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"When the clouds grey,

And the skies crack.

Heaven opens.

The soul darkens,

The heart saddens.

So, the rain flows."

(Anon)

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Prologue

 


Drop after drop.

Splash after splash.

The cool rain
fell, breaking up the amber light of a lamp-post's autumn
evening. Mother Nature once more
showering herself and the world around her.

A single leaf, from an over-looking tree,
finally gave in to the liquid bombardment and drifted down. Its
fall was broken by the flow of the roadside gutter.

The leaf dodged in and out of tiny crowns,
carried along for a few metres, by the water. Then, as happens in a
gutter, it came to a stop against a discarded obstruction.

This however, was no piece of litter.

Not a crisp bag, or a bottle.

Nor a sodden piece of cardboard, or beer
can.

This was much bigger.

Although the water could find a way around
the obstacle, the leaf was held fast, its journey over.

Stopped by the cold, lifeless body.

A woman's body.

Skin glistening under the street-light's
gaze.

Her journey also over. Ended by savagery.

Life draining away in a small, red tinted
stream.

Drop after drop.

Splash after splash

There are
some things even Mother Nature can't clean.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Part One

 


 


A

Changeable

Outlook

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Weather has an enormous effect on the human
psyche.

Makes sense, really.

They say animals are sensitive to atmospheric
changes. For example, getting agitated when a storm is approaching.
And, as we are animals too...

Actually, when there's electrical disturbance in the air,
usually prior to lightning and thunder, my head often feels weird
and muzzy. Like its being lightly gripped at the temples, by a
vice. Various friends have told me they experience the
same.

Odd, isn't it.

I suppose, because we are highly emotional
beings, who are as much individual as we are complex, it's no
surprise weather can cause both cognitive and somatic reactions in
people.

Take, when it's sunny.

We want to be seen out. Conservatism takes a back seat, to
our need to wear lighter and less clothing. We feel happier,
brighter and generally less inhibited.

The opposite, of course, is true in winter.
We wear more clothes. Tend to stay in, becoming cold-fearing
hermits. We feel more tired and irritable, matching the fact life
just seems greyer.

The weather becomes reflected in our
moods.

Or, is it the other way around?

Either way, it's easy to gauge how life is, by equating it
to weather. To some extent at least, and helps us to rationalise
it, too.

I do it all the time.

That's why I know my life has felt a lot like
autumn, for far too long.

A bit of sun would be nice.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


"You may be done with
the past, but who said the past was done with you".

It was all he could think.

 


They’d met about fourteen or
fifteen years ago, at a mutual friend's house. A nondescript dinner
party, or something. She was there with her then fiancé.
Apparently, things fell apart not long after.

He didn't really notice her. Wasn't really
paying attention. Lack of interest, probably. Looking back, all the
attention had come from her, anyway.

She was to explain later (after he and the
husband of their friend, had got back from a trip to the pub) she
was sat on the stairs listening to a beer-induced, philosophical
discussion about Christ-knows-what and became attracted to his
intellectual commentary.

Sounds cheesy now.

Back then, it was quite flattering.

Her first attempt at actual contact came
later and was pretty-damn blatant.

Well, he could see that now. He'd missed the
signals at the time, because he'd never been adept at reading
females. He'd been going through a period of abstinence. From love
related stuff, anyway.

Around the time of his birthday;
twenty-ninth, at a guess, they were at Pete and Jenny's place,
again (only those two were staying out of the way this time, as if
some grand design was mid-way to completion).

He was
sitting near the mini Hi-Fi system, acting as the resident
DJ.

She was sat close by, making small talk,
trying to find a chink in his armour.

When it was clear this wasn't getting her
anywhere, she decided on a more direct approach, by leaning across
and kissing him, just like that. For his birthday, she offered.
However, he'd remained guarded and unforthcoming.

Her early
efforts ended, right there and then. Fear was the problem. Not of
rejection, as that was coming from him. This was a fear of the pain
he had felt five years before. He didn't want to fall so far again.
Though he knew it was wrong to label lots of people the same way,
the humiliation that had sliced him open last time, was still too
strong.

Nevertheless, when it was proposed he join
her, Pete and Jen for a night out, not long later, he'd agreed.

It was clear from the start, they were going
as a foursome, but Pete and Jen intended to give them as much space
as possible.

The nightclub was busy and, like all others,
noisy. She took him to a quiet-ish corner and they talked. No
brazen come-ons, no pressure, just talking. She clearly wanted to
understand him, or at least try.

There was a point to it. However, she now
knew any letting down of barriers would only be done by him.

It took time.

At some point, a thought had flashed through
his mind - what if I don't?

What more might I lose?

As he focussed on her, allowing the entire
contents of the club to disappear into his peripheral vision, the
shutters retracted.

 


"Okay."

 


It wasn't
really a word, just a meeting of two
letters. Saying them though, was

like competing in the World's Strongest Man
and trying to lift the last and heaviest of the five dead-stones,
onto its plinth. Just as the lactic acid build-up was about to
cause his forearms to explode, the letters had slipped out.

 


"Okay."

 


Again.

Perhaps, she hadn't realised the significance
of that moment, the sheer magnitude of effort it took for him to
let go of a past he had become so accustomed to. A pain that had
sustained his belief and created an inability to let his feelings
breathe.

It was a shedding of skin she could never
have understood.

To her, it was victory gained through
persistence.

To him, it was an apprehensive exit from an
extremely long tunnel, into a world he didn't recognise, or have
any relation to.

Memories ran down his face in smooth, salty
lines.

He had finally allowed her into the inner
sanctum. The complicated maze that was him. At the centre, no
Minotaur, but something just as powerful and terrible - the amount
of love stored there.

The air-tight seal had been loosened and the
locks removed.

Soon, the flood.

Maybe, he had not been protecting himself for
the previous five years, but potential partners.

Well, now he would find out.

For thirteen
months, it was great.

They enjoyed spending time together.

It felt right.

Then, she got restless, unsure.

She said, maybe he'd come around at the wrong
time. When was there a right time for anything?

The distance between them began to grow and
slowly his trust in her ebbed away.

At the end, they went out with Pete, Jen and
another couple.

It started oddly, with her being very down on
herself.

He would find out not many days later,
why.

As the night wore on, so a feeling rose from
his gut. She stood in front of him, the two surrounded by a
nightclub full of unknown faces. He told her, "This is it". Nearly
shouting above the beating din of the music, he repeated the words
several times. Around fifteen years later, he could still recall
her exact response, "That's what I've been waiting to hear."

A lie which was to sting him, badly.

She ended it
with a phone call. Adding cowardice to a growing list of
misdemeanours.

So, he slid back into the pit, she had pulled
him from.

For some time
after, he had a feeling their business was not finished.

Sure enough, about eighteen months later,
whilst once more visiting Pete and Jen, he was told she wanted to
see him. Jen had mentioned not long after their split, there had
been someone else.

A final, belated crime.

His
replacement had done the same to her and she was trying to crawl
back. After Pete had given him the news, his response was clear and
precise, "Tell her, what goes round comes round".

The thought they had unfinished business did
not leave him.

