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  “Time is a storm in which we are all lost.”


  —William Carlos Williams


  PROLOGUE


  London,


  April 1990


  ‘No-one will ever know…’


  The words with which it had all begun.


  The words with which it was now ending.


  ‘No-one will ever know…’


  Once the reassurance of anonymity.


  Now the dark threat of oblivion.


  ‘No-one will ever know…’


  The beginning.


  And the end.


  ONE


  Pietermaritzburg, South Africa


  June 2017


  ‘Same again down there?’


  The stranger perched at the end of the bar gave a nod and tilted his empty bottle of Castle Lager in appreciation. The landlord was yet to ask what brought him to a spit-and-sawdust pub on the outskirts of ‘Maritzburg’, but he liked to let his customers decide how much to talk. Not everyone passing through was keen on conversation (maybe bar owners in the Wild West had a similar rule).


  ‘I’ll put it on the tab,’ said the landlord, popping the top and placing the cold bottle on the bar. His own accent was still identifiable as British, albeit peppered with the local hints of a long-term ex-pat in his sixties.


  ‘Cheers,’ came the reply, the stranger’s attention returning to the live rugby on TV.


  At the back of the pub, a beer-bellied regular peeled away from a noisy group speaking Afrikaans and made his way a little unsteadily to the bar.


  ‘Five more, my friend,’ he bellowed at the landlord, switching languages for the English-speaking owner and barging into the stranger’s arm. The recipient of the bump appeared to ignore the invasion of personal space, though his nonchalant swig of lager masked a quick sideways glance and a subtle tightening of neck and jaw muscles. All of it was well-hidden beneath a mane of dark hair and a beard showing a year’s worth of growth.


  Both stretched down towards powerful shoulders.


  The stranger was alert. He was well aware that the group of locals had merely been calling out for each round of beers until now. It meant the clumsy barge into his arm was almost certainly the real reason for this man’s visit to the bar. The beer belly’s owner addressed the landlord as he fetched the drinks…


  ‘So how long am I on probation for?’


  ‘The rest of your life,’ replied the older man, kicking the fridge door shut.


  A hearty laugh caused the beer belly to wobble before an equally hearty cough continued the effect. The regular barged the lone drinker’s arm once again, this time annoying him into eye contact.


  ‘I got myself barred by Mick here,’ he said. ‘Too much fighting.’


  He flexed his knees and began to bob and weave, throwing a few shadow uppercuts with loud exhalations.


  ‘You know you don’t actually look like that when you fight,’ said the landlord, unimpressed. He had a sort of tired authority about him. The local ignored him and held the stranger’s gaze long enough to let him know there was a warning behind all the fight talk. Then he gathered up the five fresh bottles between thick fingers and checked the TV screen above the bar. The hometown Sharks were trailing 20-10.


  ‘Wat is fout met hulle vanaand?’… ‘What’s wrong with them tonight?’


  The switch back to Afrikaans allowed a further probing of the stranger’s credentials. He remained unfazed as he replied.


  ‘Geen dissipline nie. Hulle veg in plaas van dink’… ‘No discipline. They’re fighting instead of thinking.’


  The loaded words were delivered with eyes fixed firmly on the screen. The international sign for ‘this conversation is over’. The local gave a final up-and-down appraisal then decided this wasn’t as much fun as he’d thought. He carried the beers back to his friends, annoyed to find one of them halfway through a joke he couldn’t follow.


  The rugby drew to a close – a bad night for the Sharks – and the smattering of customers became even thinner as the post-match pundits gradually ran out of anything interesting to say. Hearing one more shouted farewell and swing of the main doors, the stranger looked over his shoulder to see he was the last of the lot. The landlord returned to the bar with an armful of empties.


  ‘Any chance of a room for the night?’ asked his final customer. The single-storey accommodation block out back had looked pretty deserted when he pulled up in his Toyota pick-up.


  ‘You can take all six if you like.’


  A form and pen were retrieved from somewhere behind the till and placed on the bar a little apologetically.


  ‘Insurance purposes… Just a few details.’


  A few seconds later the completed paperwork was pushed back, along with enough cash to cover the beers and the room. A key on a chunky fob was offered in return.


  ‘Number One,’ said the landlord.


  The stranger took the key with a smile.


  ‘Thanks.’


