their mid-40s, Jonboy was making up for lost time at the approximate rate of one date per month. Not playing the field, so much as looking for an exact replica of Welsh opera singer and rugby fan Katherine Jenkins. That, or Katherine Jenkins herself.


    ‘Still not tempted to give it a go?’ he asked.


    Brook swirled the remainder of his drink.


    ‘Nah, you’re okay.’


    ‘You can’t mope around forever, you know.’


    ‘Who’s moping?’


    ‘You, Mister Mopey McMopeface.’


    Sometimes it annoyed Brook how easily his friend could make him smile when he didn’t feel like it. The pair said their farewells, leaving Brook to ponder the point about Barnes’ possible motives.


    Was there some way he could test the man’s sincerity?


    His integrity in general, even?


    A glimpse of the spring in Jonboy’s step as he left replaced all that with a far simpler thought: maybe his friend was right about the whole dating thing. Especially as Brook seemed to be spending way too much time looking back, imagining alternative histories in a way that didn’t help anything.


    Recently, he’d fallen into the habit of conjuring versions of his life in which he met Chase but not Sam, or Sam but not Chase – either scenario ending with him being happy. As it was, he had been handed the combined fortune and misfortune of living in a world that contained both Sam and Chase. And, even if it hadn’t led to drama and scandal in the soap opera sense, the result had been a subtle lack of certainty in his decisions. A hesitancy. Some stubborn eddy in the current of Brook’s emotions that, most recently, Sam had picked up on.


    They’d been together a year at that point – the same marker he had previously reached with Chase. Getting past the one-year point seemed to be turning into some kind of four-minute-mile barrier. Sure, the ending had been amicable, but a part of him wondered if some acrimony might actually have made things easier. If it wouldn’t have given something to push against to find a new direction, instead of simply… drifting.


    Jesus, that was over two years ago, he told himself. It said a lot about how little the brief romances since had left their mark.


    For now, it was back to the bar that Brook drifted, carrying his thoughts and his empty glass. A fresh Guinness secured, he decided to stay there, propping up the end – a spot of people watching always more rewarding than staring at a phone screen. Nearby, a group were swapping stories of nightmare job interviews. It reminded him of the only application Montgomery’s had received to their advert about an admin job. He still needed to get round to looking at it.


    Elsewhere, a real ale aficionado was trying to engage a bored-looking barmaid in a conversation about different types of hops. He eventually ordered a Cornish pale ale, taking his CAMRA membership card from the pocket of a red-and-black checked shirt…


    A single word replaced everything else in Brook’s head, as prominent as if the Red Arrows had written it across a clear blue sky.


    Lumberjack.


    Of course.


    The way to test Barnes’ integrity had been staring him in the face. Hell, he’d even unwittingly said the answer before Jonboy posed the question. Even so, it had taken a sartorial prompt and mention of Cornwall to kick his brain into gear.


    ‘The Lumberjack’… aka Adam… a homeless Falklands War veteran with an accent like a pirate – someone whom Brook had once asked Barnes to help as part of their truce. A request to get him ‘properly back on his feet’ if he remembered rightly. Brook was embarrassed to admit he hadn’t checked on the results for several years. Not since learning the Lumberjack was off the streets with a room at St. Mungo’s hostel, anyway.


    For a few minutes, he became one of those drinkers staring at their phone – a couple of texts to old colleagues necessary to remind himself of the Lumberjack’s full name. Once he had it, it didn’t take long to discover the man was still at a homeless shelter… Except now he was running it.


    A place for homeless veterans in central London.


    As Brook looked at the professional headshot on the shelter’s homepage, he had to ask himself if the smart-looking man was a different person with the same name.


    Clean-shaven… Short back and sides…


    Then he spotted the little scar on the forehead.


    The bio confirmed it – certain words such as ‘Parachute Regiment’ still demanding to be read in that Cornish accent.


    Back on his feet. Properly back on his feet.


    Barnes had been true to his word and had never even mentioned it when trying to persuade Brook to take on this new job. No ‘look-at-what-I’ve-done’ bragging about fulfilling his side of the bargain. Okay, so he would have to give him that.