That was to be the last time he would hear
news of her.

Until now.

 


He stooped under the yellow cordon tape and
walked towards the group, standing around the body.

A small marquee had been erected over the
scene, to keep the rain off. He stopped just beyond its cover. He
recognised her instantly, as her last, frightful expression stared
up into the heavens.

If anybody could see tears, he could blame
the weather.

If they
remarked on his red eyes, he could refer them to the fact it was
about three-in-the- morning and they were sore, through lack of
sleep.

As to the gaping chasm in his gut, he had no
answer.

Fortunately, it was hidden from view.

 


"Hey,
Holland." the diminutive Detective Constable Andy Brae called,
stepping out from under the shelter. "Looks like multiple stab
wounds."

 


He hadn't heard, or even noticed his
colleague.

His head remained bowed, as the heavy rain
soaked into his increasingly wet coat and drops rolled off his
nose.

All he could
see was a pink line of water, making its way to the drain, and in
his mind's eye, her sweet smile and bright face.

 


"Not much to go on, really." Brae continued,
oblivious to the feelings his colleague was fighting back. "No
witnesses and no I.D."

"Rachel." he muttered, as if calling her.

"Sorry?" Brae replied, looking up at him for
the first time.

"Rachel. Rachel Bell." he repeated.

"You know her?"

"Did."

"Sorry."

"Me too."

 


"You may be done with
the past, but who said the past was done with you".

With the rain still hammering down, he hated
that line.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Storms are something to be marvelled at,
don't you think?

Not just because of the eerie, purple-grey colours mottling
the sky and the sheer spectacle of lightning, but the power they
exude. Almost as if, God himself is painting the world with angry,
petulant fists.

I was like any kid. A deep crack of thunder
would strike at my very soul and scare the living crap out of
me.

Remember the first 'Poltergeist' film?

Christ, whenever I see that movie, I really
feel for the Robbie character.

The family have recently moved into the new
house and there's a huge storm on the way. Robbie can't get to
sleep, because he's scared.

Quite right.

Dad tells him to count the seconds between the lightning
and thunder, and when he can count higher, the storm is moving
away.

It works.

So, Robbie relaxes and is able to sleep.

The second storm, later in the film, is not
as easily ignored and this time seems to hang over the house.

By now, we know there is more at work than
simply the local forecast.

When Robbie is dragged out of the bedroom,
through the window and we see him dangling out of the mouth of that
demonic tree, kids across the globe collectively empty their bowels
into their pyjamas. A standard reaction, having seen Robbie live
out one of the nightmares their childish minds have conjured up,
from the moving shadows across their walls.

I'm a kid again.

Lying in bed, pulling the covers up, as far
as they will go, so I can only just peek over the top.

A flash momentarily lights up the room, like
the passing beam of a lighthouse and I cower under the covers.

One, two thr...

Crack!!

It's close and a shiver runs along my spine,
like a squirrel traversing a washing line.

Another quick flash.

One, two, th...

The storm has settled right above me and I
feel like a cartoon character, stuck with a boiling cloud,
following my every step.

I've never experienced anything like this. A
powerful sense of loss, for a love I'd almost forgotten about.

Maybe, it's not just her who died. Maybe, I
did too.

If that were the case, this storm wouldn't be scaring me,
all the way to my core, and that fearsome tree wouldn't be trying
to swallow me whole.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


The hour hand
on the main reception clock had just passed eight, in the
morning. The station's day-shift 'desk
jockey' ("DJ", as he was affectionately known) opened the main
doors.

Regular as
clockwork, Desk Sergeant Peters sounded the start of another day.
The latch clicked and the glass-fronted entrance slid open,
inviting the troubled world in.

The rest of the building was already alive.
Night-shift officers, constables and secretaries mingled with their
daytime colleagues in the daily, shift-swapping ritual.

"Another day, another
dollar".

That's what they say.

The sound of doors being thumped, echoed from
a couple of corridors away. Last night's drunks being woken up.

Slowly but
surely, a new week of crime and intrigue in the new, Swindon police
headquarters was about to begin.

 


Things in an office, two floors up, mirrored
those downstairs. People busied themselves against a miniature
city-scape of computer monitors, partition boards and filing
cabinets.

The open-plan office, still with a distant
smell of paint, lingering in the air, had been designed to provide
the 'team atmosphere' the Area Commanders were so keen to
foster.

The Serious and Organised Crime Investigation
Team (SOCIT) had been moved here only a few months ago. Although at
times, it seemed crowded, so far the team's results had justified
the various decisions.

It was as if the day had started hours
ago.

Indeed, some of the officers had been in
overnight and were shortly due to finish their shift. It was these
who were sat at their desks typing into word-processors, filling
out the reports, completing the routines.

Other conscientious types had their faces
buried in filing cabinets, or sifting through bundles of paper,
stacked in their 'In' trays. These were the officers eager to
impress, looking for promotion.

Clean shirts, buttoned to the collar.

Freshly ironed trousers, with a glint from
the polished shoes.

Though most of them knew, in reality, their
chances of climbing the career ladder were thin at best, they kept
working the hours and writing the reports, in the hope, one
day...

The rest of
the crowd were the hardened souls. Some happy with their
progression, others making do, because the job provided the stable
income they wanted.

These guys were more unkempt. Top buttons
undone; 'Windsor' knotted ties hanging low. Their priority task, to
start the day, took place in the broom-cupboard kitchen, just to
the right of the stairs. A kettle bubbled and clicked.

Those in command looked less favourably on
these officers, as they didn't seem to fit into the well-polished,
public image Area Command was trying to maintain. Still, they did
the job, which is what they were paid for.

There was no sense rocking the boat.

Just yet.

The double
doors, at the far end of the office, suddenly flapped open and
Sergeant Hanks strode in.

One or two of
the eagle-eyed, day-shift officers noticed and drew themselves
ready. With a whispered, "It's the Bear", the rest of the
office was alive to the presence of their Detective
Sergeant.

 


"Alright. Let's have some ears,
then!" called out Hanks, clapping his big hands together, to get
everybody's attention.

 


As Hanks turned away from the large,
wall-mounted whiteboard, towards the office, a small crowd of
day-shift staff started to form.

Hanks was known as, 'The Bear'.

Not because of his size. Although, he was
quite portly.

No.

A couple of years ago, the station (the old
one) broke with the traditional, 'meet at the pub for the Christmas
piss-up', and held a fancy dress party instead.

There was a theme, of course; 'Children's
T.V. Characters'. Which meant, the likes of 'Andy Pandy', 'Bill and
Ben' and 'Dr. Who'; in various guises, spent the evening, walking
around.

When it came
to announcing the winner of the 'Best Dressed' prize, and the
bottle of 'Jim Beam' that went with it, there was only one choice.
'Fozzy Bear' from 'The Muppets', or Sergeant Hanks, as he was more
commonly known. Everyone agreed, without too much doubt, Hanks
looked more like 'Fozzy Bear' than 'Fozzy Bear' did. That was the
joke.

The label stuck and, the nickname, 'The
Bear', was born.

Whereas, most
people found this amusing, one person, on the night, definitely did
not. Det. Con. Sharon King had taken it all a bit too seriously.
So, some thought.