  He grabbed a green army surplus jacket from the neighbouring stool and made his way to the exit with just a hint of a limp, appearing to sense the landlord’s eyes on his back as he raised a silent wave. His observer shook his head and flicked through the bank notes again. All in order, plus a tip. Then he locked the doors, turned off most of the lights and settled into a stool at his own bar, flicking the TV to an 80s action movie.


  For a moment, he considered fetching the array of pills he was meant to take… then opted for a large whisky instead. What was the point, anyway? In all but a physical sense his life had come to an end with an official knock at the door nearly three decades ago.


  As a cigar-chomping Arnie mowed down some more henchmen on TV, the landlord’s eye caught the recently filled-out accommodation form. He liked to think he was a good judge of character, but he really hadn’t got a handle on this guy. Polite enough, totally unintimidated by the local bully, but otherwise reserved to the point of downright mysterious. He looked at the information on the A4 sheet. Unusual name… Curiosity got the better of him.


  After a quick rummage in the back office, he returned to the stool, topped up his glass and wiped the grubby screen of a first generation iPad showing 7% charge. Pleased to see the sporadic Wifi was working, he tapped his only guest’s name into a Google search. Just a security check, he told himself. In case he was recently released for armed robbery or Wanted for killing the owner of a remote pub.


  The landlord put his whisky down and sat upright as he saw the word Police all over the search results… He needn’t have worried. A closer look at the various press releases, court reports and local news stories revealed they had nothing to do with his guest. It seemed there was some cop in London with the same name.


  ‘How about that?’ he said to himself. It was a place and profession he knew well – even if both felt increasingly like another world. Another life.


  He scrolled down through some more search results. There were no more exact matches for the name. Oh well. The quiet caveman would just have to remain a mystery.


  He was clearly a different Brook Deelman.


  TWO


  Brook glanced around the small room, closed the door with a back-heel and hit the bed like a felled oak. It was a firm mattress. The landlord went up another notch in his estimation. He rolled onto his back, clasped his hands behind his head and stared up at the rotating ceiling fan.


  Until last year, the movement would have been matched by swirling thoughts of ongoing investigations. Warrants, forensics, ID parades, case files and everything else that made up the relentless merry-go-round of being a detective in London. Now, his clear mind was free to simply enjoy the breeze and mesmerising blades.


  It was thirteen months since he had left Grovebury Police Station on crutches – a month for every year he had given the Metropolitan Police prior to that. A smashed ankle had been the parting gift from his last case. What had started out as a short recuperative holiday in his native Botswana had somehow morphed into something else entirely. Africa had got its teeth into him again.


  He had tossed the return ticket in the bin.


  Once all annual leave had run its course, applying for a career break had proved remarkably easy. With all the budget cuts, the Met had few objections to a Detective Constable at the top of his pay band asking to come off the pay roll. As for his own finances, the sky-high cost of renting in the capital had turned out to be Brook’s saviour. After just a few emails, a couple of scanned documents and a posted key, the North London flat he owned was soon being let for a tidy sum, giving him enough each month to continue his travels.


  The rent could have been upped even further by including the underground parking space, but that was non-negotiable. A 1980 Land Rover Defender that Brook considered family was going nowhere. He had even felt a pang of guilt when he bought the ageing Toyota pick-up in Gabarone. It had probably once been white, though it was now its own unique colour.


  Brook rolled off the bed and took a look behind the room’s only internal door. The little ensuite bathroom was an unexpected luxury. Not that he had found any difficulty in embracing more Spartan conditions for much of the past year. Meandering along an improvised road trip of Botswana, Zimbabwe, South Africa and Namibia, his accommodation had included the full spectrum of motels, hostels, old friends and the Toyota pick-up itself. While the cab was an option, the flatbed on a starlit night was altogether more preferable when a risk assessment allowed.


  The rear of the truck had the added benefit of a tubular superstructure over which a tarpaulin could be thrown if necessary. Equally useful was the makeshift gym this metal exoskeleton created. Many an evening had Brook improvised various pull-ups and dips using the bars, the Toyota’s rear suspension rocking gently to the repetitions. Then he would pour a Jerry can of water over himself, sit with his legs dangling from the back of the truck and let his skin dry in the warm air, a bag of biltong at his side and a picture postcard view of Africa stretching before him.


  Having grown up speaking English with his mother and predominantly Afrikaans with his father, any rustiness in the latter had soon disappeared. He had even picked up some new Setswana along the way. For the first time since moving to the UK two decades earlier, the deep tan of his youth had crept back over him. Africa was reclaiming Brook Deelman, and he was more than happy to let it.