    Credit where credit was due.


    As Brook finished his pint and headed for the Tube, it seemed the provisional answer as to whether Barnes could be trusted was a ‘yes’. Which, in turn, meant the provisional answer as to whether they could work together was the same.


    With just one small condition, perhaps.

  


  
    THREE


    It was halfway through the second verse of ‘Your Song’ that the phone call came in. A song with some famous cover versions, though this latest rendition was unlikely to add to the list (it was just possible the growing number of bottles on the piano wasn’t helping Brook’s performance).


    Taking the phone from his pocket, he briefly wondered if it could be Barnes responding to his earlier voicemail, before ruling it out. The numbers didn’t match. Plus, Brook had called from his work phone – this was his personal one.


    He swiped the screen… ‘Hello?’


    Of course it was Barnes.


    ‘What’s this about a condition?’ said the surprise caller, skipping the niceties.


    ‘Are you going to tell me how you got this number?’ said Brook, closing the piano lid as if battening down the hatches.


    ‘Don’t sound so surprised,’ said Barnes. ‘It’s the same number you had when you left the police. What, you think while you were Googling my club tie, I wasn’t doing my own bit of research?’


    Brook thought about that and decided he could have few complaints. All part of the rough and tumble of dealing with Barnes.


    ‘And this number you’re calling me from?’ he asked.


    ‘Use this to contact me from now on,’ said Barnes, before returning to his point. ‘So… this condition?’


    ‘I need you to take twelve clients off my hands,’ said Brook.


    The only ‘unknown’ in the next moment was how loud Barnes’ laugh was going to be. Very was the correct answer. He eventually added some actual words.


    ‘Let me get this straight… In order for you to do one case for me: paid… you want me to do twelve cases for you: gratis? You sure you haven’t got one of those long-term concussions?’


    ‘It’s not twelve cases. It’s one case with twelve victims. That is to say, twelve that have come to me. Extrapolate that across the whole of London and you’re looking at hundreds, minimum. The file has all the evidence you could want, I just need someone with influence to get someone in authority to give a shit.’


    At least Barnes didn’t laugh this time.


    ‘I take it we’re talking about some of these highwaymen you mentioned,’ he said.


    ‘Classic courier fraud, if you can believe that’s still going on.’


    ‘Remind me…’


    Brook made sure the one-time deputy commissioner could hear his sigh, then he laid out the basics.


    ‘Victim gets a call from a bogus bank official… Your debit card’s been compromised but don’t worry, we’ve spotted it. Just punch your PIN into the phone to freeze the account while we investigate… Naturally, the bad guys have got the tech to recognise the PIN. Then the bit that gives the scam its name… We’ll get a new card out to you, but for now there’s a courier coming to collect the compromised one. Just pop it in an envelope and–’


    ‘Okay, okay. I get it,’ said Barnes. ‘Kiss your savings goodbye.’


    ‘Except this gang’s signature is to call back and gloat once they’ve emptied the account. Youngest victim is seventy-six.’


    As Brook waited for someone’s moral compass to twitch, a photo on the wall reminded him of his retreat after his last dealings with Barnes – a sunset over the Okavango River Lodge in his hometown of Maun. Outside his window, the neon landscape of London could hardly have been further removed. Two different worlds, both a part of him.


    ‘Any recoverable assets?’ asked Barnes, at last.


    ‘Whole bunch of luxury cars for starters.’


    ‘Okay, look… Maybe there’s someone I can talk to… No promises, mind.’


    Brook clinked his current beer against one of the empties as he and the piano toasted the good news. Some convictions and the recovered funds from those sports cars should get the victims a fair chunk back. Not to mention Montgomery’s modest cut.


    ‘I still don’t see what this has to do with the job I’m bringing you,’ continued Barnes. ‘Surely you don’t ask every new client to help out with your workload.’


    ‘True… But not every new client wants me to look into a member of Rymer’s.’


    ‘Why would that make any difference? It’s still just checking someone out, isn’t it?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘What do you mean no?’