She had expected to win the 'Best Dressed'
title, without too much competition. Not just for the sweet nectar
prize, but for the attention that would go with it. Some even
claimed, she had been promised it beforehand.

'Miss Piggy', after all, was a total diva,
and where D.C. King may have been lacking in the nose department,
she more than made up for it, in the chest department.

Since Detective Inspector Foss had the
deciding vote, 'Miss Piggy' trotting away with the coveted award
was always unlikely to happen. Foss was a strong believer in, the
Police Force should be seen to say some things and not others.

Take sexism.

Certainly not a topic, for the recruits'
handbook. There was no way Foss was going to be seen to be
suggesting a statement like, "Women are on the force for one reason
only, and it has nothing to do with their detection skills.".

However, many
believed others higher up the hierarchy, still held with those
"traditional" beliefs, long since
left behind, in the boardrooms of the Met. Though none would admit
it, publicly.

"There is no place
for politics in the Force.", was the
message often heard along the corridors of power. Most people, that
is, those who weren't caught up in the corporate merry-go-round,
knew there was more politics in the Police Force than in the Houses
of Parliament, themselves.

So, Foss played the safer card, and an office
legend was written into stone.

 


"Right kids,
stop your gabbing." instructed Hanks.
"Richardson..." he called, to one of the slower members of the
team. "...please remove your attention from D.C. Marshall. She may
be prettier than me, but I sign your time-sheet."

 


The fully-formed, day-shift crowd sat, stood
or maybe a bit of both, on every inch of chair, desk or floor space
found nearby, attentively waiting for the regular Monday morning
briefing. There was an air of informality the office seemed to
enjoy.

 


"Last things
first, people. D.I. Foss will be here to speak, at the end of the
briefing, so don't rush away, for the tea and biscuits." he paused,
to the sound of mumbling from the assembled group. "Right. Another
ram-raid last night, this time, an electrical shop in Gorse Hill.
More than likely our unpredictable friends again. Phillips and
Courtney did the overnight work, Spruce and Martin, do your usual
follow-up. I want this one tied up, so support across-the-board
from everyone, please. The brass are getting itchy, so it's time to
focus." the Sergeant flipped a page in his notebook. "Ellis, some
information has come to the attention of D.C. Harper in regards to
your Mr. Turnbull..."

"About bloody time." answered a voice,
looking for some relief, from this particular case.

"...Yeh, well, I only said, "some
information", not the definitive book, as written by... Get
together with Harper and chase it, anyway. I know at least one
other person round here would be grateful of a result, where
Turnbull is concerned."

 


Ellis, standing towards the middle of the
crowd, acknowledged Hanks' sentiment with a nod.

The next ten minutes or so, continued in the
usual manner. Hanks giving the news on everything that had happened
over the weekend, and anything else relevant, whilst the
still-silent onlookers listened, watched or took notes.

Hanks was nothing if not habitual.

You could normally be confident enough to
say, the weekly Monday morning report session would last no more
than twenty minutes. As this morning's meeting was winding down,
everyone remembered what Hanks had said right at the start, as D.I.
Foss appeared through the doors, to the right of the crowd. There
came a discernible groan. People realised, for once, they were
breaking with routine and the tea and biscuits would have to
wait.

 


"Morning, Sir."

"Good
morning, Sergeant." replied the authoritative Foss, turning to the
crowd. "Good morning, everyone."

 


Dutifully the crowd responded. Any singular,
piss-taking replies were drowned out by the others.

 


"Right, people. As I said, D.I. Foss will be
giving a bit of extra info today, so I want full attention. Anyone
with further nuggets to chew, can see me afterwards. Okay?" Hanks
paused, waiting for group acknowledgement. "Right, Sir. They're all
yours."

"Thank you,
Sergeant..." Foss cleared his throat, as if about to give an
important speech, in the House of Lords. "As Mr. Hanks has
mentioned, I'm here to give you some...well, not information, as
such. Facts." the crowd seemed to join, in a deafening silence.
"Some of you may have already heard. For those of you who
haven't..." Foss' arms swung and settled behind his back. "...In
the early hours of this morning, the body of a woman was found, off
Armstrong Street, near the town centre. No news yet, as to the
'How' and 'Why', but it does appear she was murdered. D.C. Brae is
at the scene, as we speak." an intrigued murmur wound its way
around the crowd, as the seriousness of Foss' news began to sink
in. "Now, I don't need to tell you how seriously Area Command is
taking this. As you know, Swindon is a town with below average
crime figures; figures that we are all very proud and possessive
of, so something as serious as murder affects us all. Regardless
then, of who or what the victim is, Command wants the utmost
attention given to this case, and the utmost care. It is very
possible, this case will generate a significant profile. Needless
to say then, this also means, no one speaks to the press. A strict,
'No Comment' policy will be upheld, by everybody, until further
notice. Is that understood?"

 


Foss waited for the almost, choreographed
response.

 


"The
spotlight is on us now and I don't want anyone falling short of
their duty. Clear?" the response was again synchronised and
unquestioning. "Excellent. An investigation team will be set up, as
soon as the initial details are confirmed. I will leave this in Mr.
Hanks' hands. I want to make it abundantly clear, I will be keeping
in close contact with you all, on this." again, a reply came in
clear unison. "Thank you for your time, everyone. Thank you,
Sergeant." with that, Foss left.

 


There was a brief lull, while Foss walked out
of the main office and into his small, personal room on the far
side, near the corridor.

The gathering of officers muttered amongst
themselves, until Hanks was ready.



"Well, you heard the man. No fuck-ups,
people. By the book." he said, driving the point home.

 


With the report meeting over, Hanks followed
D.I. Foss, out of the office, leaving the crowd to digest the news,
on their own.

 


"Sounds like someone upstairs is a bit
bothered." said one.

"No shit. Can't fuck up those prized crime
figures, can we." said another.

"You cynical bastard. It's a murder, for
Christ's sake." accused someone else.

"I know what it is. But, come on, you don't
think Foss told us the whole story, do you?"

"That's right, remember...regardless of who
or what the victim is..." echoed one supporter.

"Sounds fucking fishy to me."

"Nah. Not
fishy. They're assuming she's a tom. You know they're a bit touchy,
when it

comes to that subject."

"Yeah, well,
whatever. I don't think the spotlight's on us somehow, I think it's
on Foss. Or,

so he thinks. Someone fucks up, we all fuck
up. And, so does he. That's politics for ya."

"Bollocks, more like."

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Foss was
slipping into his high-backed, leather chair, just as
Sergeant Hanks entered the compact office and
closed the door.

 


"Where is
Detective Holland, Sergeant?" asked Foss, joining his two first
fingers to his mouth.

"He's on his way in, Sir. Should be parking
up, about now."

"Is it true, he knew the victim?" Foss
continued, sounding concerned.

"So Brae said. He seemed pretty bothered by
it, by all accounts."

"How do you think we should handle him? I
mean from the point of view of the case." the motive for his
concern had become clear.

"He's going to want in, that's for sure."