  The daily physio routine to which he subjected his rebuilt left ankle was less enjoyable – but even there he could consider himself lucky. Any complications with the various pins and screws that now held the joint together would likely have necessitated a return to the London surgeon who created the work of art. There had been none – the atrophied leg muscles soon keeping time with the joint in regaining their former strength, assisted by the old Toyota’s sticky clutch and walks that had graduated to tentative jogs. The limp caused by the power imbalance was almost gone.


  When he was feeling sociable, Brook would simply pick out a popular tourist spot on the map and get drunk with locals and backpackers alike. At other times, such as tonight, he was happy to stop at a random bar in a random location and keep himself to himself. He had a vague idea he might visit some Zulu War battlefields in the area over the next week. That was about as busy as his diary got these days.


  All in all, there was very little incentive to go back. So he hadn’t. Plans about what to do with the rest of his life could wait. He had slogged his guts out for the Met from his early twenties to his late thirties. Maybe he would think about long term plans when he hit 40. Or maybe this was the long term plan. He lay back down on the bed and began to drift off. None of it needed concern him tonight.


  But the shouts…


  The smashing glass…


  The gun shots…


  All of it coming from the bar some thirty yards away…


  Yeah, that needed to concern him. That needed to really concern him.


  THREE


  The parking lot was deserted as Brook eased open the room’s front door and made his way into the cool night, pulling on his jacket. Whatever violent event he could hear appeared confined to the lodge-style bar on the other side of the cracked asphalt. After a brief lull, the angry shouts started up again – three voices almost perfectly drowning each other out. He was able to discern one as belonging to the landlord. For the sake of expediency, it seemed a reasonable assumption he was being robbed.


  Keeping low across the open space, Brook reached the timber wall of the pub and flattened himself between two windows, before stealing a look inside and concealing himself again to analyse what he had seen. The landlord (what had they called him earlier? Mick?) was behind his own bar, his grey hair partially reddened by a head wound.


  Upended tables and chairs suggested he had retreated there after an initial fight in the public area, while parts of the ceiling hung from a couple of gaping holes. The warning shots had clearly failed to have the desired effect, however – the injured landlord was standing his ground and had managed to grab a pool cue to assist his rearguard action.


  Two dark-skinned males were facing him across the bar, their backs at a 45-degree angle to Brook’s vantage point. Apart from their clothes, they were differentiated in three ways… One was short, holding a knife and twitching violently. The other was tall, holding a handgun and with slightly more control of his limbs. ‘Twitchy’ and ‘Lofty’ seemed to fit the bill. Brook didn’t need to take a second look. He just needed to process it all and come up with the right response.


  The drug-induced twitching suggested the robbery was unlikely to be the result of careful planning. On balance, that was probably a good thing. The fact that the tall guy with the gun was twitching less than his shorter friend with the knife was a good thing too (Twitchy would surely have shot the landlord multiple times already without even realising it). Finally, the fact that the mismatched stand-off was even taking place was a minor positive. It suggested the assailants’ Plan A was still to relieve the bar of its takings without killing anyone.


  Brook ducked away from his position against the outer wall and moved swiftly between the few vehicles in the parking lot, briefly resting a hand on each. The final one he checked had a warm engine – a Honda with a child seat in the back. So that would be the stolen get-away car. He considered slipping a Swiss Army knife into the tyres to hamper the bad guys’ departure, before settling for memorising the licence plate (an exploding tyre could easily spark panic and gunfire).


  An accurate ID of the suspect vehicle would only help in the aftermath, of course. He needed to address more immediate matters.


  All things considered, it might have been a wise move for the landlord to have co-operated and transferred the financial hit onto his insurance firm. But Brook couldn’t blame a man for saying ‘No’, and judging by the noises coming from inside, the moment for co-operation had well and truly passed. The cacophony of threat and counter-threat was now condensing into just a couple of repeated phrases: ‘I’m not fucking around!’ and ‘Do it then!’


  There was no point dwelling on the landlord’s decisions. Brook could only deal with the situation as he found it. Of all the options available to him, however, walking away wasn’t one. Stepping in to help someone in trouble had always come naturally. The warm internal glow of a few beers only enhanced the instinct.


  He briefly considered the cricket bat he kept in the truck. With the extra reach, he could easily take care of Twitchy and his knife. But the amount of ground he would have to cover was a problem where the gun was concerned. Bad idea.