    ‘I mean I haven’t forgotten what I read when I was Googling that tie of yours. We’re talking about a club that’s had fifty Royals on its books, ten prime ministers, a whole load of home secretaries, attorney generals, military chiefs…’


    ‘Actually, it’s now eleven prime ministers,’ said Barnes.


    If ever a correction did the job of confirmation.


    ‘Exactly,’ said Brook. ‘I’m a two-man agency going up against people who could shut me down with a single phone call. This way you have my undivided attention. Better for everyone.’


    ‘I still think you’re being a little dramatic,’ said Barnes, unconsciously clipping his vowels after imagining his name on that list.


    ‘You do, huh? And that’s why you’re discussing this on a burner phone?’


    The pause at the other end was a beat longer than it should have been.


    ‘It’s not a burner phone.’


    ‘Okay, let’s call it a disposable phone that isn’t registered to you.’


    ‘Something like that.’


    A burner phone, then…


    ‘Besides,’ added Barnes. ‘Not everyone at Rymer’s would make it on to your list of the great and the good. There are some, you know, regular people too.’


    Interesting selection of adjectives, thought Brook.


    ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you just give me the name of the person you want me to look into, and let me judge for myself?’


    Barnes seemed hesitant. Then again, he was on his secret phone and would have to tell Brook at some point…


    ‘Sir Archibald Gough.’


    Brook finished his beer and wondered if he wouldn’t be needing something stronger by the end of this case.


    ‘So, just your regular knight of the realm,’ he said.

  


  
    FOUR


    It took a while to find the meeting place. Brook had been on his way to the office when he’d received the text from Barnes and his definitely-not-a-burner phone. In other circumstances, he might have told the other party what to do with their last-minute change of plan, especially as it played right into Barnes’ penchant for calling the shots. But with the courier fraud yet to be officially handed over, he had decided to play along with the cloak and dagger stuff.


    Regent’s Park was easy enough to find. The statue of ‘The Goatherd’s Daughter’ slightly less so. Reaching it five minutes after the suggested 9am, Brook was still the first to arrive. Perhaps, after yesterday’s punctuality, Barnes was trying something different today – all part of those power games he played. Sure enough, several minutes later, the man strolled unhurriedly into view.


    It may have been a couple of centuries since Regent’s Park had stopped being a Royal hunting ground, but the wax jacket and flat cap suggested Terry Barnes was ready just in case. For Brook’s part, he was wearing the same dark blue suit as most days, white shirt open at the collar (he may as well have handed in his ties with his warrant card).


    ‘I see you found it okay,’ said the new arrival, his voice conveying an unfamiliar hint of good cheer.


    ‘All that detective training,’ said Brook.


    Once again, there was a moment when both men silently assessed whether the other was going to offer a handshake… Not yet… The moment passed.


    ‘I thought you might appreciate it,’ said Barnes, nodding at the statue.


    Brook looked at the scantily clad female holding a baby goat and wondered if news of his non-existent love life had spread even further than he’d realised.


    ‘The inscription on the plaque, I mean…’


    ‘Oh.’


    Brook read it.


    To All The Protectors Of The Defenceless.


    ‘It’s what we do, isn’t it?’ said Barnes.


    Ooh-kay… So that’s how he was playing it today. After all the tetchy range-finding, and ‘rescuer complex’ talk, a new phase of co-operation was on offer. A new era of ‘we’ and ‘us’.


    ‘I suppose it is,’ said Brook, not quite ready for high fives and ‘Go Team!’


    Barnes tucked his hands in his wax jacket and turned full circle, perhaps considering whether to talk where they were, or move on. It wasn’t the worst spot here, in the gardens of St John’s Lodge, the area divided in such a way that each statue enjoyed its own secluded bay of sound-absorbing shrubbery. No-one else had turned up to look at the sexy goatherd.


    ‘So…’ said Barnes, clearing the decks. ‘Sir Archibald Gough.’


    He pronounced the name with precision, like a judge about to deliver a withering summary of the condemned man’s sins.


    ‘I always just had this feeling something wasn’t quite right about him.’


    Not entirely withering, then. Surely there must be
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