"You know my
feelings, Sergeant." concern became animosity. "The man lacks
respect, and worse, he doesn't seem to care about it. He's a bad
influence on that team."

"That's as may be..." Hanks went on the
defensive. "...but he's also the best detective, out there. I know
it, and you know it." making his point very clear.

 


There was a
double-tap of forewarning, on the thick window glass and Hanks
popped his head out of the office door. The tall, broad shoulders
of Det .Con. Steve Holland strode around the corner, into view. He
was clearly still damp, after spending the last few hours outside,
and still feeling the effects of what he had seen.

 


"Steve, in here." Hanks gestured.

 


Hanks stepped back into the office, waited
until the detective had entered and then closed the door behind
him.

 


"Take a seat, Detective." offered Foss.

 


Holland accepted and eased himself down.

Hanks remained standing, leaning back on the
small shelving unit, full of files.

 


"How are you feeling?" asked Hanks.

 


Holland was hunched forward in the simple
chair, cupping his chin and mouth in his right hand, as his thighs
supported. His thoughts were being soaked up by the carpet, just
like the occasional water-droplets, falling from his fringe.

 


"Fine." he sounded far from it.

"Did you know her well?" Hanks was
interested.

"Friend of a friend." came the simple
response.

"Close?"

"Not really."

 


There was no way he was going to tell the
truth. Not then.

He liked poker. Couldn't play, though.

That said, he was always aware of the cards
life dealt and wherever possible, he kept them close to his chest.
His thinking was, you never knew when you had an ace. Especially
when, as was usual in life, you don't always get to look at your
cards, before the game starts.

 


"Any news from the scene, Detective."
enquired Foss, worried more about the facts, than the people who
got them.

 


The fetid stench of bureaucracy filled
Holland's nostrils, something he had gotten used to over the
previous months. He only hated it more now and peered at Foss,
through slitted eyes.

 


"Death by stabbing, probable. Post mortem,
this afternoon, possibly. Results, tomorrow, maybe." Holland
answered, sounding factual and sarcastic, at the same time.

"Will you be okay on the case?" asked Hanks,
sensing the tension.

"Try and stop me." Holland replied.

"I mean it."

"So do I."

"Look Detective..." Foss cut in, using his
authority. "...As you are perfectly aware, policy dictates, anyone
personally involved in any case, is kept away from it, for their
own good."

"I'm not involved though..." Holland came
straight back. "...friends are. Because I know those closest to it,
makes me just about the best person for the case." Holland now had
his mind firmly on the conversation.

 


There was a short, uncomfortable silence,
like a prospective husband had just stepped over the verbal mark,
at the in-laws' dinner table.

Foss sat back in his chair, Holland returned
his attention to the floor and Hanks just stood there, feeling like
a loose end.

 


"Sergeant.
Could you give us a minute." Foss requested, pausing until Hanks
had left the office. "I'm not inclined to have you on this case,
Detective. However, you make a valid point, and you have shown
yourself to be a competent officer." Foss wasn't hiding his
disdain. "You can remain on the case, under certain conditions...
One. I want regular written reports through the Sergeant..." Foss
had seen the chance to take some respect, where it wasn't being
given. "… Two. You partner up with Detective Brae, at all times.
You move, he moves. And, three. By the book, Detective. One hundred
percent. One step, just one step away from standard procedure and
not only will you be off this case, you'll be off the team. Do I
make myself clear?"

 


Holland kept his eyes buried in the carpet
and smiled.

 


"Permission to speak, off the record, Sir."
he made a point of stressing the last word.

"Go ahead." replied Foss.

"I'll do your
reports..." Holland rose from his seat, using all of his six-foot,
five-inches, to tower over the desk. "...I'll even baby-sit your
little favourites. But, if you think for one second I'm gonna bend
over too, I'll have to disappoint you." Holland now leant right
forward, staring into Foss' eyes, as the desk creaked in protest.
"I dislike this team, just as much as you dislike me being part of
it. I dislike you. I dislike what you stand for and I dislike your
bullshit policies. You know nothing about any of the people out
there, and you couldn't manage them, even if you had the
Policeman's Handbook rammed down your throat. So, I'm not gonna do
what the hell you want, just 'cause you say so."

 


Holland backed away from the desk and made
for the door.

Foss looked shocked and powerless.

 


"One last thing..." Holland wasn't looking at
Foss, only the door handle, he now grabbed. "...Don't make the
mistake of thinking you can control me." he opened the door. "I put
you in that chair. I can pull it out from under you, just as
quick." Holland now stepped into the doorway and turned his head to
face his commanding officer. "You'd do well to remember that, Sir."
and he left the office, taking with him any hopes his superior
officer had of gaining his respect.

 


Foss couldn't
contain his anger and embarrassment. He screwed up the nearest
piece of paper into a tight ball, and squeezed until his knuckles
went white.

He, himself,
had requested Holland on his team, four years ago, when the college
rapist was at large. It had been a troubling case, due to the
growing student population in the town and the high media profile
it had gained. After several months of fruitless investigation,
Foss, then a Detective Constable, had felt the pressure from his
bosses to solve the case quickly.

At the same time, P.C. Holland was causing a
stir, with his impressive arrest and conviction rate. Foss had
sought advice and moved to shift him into the investigation team,
hoping to utilise his apparent 'know-how' of the streets.

Sure enough, Holland's keen nose and
plentiful contacts had turned up a vital clue, and they began to
close in on the perpetrator. His 'no-holds-barred' style and bad
attitude hadn't gone unnoticed either, but the Area Commanders were
willing to let that go, for an end to the rapes.

Six months following the case, Foss had
thrown his hat into the ring for the vacant Detective Inspector's
post, something he had aimed for his entire career. When the
opportunity came, he soon made a point of using the successful
conviction in the rape case, to his advantage and secured the new
role.

As he watched Holland move back into the main
office, out of the corner of his eye, he cursed the day the man had
come into his team. Cursed even more, the fact he was right.

Holland had put in him his chair.

Foss despised the idea.

 


Holland reached his desk on the far side of
the office. It couldn't have been there more than a few seconds
before a short, soft whistle caught his attention and Hanks
gestured, with his head, for Holland to come over to his quiet
corner of the main office.

They had known each other for some years.

Hanks had
been a beat Sergeant before his promotion. After Holland had joined
up, Hanks soon recognised his abilities and rather than tie him to
the single discipline of street policing, Hanks had allowed him to
cut his teeth on other aspects of the job, too.

It had proved
a worthy move years later, having passed Holland's name up the
chain, when the college rapes were at their height.

In truth,
Hanks had seen a lot of himself in Holland. Way back in his day,
coppering had been a lot less flexible in its approach and he
didn't get the chance to diversify, in his chosen profession, until
much later.

Shame. But, he wasn't going to begrudge
anyone else their chance.

 


"And?" asked Hanks.

"We're a lot clearer on a few things, now."
replied Holland.

"Careful Steve, I'm telling you." Hanks was
both annoyed and frustrated.

 


Over the years, their relationship had become
close, like a pseudo father-and-son thing. Indeed, Holland had had
no father, from an early age. Although, this hadn't appeared to
have any lasting effect, Hanks had still felt the need to take the
young Holland under his wing.