  Digging out his rarely used phone to call the local police remained a possibility. That would fall under the category of ‘Sensible’ for most people. But the impasse inside the pub wasn’t going to last forever. One way or another, it seemed unlikely the authorities would get here in time to play a role in the outcome. Something else then…


  FOUR


  The landlord’s bluff about having hit a panic button convinced no-one. Perhaps he hadn’t sold it well enough. He knew nobody was coming. He also knew his bloody-minded resilience was doomed one way or another. Maybe if the bastards had caught him in a less fatalistic mood, things might have played out differently. Maybe he would have put up a token resistance – enough to save face – then handed over all the cash on the premises. But a fatalistic mood was how they had caught him and he wasn’t about to apologise for that. Why should he give them a single bloody Rand? More to the point… What the hell was that noise coming from outside?


  The two drug addicts had clearly heard it too, their eyes now darting between the landlord and the damaged fire doors to their left – the ones they had crudely jemmied open a few minutes earlier. It sounded like someone in the parking lot had fallen over a trash can and was loudly cursing himself as tins and bottles trundled around the hard surface. The slurred speech continued as the voice got closer.


  ‘Mick! Mick, you bastard! I wanna fokken refund!’


  The fire doors opened clumsily with more cursing – the drunken source of the disturbance coming into view. He lost his balance a couple of times, nearly toppling over backwards, then clung onto one of the doors to steady himself. Long hair and a beard completed the dishevelled image. The back-and-forth aggression in the bar gave way to silent confusion.


  ‘I paid you for a room to sleep, Mick! To fokken SLEEP!’ The swaying drunk pointed an accusing finger at the landlord. ‘And it’s all just… just… shouting, shouting, fokken shouting…’


  The pointed finger became a beckoning motion then an upturned palm.


  ‘Refund… Come on… Gimme my fokken refund.’


  At 6’2” and 230 pounds, there would normally have been every reason to consider the newcomer a factor in the delicately poised stand-off. In his state of extreme inebriation, however, that clearly no longer applied… The tall robber delivered the appropriate response to this irritating but irrelevant interruption. With his shiny blue tracksuit and pockmarked face, he kept the silver handgun pointed at the landlord as he spoke – held horizontally, like in the movies.


  ‘Fuck off, man!’


  Brook neither obeyed nor objected as he rocked unsteadily in the doorway. He had established himself as a non-threat. A nuisance at worst. Now he could start to re-shape the dynamic.


  ‘This guy should fuck off,’ he said, pointing at the landlord again. ‘We… We all just need him to pay up… And he’s being a fokken arsehole instead of doing business.’


  Mick maintained his baseball-style grip on the pool cue, brow furrowing and gaze flicking between the guest and the gunman. Was this meant to be helping in some way? Or had this guy genuinely hit the bottle when he got back to his room?


  Twitchy clearly enjoyed the notion that this was all about business. It gave his ego a boost in an altogether different way to the drugs. Maybe the grubby white vest beneath which his body was burning up would be a smart suit one day.


  ‘Bu- Business is business,’ he said with a twitchy shrug to the landlord.


  Brook took advantage of the new three-versus-one theme to move closer, making his way to the near end of the bar with a drunkard’s earnest attempts to walk straight. He noticed the two robbers had picked up a few bumps and grazes of their own in whatever scuffle had preceded the stand-off. Perhaps Mick had earned some respect as an opponent.


  Lofty was the closer of the two to Brook. He kept an eye on the new arrival’s halting progress to the bar but raised no complaint. The distance between them might have diminished but the drunk clown was still well out of arm’s reach – even if he had been sober enough to lunge for the gun.


  ‘You heard the man,’ said Brook, still swaying but now clinging on to the end of the bar. ‘Business is business. You expect me to sleep with all your fokken racket?’


  He caught the landlord’s eye and decided to indulge a hunch he had formed earlier. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something about the underlying London accent, the way he carried himself, the tone in which he talked to drunks…


  ‘Come on, Mick… I thought you were a man who caused the peace to be kept and preserved.’


  The oddly worded phrase meant nothing to the two addicts. But it meant a great deal to the man behind the bar. It had formed part of an oath he swore many years ago. A proud day for a young man. His mind went back to those Google search results for Brook Deelman.


  ‘Okay,’ said the landlord, lowering the pool cue. ‘Let’s get this over quickly.’


  ‘Finally,’ said Brook, secretly recognising the double meaning.