All this time later, he had gotten so used to
looking out for him (even though Holland was more than capable of
taking care of himself) it was now, just out of habit. Hanks liked
to have someone to look out for. Out of everybody in the office,
who had become his charges, Hanks still favoured his old
protégé.

Holland could also be a stubborn, awkward
bastard, who didn't really care who he pissed off and Hanks was
always the first and only one to pick him up for it.

 


"That walking pencil has turned this team
into a bunch of accountants. He had it coming." argued Holland,
believing every word he said.

"Yeah, I know." Hanks understood his
annoyance. "But, if you give a shit about any of this..." he
continued, looking straight at Holland, while pointing out into the
office. "...you'll keep a lid on it."

"Sod it. While his balls are in my hand, I'm
gonna squeeze."

 


Holland had been waiting for the opportunity
to step on Foss' toes, for some time.

The first two years or so, in the SOCIT, had
been fine. Hanks had been drafted into Foss' new team and filtered
some of the bullshit, away from the detectives.

Nowadays, Holland, and others wondered just
what it was they were working for - the benefit of the community,
or the suits higher up the ladder?

Okay, policing was always complicated and the
term, 'political football' was absolutely the right phrase for it.
Many felt they had spent the last couple of years, or more, being
kicked around, by a bunch of kids, in a playground.

Furthermore, Hanks had been pulled into
shuffling papers, which meant more crap came the detectives' way.
There was the advantage of being able to see what was actually
going on in the team, once the bullshit filter had become less
effective. Now though, Holland wished he didn't know and could
continue, as they had before.

But, no.

They'd all been pulled this way and that, for
the sake of maintaining image and being seen to be acting
accordingly, even if they actually weren't.

At the head of it all was Foss, bowing down
to the up-the-ladder suits at every turn. Saying, "Yes" to every
pointless task his bosses requested, whether it took the detectives
away from what they should be doing, or not. So, the office now
felt like it would be better placed in a bank than a police
station. Holland, along with all the rest, had become a report
writer and hardly did anything that might be termed, 'police
work'.

 


"Jesus, Steve. I know you've got a big gob,
and I know you can be stubborn, but don't be stupid too. Play the
bloody game. You give him enough bullets, believe me, he'll use
them."

 


Holland looked away and around the
office.

As usual,
everybody had their head buried in a pile of paper, or face stuck
to a monitor. There was no interaction, or banter anymore and the
whole idea of them still being a team felt like a worn-out
joke.

At the same time, Holland knew his mentor and
personal believer was right.

He needed to chill out.

 


"Okay, old boy. You win. Keep your string
vest on."

 


Hanks smiled at the response, feeling
easier.

Holland scoffed out a short laugh and gently
shook his head.

 


"So, what's the deal?" Hanks turned back to
business.

"Regular reports, plus Brae." the facts
started flowing again.

"Fifty-fifty. I'll think of something to keep
Brae with Card; post-murder-scene stress, that kinda shit. But, the
reports are yours."

"Fine. You know how I operate. I don't walk
with shit on my shoe."

"Hey, big boy..." Hanks frowned again.
"...Settle down. This is me you're talking to, not the pencil."

"Sorry boss, I'm just..."

"I know, strung out. We all are." and Hanks
did know it. "Look, when you're done here, get home, grab some nosh
and get your head down for a bit. You look like shit. Can you do
that for me?"

"I hear ya."

 


Hanks knew he wouldn't need to check later,
because Holland would do what he had said.

He knew pretty much everything about the
younger man. A fatherless upbringing, his feelings of distance from
whatever family he did have left. The times various women had
reached for the matches, in order to scorch his fingers.

He was a great detective, but crap when it
came to life. Hanks had come to realise his combined role of
surrogate Dad, counsellor and all-round crutch was about the only
thing keeping Holland from going completely insane.

 


"What's your plan?"

"Friends first, parents tomorrow, then P.M.
results. After that, we start digging."

"Give me a straight answer, did you know her
well?" Hanks asked, reading him like a book.

 


Holland paused, allowing time for his
feelings to surface.

They didn't need long.

 


"Well enough." he said, through a stiffening
jaw.

"Steve, listen... You're a good cop, just
about the best detective I can think of, and we've all been walking
in your dust for ages. Taking this one could test you, stretch you,
pull you in all kinds of directions."

"We've been being pissed around, for a long
time." Holland replied, trying to deflect.

"I'm not talking about up here, I'm talking
about you." Hanks pointed a finger in concern. "The deeper you were
with her, the shittier this is going to be."

"No choice." Holland sounded resigned.

"You do have a bloody choice, you don't have
to take this one on. Leave it. Let someone else have it. This one
could really fuck you up."

"Ain't you noticed..." Holland laughed.
"...I've been fucked up for years."

"Yeah, ho, ho. I'm fucking serious." Hanks
was now angry.

"I know, old boy. But, this is my path, I
gotta walk it."

"The thing with paths is, they often have
dog-shit on them." Hanks replied like an all-knowing father.

"Don't worry. I'm not planning on slipping
up."

"Anything
happens, anything, I want to know." the concern had returned. "And,
if you... y'know..." Hanks' volume reduced and he moved forward, in
his seat. "...don't stick to the handbook, make sure nobody hears
about it. Understood?"

 


It was obvious Hanks was referring to the
reputation Holland had made for himself, over the years. Nobody
questioned the information he had got, about the cases he had
cracked. There were plenty of questions about how he got it.

Or, more to the point, the people he had
hurt, to get it.

Luckily perhaps, the suits had thought the
results more important than how they were achieved, so he'd gotten
away with it.

So far.

 


"Loud and clear."

"Right, now piss off." Hanks went back to the
'Captain-with-a-tight-ship' routine. "You're making my office look
untidy."

 


At that, and another short laugh, Holland
followed the advice of one of the few men he had ever respected,
and definitely the only one he gave a damn about.

He went home
shortly after and would aim to get to Pete and Jen's for about
seven-in-the- evening. He had a couple of hours at least, to
refresh and chill out. However, the mixed thoughts of Foss, the
pencil-prick and Rachel's murder grated deep into his
bones.

 


Twenty five minutes or so later, the TV was
on; kids' cartoons were just as good as anything else, at this time
of day. A strong coffee sat steaming on the table. A neat, but
simple sandwich filled a plate. Holland lowered himself onto the
sofa.

 


Fifteen minutes on, only crumbs remained of
the sandwich and the unfinished coffee now sat on the floor. The TV
flickered away. Holland was sound asleep, arms and legs dangling
over every side of the small, but comfortable sofa.

His only apparent life signs were the colours
that danced over one side of his face and the dark dreams that
coursed through his mind.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Up until about two years ago, every day was
bright and worth looking forward to. Okay, there was the occasional
crappy day, but overall, life was good. I enjoyed opening the
curtains, knowing I would see blue skies, perhaps broken up by only
a few wispy clouds. I would leave the flat, if not with a smile on
my face, then certainly a semi-contented warmth inside.

Back then, I had few reasons to complain
about anything.

As things at work took shape and began to sit
less and less comfortably with me, the skies became a stone-washed
grey and the cloud cover increased.

There would be infrequent patches of blue,
similar to a grass clearing amongst a forest canopy. Or, like a
divine torch-beam slicing through the puffs of grey-white. Life, in
general, definitely became overcast.

At first, it wasn't so bad I resented getting
up. I just didn't want to go into the office.

I started to find reasons to stay away. A
case to follow up, or a snout to see.

The more time I spent in the office, the
angrier I became.

Our work isn't serving the community any
more, it's about keeping the politicians happy, in their
number-driven worlds. Or, maintaining the bosses' arrogance and air
of self-importance, by shining their bell-ends.

Metaphorically speaking, of course.

If I was a mathematician, I would say
something like, job satisfaction became inversely proportional to
the amount of bullshit we dealt with.

It doesn't matter how 'old Grandma Wiggins'
is, after the mugging, or whether the teenage scum-bag who whacked
her has been caught, or not.

As long as the paperwork is up-to-date and
our precious, fucking image remains intact. That's the only thing
our narcissistic bosses give a shit about.

I shouldn't take work home with me, or wear
it like a badge, everywhere I go. I suffer because I give a damn.
At the same time, the fact the skies seem constantly grey is
partially my responsibility.

I know that.

I've been a copper for too long, not to
remember, every bloody minute, why we do this job and who we are
supposed to be doing it for. It just so happens, these days, the
powers-that-be have louder voices than the people we are meant to
be protecting.

The result.

As I part the curtains in the morning, blue
skies are now merely a hope, as opposed to an expectation.

And, it pisses me off.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


The car pulled up at 7.06pm. According to the
dashboard clock.

He switched off the headlights, engine and
removed the key.

The easy bit.

Facing having to tell such good friends, the
horror of Rachel's death, made the task of getting out of the car
mind-numbingly difficult. For a minute, Holland gripped the
steering wheel hard and rested his head on its leathery middle.

With a puff of his cheeks and injection of
mental resolve, he left the safety of the car for the experience
ahead. An experience he wasn't relishing, one little bit.

The door was opened quickly, by Pete. For the
first time in at least a day, he momentarily forgot what had
happened.

Momentarily.

Pete hadn't changed a bit, from the first
time they'd met, some twenty-five years ago. The same hair, now
with a few grey flecks. The same thin-framed glasses, high on the
bridge of his nose. The same welcoming smile.

They had always been close, right from when
they had first met at college.

Like brothers.

 


Okay, make that two men I give a damn
about.

 


Pete seemed surprised to see his friend, but
pleasantly so. Though he asked anyway, he instinctively realised
this wasn't a social call, and invited Holland in.

Jen was stepping off the last stair, when
Holland entered the hallway.

 


"The kids are down, love." she said, walking
up to Holland. "And, what are you doing here?"

 


They hugged briefly, but warmly.

You could always rely on Jen for a good hug,
and Holland noticed he'd actually needed one.

Right now, he couldn't think of a place he
was welcomed warmer, than this one.

He had been best man at Pete and Jen's
wedding, a few years back and treated like part of the furniture
ever since. They'd drifted apart in recent times; the natural
effect of family life. Even though he saw them now, only
occasionally, it always felt like he'd never been away.

 


"It's official, I'm afraid." Holland said,
letting Jen slip out of his arms.

"Oh. What's going on?" she was interested,
not understanding the gravity.

 


Holland realised Jen didn't already know,
about the fate of her close friend. He'd half-hoped she'd been
told, making this visit a whole lot easier than it was going to
be.

 


Bugger.

 


After the usual coat formalities, the three
went into the lounge. Pete slid the double doors shut behind them,
in concern for the two kids, seeming to understand something bad
was coming.

There were two sofas, so Holland went left
and his friends went right, sitting close together. Their ease and
comfort as a couple were obvious, and Holland couldn't help wish he
was enjoying the same.

 


"I need you to know..." he started, with a
stutter. "...I chose to be the one to tell you, because you're my
friends. But, this isn't going to be easy, and I really wish there
was another way."

 


He felt relieved having got the first words
out and momentarily began to feel better.

Momentarily.

He'd given people bad news before. As much as
it was hard to do, it came with the territory. However, this felt
far different, far worse and all he wanted to do right now was hand
in his badge, hang up his cuffs and become a milkman.

At least, that's the quip he made to
himself.

Inside, he wasn't laughing.

 


"What's happened?" Jen now sounded very
worried, the gravity hitting home. Pete's expression matched.

"There's no easy way, so I'll just say it...
It's Rachel..." he took a breath. "...She was found dead early this
morning. I'm so sorry."

 


Jen's hands instantly leapt to cover her
mouth. Her eyes filled with the glossy sheen of tears.

 


"It can't be." she struggled to speak, as the
tears fell. "There's been a mistake...surely... I only spoke to her
a couple of nights ago."

 


Disbelief and bad logic were common
bedfellows, in these moments. The only response was the use of
pure, cold reason. Holland hated having to grind Jen's hopes into
the dirt.

 


"It's her mate, trust me... I was there."

 


The honest, savage nature of grief took hold
and the tears became a flood.

Pete could only hug his wife. Such a pitiful
gesture.

 


"I don't understand." Pete asked. "Why are
you involved?"

"She was found in town, off Armstrong
Street."

"What?" now Pete was amazed, and his wife
reacted too. "Where we had the old house?"

 


Jesus!



He'd forgotten about that. It seemed like
they'd been in this place forever. Of course, Pete had had the
place in Armstrong Street for many years, before coming here.

Holland hadn't even twigged.

 


"Fuck. I'd completely forgotten."

 


Holland could only put it down to being tired
and it being dark. He hadn't noticed where he was, when he'd seen
the body, and the fact he was picked up and driven to the scene
hadn't helped.

How could he not have noticed?

 


"You don't think that's anything to do with
it, do you?" Pete's question showed instinctive concern for his
family.

"No..." Holland clicked back in to the
conversation. "It was around the corner, not on the doorstep."

"She wasn't supposed to be here?" Jen now
argued.

"I thought that might be the case." Holland
continued. "I was hoping you knew something."

 


Rachel was not local; from Winchester.

As a kid, Jen had lived there, before her
family had moved north-west, to Wiltshire. That was how they knew
each other; their Dads were friends, or something.

Holland couldn't quite remember exactly how
the story went.

Anyway, Rachel's family had stayed put in
Hampshire. The girls had remained close, even from a distance.

 


"She was planning to come up and see us soon.
Probably not for a few weeks, though."

"Answers and questions." Holland said.

"What do you mean?" asked Pete.

"Well, she wasn't meant to be in Swindon,
right? So, what was she doing here?"

 


The three sat in silence, digesting the
question. It was like looking down a dark subway tunnel for a
dropped coin, when no one has a torch.

 


"How?" Pete now enquired.

 


It was a simple question. Although, there
seemed to be no apparent context, Holland knew exactly what Pete
was asking. It was the question he had dreaded most, giving the
details without glorifying it, or sounding cold-hearted.

 


"Post-mortem results won't be available for a
few days." he answered, sounding official. "It...it looks like she
was stabbed."