  The gunman banged his free fist on the bar.


  ‘Quick, man!’


  Turning to the cash till behind him, Mick hefted it over and slammed it down between Brook and Lofty, electric wires and cables popping out the back. The note-laden drawer flew open. Since he was yet to to cash up for the night, there was enough in there to buy plenty of crystal meth.


  Lofty stepped over to his prize (halving the distance between himself and Brook) and began stuffing banknotes into tracksuit pockets with both hands – full handfuls in the left and whatever he could manage in the hand holding the gun. Twitchy looked on wide-eyed at the amount of business being done, barely remembering the knife he was still holding in front of him.


  ‘Go for it,’ said the landlord, prompting a smile from Lofty. He was glad to see the old man had accepted defeat. And without anyone having to get shot this time. All in all, things could hardly have gone better. Fixated on the money, he failed to notice that the comment was addressed to the drunk beside him…


  Mick followed up his words by stepping to the side and wrapping the pool cue smartly around Twitchy’s head. The full-force blow caught him flush on the temple, snapping the improvised weapon in two. As the heavy end went spinning into a juke box, an unconscious Twitchy followed a more direct route to the ground. Business could be cruel sometimes.


  Lofty’s attempts to process the explosion of violence in his peripheral vision were hampered by the realisation his feet were no longer in contact with ground. Whipping upward in an arc, they were rising at the exact same rate his head was falling. Brook’s sudden and brutal inversion of his opponent – a solid grip on each ankle – was a straight red card offence on the rugby field. Sadly for Lofty, the only laws that mattered right now were Newtonian.


  Compelled by a natural instinct to protect the face, he threw his arms forward and opened his hands to cushion any impact – the released handgun landing harmlessly by the fridge amid a flurry of bank notes. Lofty’s own landing was anything but harmless. With flailing limbs not yet co-ordinated, his head narrowly missed the till before slamming off the bar like a calamitous high board dive. Just like his friend, he was unconscious before he reached the ground. The whole thing was over in two seconds.


  Mick peered over, satisfied himself that both assailants were out for the count, then tossed the splintered remnants of the pool cue to the ground.


  ‘How did you know I was ex-job?’ he asked, the turn of phrase removing any trace of doubt that he was a former UK police officer.


  ‘Just a guess,’ said Brook, relieved to finally drop the drunken act.


  The grateful landlord disappeared into the back office for a moment, before returning with two rolls of parcel tape and a dusty bottle of vintage single malt. He placed the bottle down, handed one of the tape rolls to Brook and nodded at the unconscious robbers.


  ‘Business, then pleasure.’


  FIVE


  Sergeant Tshibola was a neat and efficient 20-year veteran of the South African Police Service. Despite the relatively meagre salary, he had always avoided going down the route of bribes and backhanders that had tempted, then consumed, some of his colleagues. It wasn’t that the extra money wouldn’t come in handy (low wages and high principles made for a pretty frugal lifestyle). It was more that – even if he were to ignore the moral issues – the whole process of corruption struck him as mind-numbingly boring.


  Pulling over expensive cars for spurious traffic offences and coming to arrangements with their drivers may have nourished the wallet, but it did little for the mind, still less the soul. None of it was the kind of cop work he had dreamed of doing as a kid.


  The sergeant had been fortunate enough to find a wife who took pride in his integrity, rather than hankering after the designer clothes and fancy phones that other officers’ spouses suddenly acquired. She had come to expect the regular disappointments from promotion panels who yawned and checked their nice watches. Indeed, since watching The Untouchables on their modest television one night, she liked to joke she had married the Elliott Ness of KwaZulu-Natal. Her husband always laughed it off, although, secretly, it made him feel several inches taller than his 5’7” frame.


  Yes, crime fighting was his thing. Pure and simple.


  All of which went some way to explaining Sergeant Tshibola’s delight when the call came in about two armed robbers having been overpowered and detained in a bar on the edge of Maritzburg…


  After introducing himself and checking on Brook and Mick’s welfare (the older man refusing any hospital treatment for his head), he calmly directed his three junior officers around the scene to ensure the maximum retrieval of evidence. Photos were taken of the groggy robbers, their weapons, the jemmied fire doors and bullet holes in the ceiling, even the broken pool cue that had put Twitchy to sleep. It was all about telling the story to the court. The fact that one of the suspects had tracksuit pockets overflowing with bank notes wouldn’t hurt in that regard.