 


The breaking point.

Jen sobbed loudly and with tears streaming
down her face, she left the lounge and ran upstairs.

Pete and Holland sat silent, for a few
seconds. Lost in worlds full of demons and nightmares.

 


"I should..." Pete started.

"Wait..." Holland cut him off. "...Is there
anything more you can tell me?"

"Like Jen said, she was going to come up.
But, not yet. Not for a couple of weeks."

"And, you hadn't heard anything else from
her?"

"Not as far as I know. Well, I mean, Jen was
the one who spoke to her. Everything seemed fine."

 


Both of them wanted answers. Neither had any,
so they remained mired.

The 'business' side of their relationship hit
the buffers. Their years of friendship found a way forward.

 


"I'm sorry, mate. Really, I am."

"Don't worry. I'm glad it was you."

"Look..." Holland got up. "...I'll leave you
to it and come back another day. You don't need me hanging around,
right now."

 


Without the need for words, or body language,
the two old friends hugged, consoling each other. Theirs was a
friendship bound in trust, without hang-ups and the moment required
their closeness.

Then, as Pete had, for all the years they had
known each other, he asked Holland the one question nobody else
would. The question others would have thought of, but not asked. A
typical human fear of getting the 'wrong' response.

 


"How do you feel?"

 


As he moved into the hallway and levered on
his coat, he stopped, looking at the ceiling.

 


"I hadn't seen her for years. Not really
thought about her either. But, you know what...looking at her lying
there, cold and... I remembered how much she meant to me and I
actually thought, I've missed you." he turned to face Pete, with a
fresh glaze in his eyes. "I don't know what I feel right now, mate.
I do know, I'm gonna find the bastard that did it and tear him
apart."

 


Pete saw the steely look on his friend's face
and the merest hint of a smile left his, as if agreeing with the
judgement just passed.

 


"Take it easy."

"You too. I'll be in touch."

 


Holland left.

He got in the car, needing to escape the
emotion inside the house. He reversed out and drove away. He
stopped again, just around the corner. The sadness had caught up
with him. Burying his face in his hands, for the first time in many
years, he wept.


Chapter 8

 


Rain.

Of all the weather conditions that exist,
rain is probably the most depressing.

Alright, I know it's an obvious thing to say;
you get wet. I mean, when your clothes start soaking it up, they
become heavy and uncomfortable and you feel pissed off. It's just
not pleasant.

Worse, if it's really hacking down, the water
soaks through every layer and you end up looking like a cat that's
just been given a bath, by a kid who didn't know any better.

Honesty time.

When I was about seven or eight, the family
cat scratched me. Seeking an enraged kid's simplistic view of
revenge, I grabbed the angry, little bastard by the scruff and
dunked him in the water butt, we had in the back garden.

Jesus, didn't he screech.

Served him right.

I appreciate, all these years later, it
wasn't the nicest thing to do. Thinking about it, the way the cat
looked after is how any of us looks, when we're caught outside,
during a cloud burst.

I can't think of any other kind of weather
that brings us down in quite the same way rain does. I guess, this
is where the perception, rain is depressing comes from. Like the
song says, "It's raining in my heart."

That's precisely what it's
doing...raining.

Raining in my heart.

For her.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


He'd been more affected by this than he'd
realised.

Even though she had become nothing more than
an infrequent memory that popped up during times of reflection, his
grief for Rachel was strong and fresh. Maybe, his sorrow was not
for her as such, but for the love he had enjoyed with her.

He couldn't be sure what he really grieved
for. As he sped along the motorway, negotiating the Tuesday morning
traffic, towards her home city, Holland knew his heart had sunk
lower than he could remember.

He'd only visited Winchester a few times. The
first for a weekend to meet the parents and only two or three times
more. Once for Christmas.

They had been good times.

All these years later, he couldn't remember
much of what the place looked like. Still, the map the local blues
had faxed over had been spot on, as he drove into the station car
park, without too much trouble.

The next half an hour or so, washed over
him.

He met Constable Tracey Edwards, who was one
of the local liaison officers. She seemed nice enough and informed
him the family had been told. They were now attempting to contact
Rachel's brother, who was serving overseas.

 


Yeah, that’s
right.

 


Holland had
met Darren once; pleasant lad. Their music tastes were similar and
they actually shared a lot of common ground. He recalled Darren
talking about joining up, as part of the infantry core, or
something like that. He couldn't be contacted, as he was on a six-
month tour and was currently out on field manoeuvres.

That constituted the highlight of his short
visit to Winchester Police Station. Apart from sipping a coffee,
tasting more like hot mud (strictly standard police issue)
Holland's mind was too far away to notice much else.

Following a
meeting with the local inspector, who gave absolute assurance full
co- operation would be forthcoming (more standard stuff) Holland
was soon in a marked car, with W.P.C. Edwards, being driven out to
Rachel's family home.

He kept looking, checking every street name
and corner for the smallest piece of familiarity. Nothing triggered
any kind of memory. The only thing he became aware of, was the fact
his palms were sweaty, like he was meeting the parents for the
first time.

Well, he was.

Under these circumstances, anyway.

Lost in the passing blur, hoping to recognise
something. Questioning whether he had actually been here before,
Holland was caught by surprise when the car slowed and pulled
up.

He peered up at the corner house. Red-brick
façade standing proud against the distant, downhill tide of modern
housing. A fragment of memory greeted him - Rachel's Dad; a big
bloke, bit stand-offish perhaps, but pleasant enough. Sitting on a
wooden bench, at the top of a well-tended garden. It's sunny,
there's a golden beer standing on a table; a cockney accent,
maybe.

Holland felt an edge of comfort creep in.
This was nothing in comparison to his already rising tension. This
wasn't just going to be difficult; it was also going to be
weird.

W.P.C. Edwards took the lead up to the door
and Holland was quite happy for her to do so. She knocked and
Holland felt himself gulp, comedy-moment style.

Apparently, Edwards had spent several hours
here yesterday, once the local police had been informed and charged
with the grim task of passing on the news. In the car, she had
spoken at some length about it. Holland hadn't been paying
attention. Maybe, he should have. Maybe, there had been a small
piece of important information and he'd missed it, leaving it to
drift away, like a balloon on the wind.

Unfortunately, his mental state was betraying
him a lot, at the moment.

The front door was opened by the tired,
strained looking father. Edwards' time at the house was recognised
with a thin smile. The two were allowed in.

When you're six-foot five-inches, you tend to
stand over people. As a matter of fact and natural circumstance.
Equally, those same people look up to you, if not in the idol
sense, then only because most of them are shorter than you.

Unless, you're a member of the basketball
fraternity.

Trying to hide a frame that big then, is not
the easiest feat to achieve. Holland, for reasons his mind never
really contemplated, before attempting it, still didn't want
Rachel's Dad to see him, as he entered the house.

He was welcomed in, with no apparent
recognition.

He began to
understand, for perhaps the first time since about three o'clock,
early Sunday morning, that even though his personal TARDIS had set
his mind back fifteen years or so, everybody else, including the
drawn, pale figure he passed, just beyond the threshold, were all
still firmly in the now.

The fist-thumping of his heart didn't stop,
as he followed Edwards into the spacious lounge.

The two officers sat down. Edwards in the
large, leather sofa and Holland in one of the matching armchairs.
The Dad walked in slowly, clearly finding it hard to justify his
every footstep. It was now Holland saw how haggard and old he
looked.

The reality of his work smacked home. For a
moment, Holland deemed himself almost sub-human, for not breaking
down again.

 


"This is Detective Holland, from Swindon."
explained Edwards.

 


Finally, the drama of the introduction began
to play its reality out, instead of being stuck in Holland's mind,
as it had been all morning. He rose from his seat. His legs felt
stiff and his whole body seemed locked down.

He'd feared the sharp eyes of recognition.
All that came was a handshake.

 


"John." came the simple greeting.
"Can I get anyone a drink?"

 


Considering
the situation, the offer was beyond kind. It was hard not to think,
John didn't actually mean it, as his tone was of someone who was
far from thinking about what to drink.

The next few minutes dragged. Conversation
struggled to flow.

Understandable, really.

Holland was
mostly quiet. Taking advantage of the basic familiarity between
Edwards and John, by fading into the armchair. He did acknowledge
the idea of wanting to check out Rachel's room, as put forward by
Edwards.

That was pretty much it.

When it came to investigations, Holland was
always up front, to the point and keen to move things on. Quick
action meant quick outcomes. All this seemed so laboured and like
trying to walk with a thick layer of industrial glue, on the soles
of the shoes.

Holland had the feeling of being tied up and
strangled, at the same time.

He had to get out of the lounge.

The cloying
tension was broken by the loud buzzing of the phone. John seemed
instantly filled with expectant energy, as he rushed to answer the
call.

Feeling like
you're choking on your own blood, as it rises in your throat, is
not a pleasant sensation. Holland took the chance, presented by the
phone, to get up and move towards the stairs. On his way, he
gestured to Edwards who nodded. He put a hand on John's shoulder,
as he passed.

And no, by the sound of it, the call wasn't
bringing word of Darren. More like a family member, simply calling
for news.

It was about two-thirds of the way up the
stairs, when Holland was hit by the first camera flash of a real
memory. The landing was long and rectangular. A large mirror placed
centrally on the wall. Four or five white-glossed doors leading
away from the top of the stairs. The second door from the left was
Rachel's. As he looked up, reaching the last step, he knew he was
finally walking ground he had visited in another life.

He felt more comfort and less fear, as he
stood for a split second, in front of the door. Only a nagging hope
this wasn't a murder investigation, he wasn't a detective and
actually, this was fifteen years hence. Beyond the door would be
the bright twenty-six-year-old he longed for.

It was all forgotten in an instant.

He entered the room to find his expectations
shattering across the floor.

It was clear every person, on the face of the
planet, had lived out the intervening years in real time. Holland
also realised, he'd related everything to a relationship covered in
a blanket of ash just as old, enjoyed in that other life.

He was older now. Rachel would have aged too
and become her own different person. Fifteen years of change and
human fermentation. He wouldn't have known her. Yes, there would
have been a physical recognition. Beyond that, they were not the
people they once were.

Life could
call on a thousand and one nasty surprises. For example, nothing
lasts forever.

Having a mind full of memories, any one of
which could be called on in a nano-second was fine, but every
single one was rooted in the past and bore little relation to the
present.

The 'pit' of his stomach, or 'Personal
Internal TARDIS' as Holland had come to call it, was gaping. The
clear understanding he had indeed stood still, while the world,
including Rachel had moved on, clanged like a stone hitting the
bottom of a metal tank.

The idea of a psychological TARDIS was great.
However, time wasn't the only thing that changed, when it was
activated, was it?

The tall wardrobe in the middle of the far
wall, with a small aquarium sat on top. Left of the door, a
waist-high shelving unit with a white, flatscreen TV perched among
the books. On the right of the room, the dressing table Rachel had
gone to after getting up one morning. And, the bed they had shared,
in the far left corner.

'Had beens' replaced by a room full of,
'is'.

It looked more like the room he had spent
some time in, when Rachel was at University; lighter, cosier and
with her distinctive mark on it.

One other thing was clear. It rubber-stamped
the decade that had just taken a moment to pass - Rachel had grown
up.

The CDs, books and DVDs still held their
places, as did the cosmetics. The posters, colourful throws over
the furniture and the recreational paraphernalia of a risk-taking
student had all gone. She had become a more responsible person.
Found a different place for herself, in the grand scheme of
life.

Rachel had moved on. The question was, had
Holland?

It appeared not.

The policeman who was methodical and
unnerved, with a simmering, patient anger, remained at the door.
The damaged, baggage-carrying individual that was Steve Holland,
plodded across the room and sank into the end of the bed.

There was no need to look around, taking in
every nuance that had been the 'modern' Rachel. He could see her,
feel her, smell her and the space around him shimmered into a
dreamy haze.

 


"She never forgot you, ya know."

 


The haze sharpened to crystal clear and
Holland shifted his eyes to the woman standing in the doorway.
Mother and daughter resemblances could sometimes be very stark and
this one was no exception. She was short, blonde, green eyed and
round faced.

So was her Mum.

Stepping over to the dressing table, Rachel's
Mum wore clothes suggesting, she had suddenly dropped the idea of
being well-presented and groomed. Her appearance wasn't really
important any more.

She stooped and pulled open the bottom
drawer, removing a photograph envelope from under the odds and
ends. After carefully returning the drawer to its usual place,
Rachel's Mum eased herself onto the bed, next to Holland.

At close quarters, he was surprised how well
she looked.

You may
expect a mother to falter quicker under the burden of grief than a
father. Generally, mothers proved to have deeper reserves of
strength to call on, in order to prop up the family. Probably. She
did look pale and sad. Nonetheless, compared to John, the Mum was
clinging on to life's normality, better than her
husband.

It occurred
to Holland, maybe there was something to the old idea,
"Mummy's boy. Daddy's
girl".

 


"Here."

 


She slipped a colour photo from the envelope
and handed it over.

During the summer of 1998, Rachel and Holland
had spent several weekends together. A couple of times at her place
and a couple of times at his. On one such occasion, in Swindon,
they had become as tight as they ever would. Like they were married
and living happily together, under the same roof, for what turned
out to be a very long weekend. With them, had been Holland's
beloved English border collie, Raffles. The dog would be put down
only a few weeks later, due to old age.

The picture he now held, had been taken
outside, during that weekend. Raffles gripped an old, deflated
football in his teeth. Holland sat shirtless and wore a red cricket
hat, to keep off the sun.

 


"It was a good weekend." Holland smiled.
"Just about as close as we got."

"You made her happy."

"For a time." the ache of scarred memories
returned.

"She always regretted the way things
went."

 


Holland didn't answer. He'd had enough of the
compassionate medication, he was sharing with Rachel's Mum.

 


"I'm sorry." she apologised after a pause,
realising she had feathered a raw nerve.

"No. It should be me saying that." he
replied.

 


She rested a hand on Holland's knee and
fondly tapped, with a couple of fingers. The moment
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