  Statements were taken, weapons carefully seized and checks carried out on the stolen Honda in the parking lot. As luck should have it, the vehicle belonged to a journalist at the local newspaper. Sergeant Tshibola could feel a good news story coming on. Even more so after glancing through the latest images of Wanted offenders that he always carried with him.


  It appeared the two detained men were already being sought for a similar offence. Even the bullet count tallied. Lofty’s semi-automatic Colt Combat Commander had three 9mm parabellums left in the magazine. Along with the two in the ceiling, that left four unaccounted for – the same number surgeons had removed from a barman and tourist on the other side of town following the pair’s last hold-up. By some miracle the ‘critical’ victims could still be referred to in the present tense. For now, at least. If Brook had been wrong about anything, it was Lofty’s readiness to pull the trigger.


  Mick puffed out his cheeks at the news and poured himself a larger measure of the single malt – assuring Sergeant Tshibola’s team he would afford them the same luxury if they ever dropped by while off duty. Even with everyone now aware of the shared police background, he correctly sensed the sergeant was too much of a stickler to indulge while in uniform. His men looked disappointed.


  Minutes later, Brook and Mick were standing outside the pub and waving off the small convoy of vehicles – two police cars and a flatbed truck carrying the stolen Honda to the pound (Sergeant Tshibola looked forward to handing it back to its owner – along with a few suitable lines about how crime doesn’t pay). Then they returned to the empty bar for just a drop more of that single malt before turning in for the night.


  ‘So, Botswana you said?’ asked Mick, hefting the cash till back to its usual spot before they both settled into the well-worn bar stools. ‘Gabarone?’


  ‘Place called Maun,’ said Brook.


  ‘And you ended up as a copper in London? Blimey. I take it you’re not still in the job. You know, with the…’ He gestured towards the hair and beard.


  ‘Yes and no,’ replied Brook, accepting a topped up whisky glass. ‘Career break.’


  ‘Of the permanent variety?’


  ‘I think I might be leaning that way.’


  ‘Can’t blame you. I used to work with a guy from Rhodesia, as he always called it. Spent his whole career telling everyone he couldn’t wait to move back to Africa.’


  ‘And did he?’


  ‘Nearly. Made it to retirement. We gave him the big send-off. A week later he was on his way to the airport and had a massive heart-attack. Died with his passport in his hands. I think you’re right not to stick it as long as he did.’


  ‘Christ… And what about yourself? What brought you out here?’


  ‘Long version or short?’


  Brook took another sip. The whisky really was excellent.


  ‘You choose.’


  ‘Grew up in London. Dad was a copper so I was always going to be one. Joined at 18. Married at 21. Divorced at 23. You know how the job is. Except I was left holding the baby when her mum went off the rails…’ He gave a small laugh. ‘I’d never even had a bloody pet. Didn’t have a clue what I was doing most of the time. Still, it looked like I’d pulled it off when she went off to university. 1989. I can’t have been much older than you.’


  Brook didn’t quibble over a year here or there.


  ‘I last saw her in March 1990,’ said Mick.


  ‘You fell out?’


  ‘She went missing.’


  He threw his whisky back as if washing the words from his mouth.


  ‘Shit,’ said Brook, if only to fill the silence. ‘Is the file still open?’


  Mick shook his head.


  ‘They found her jacket and a note at Beachy Head. Along with a few other little things, it was enough for them to say she probably took her own life and wrap things up.’


  ‘And a body?’


  ‘Likely claimed by the sea at that spot. That was the theory at least. In any case, the Coroner agreed in the end. Narrative verdict. Probable suicide.’ He placed a finger on the rim of his glass and began rotating it in wobbly circles. ‘Different world back then of course. Not as if you could trace her phone and check her emails.’


  ‘You didn’t accept the suicide theory though?’


  Mick shook his head again.


  Brook held back on further questions, not sure if the man next to him wanted to say any more. Mick stopped playing with the glass. It turned out he did.


  ‘I never returned from compassionate leave. Spent five years trying to prove them all wrong until I’d fallen out with pretty much everyone I knew in the job. Finally came out here and bought this place to see if I could do this fresh start that people kept telling me about. Still found myself going back every couple of years, mind. Always one last crack at it.’


  ‘Make any progress?’


  ‘False leads and dead… ends.’


  They both ignored the unfortunate choice of words.


  ‘But you’re convinced?’ asked Brook.
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