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CHAPTER 
 1

			He stood gazing out at the distant hills. Dawn was breaking, and the brightening sky was the backdrop for the silhouetted mountains still draped in their night colours. The fading moon above was slowly disappearing as the sun peeped over the horizon and prepared to bake the awakening world.

			Slowly, his eyes made their way over the brown dusty landscape etched with deep ravines and canyons. Continuing their journey, they came to rest upon the rooftops of the nearby town which lay beyond the compound, the wall topped with barbed wire, the razor-sharp blades glinting menacingly in the morning light.

			He looked down to the yard below, which was a hive of activity. Men were busy loading trucks, checking the armoured vehicles, and making the final preparations before beginning their day’s work. He was pleased; his men had learned well. They’d had to; not being meticulous or being lax could endanger not only their lives but also the lives of their comrades. Everyone counted on everyone. It was the difference between survival and death. He nodded his approval at what he saw, the results of five years of work, four tours of duty, and strict training. It was a fine balance between being a father figure and accessible and being the boss. He was a hard man to please, but he knew all too well that any deviation from the rules or their focus would, more likely than not, result in death or severe injury. Everyone respected him.

			He was suddenly brought back to earth by a sharp knock on the door, which he automatically answered with a loud “Yes, enter.”

			He turned to see a young corporal standing at the door, saluting his superior. “Sir, your bags and kit have been loaded. We’re ready to go when you are.”

			“Thank you, Corporal. l will be down shortly.” The young soldier saluted once more and closed the door.

			The officer flinched ever so slightly at the sight of the man standing before him, but his demeanour remained impassive. Slowly, a smile crossed his lips as the intruder stepped forward. “How the hell did you get in, Number 1?” he enquired, keeping his voice level.

			“Apologies, Colonel. l didn’t mean to startle you.” The man continued to come forward. “To answer your question, it was easy; l slipped in about five minutes ago, when Johnson was away getting your kit. The door was ajar. I noticed you were in a different world.”

			“Well, Major, l certainly think it’s time l left this place. If l am so lax as to not hear you coming in, then l shouldn’t be here.” He smiled and stuck out his hand.

			“I just wanted to come and say goodbye and to pass on to you and your family my deepest condolences, Brian. I hope that things settle down for all of you and that the bastards who killed your brother are caught soon.”

			Colonel Brian Jackson turned back to the window and looked out at the courtyard again. “Thanks. l appreciate you coming. Not sure the police will be able to do anything. You know what they’re like—all talk and not much action when it comes to murders like this. I can’t be sure, but l feel it was planned, that there is more to it than they’re saying.” He continued to survey the action below. “Feels like the IRA or one of the affiliate gangs to me. And if that’s the case, then the culprits will never be caught.”

			Major Peter Hollins stood watching his friend in silence. They had gone through training together, had graduated together, and had been posted around the world. The only difference between them was that he had joined the SAS. After all these years, they remained friends—no, brothers, the bond between them stronger than ever. When he had first been sent to Afghanistan five years ago, he had pulled strings to get his close friend to follow and be by his side.

			“You’ve done a great job, Brian; the men will miss you, and so will l.” He hesitated before continuing. “On another subject, I was wondering whether you could sign my leave papers before you walk out on me. I need a break after six months in this place.”

			Colonel Brian Jackson shook his head. “Sorry, I am now officially no longer in charge—you know that. You will have to ask the new commander when he arrives.”

			“Do we know who we’re getting?”

			“Think it will be a chap by the name of Jones, recently promoted, a pretty smart guy by all accounts. That’s what I’ve been told, anyway. Not much experience in this kind of field, so you’ll have to point him in the right direction. I’m sure he is extremely capable, but you know what it’s like; things are different out here.”

			Major Hollins grunted. “That’s all we need—a kid, green round the ears, who thinks he knows it all.”

			“Don’t be like that. You don’t know him. He may be brilliant and bring some great new ideas. Give him a chance and the benefit of your experience for your sake and that of the lads.” He strode forward, hand outstretched. “Time to go, or I’ll miss my plane. See you around. And make sure to avoid the bullets and mines.”

			Peter watched as his friend strode through the door and down the corridor. He went over to the window and watched the man salute the troops who had stopped their tasks to come and wave goodbye to their leader. They all had tremendous respect for him. He had taught them to grow up and to think differently, and in many ways, through his hardness and unrelenting demands, he had helped most of his men survive and stay alive.

			With a final salute and a wave, he climbed into the jeep and was driven off.
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			He walked into the vast cavern of the plane, which was already loaded with crates of equipment and occupied by returning personnel. He walked past the screen of curtains behind which lay beds occupied by wounded soldiers. Farther on, in a special area separated by a makeshift wall, lay four coffins. Making his way to the front, he found a seat and made himself comfortable.

			Twenty minutes later, the gigantic plane was rumbling down the runway. After what seemed an eternity, the nose rose and painfully, ever so slowly, the huge aircraft left the ground. Brian closed his eyes. This was the part he dreaded, take-off and landing, the most dangerous times, the slow plane a sitting target for any rockets launched from the hills or the myriad of deep creeks below. His breathing slowed as he felt the vast machine reaching its cruising height, knowing the pilot had set its course for home.

			


	

CHAPTER 
 2

			The day was grey with clouds hanging low over the distant hills; the constant drizzle mingled with the mourners’ tears. Brian was standing by the grave, his sister-in-law Felicity clinging to his arm, listening to the minister drone on about life after death and how Brian’s brother, John, was in a better place. As the coffin was slowly lowered, Brian sighed deeply and felt the woman by his side shake in grief. Instinctively, he tightened his grip on her hand.

			No one noticed the two strangers. The first one stood at the back of the gathering, head bowed, hat pulled low. The other stood about a hundred yards away, sheltering under a tree; he had his coat collar turned up high to protect him from the rain, his hands deep in his pockets. He watched the proceedings until the mourners started to drift away. Then he turned and made his way to the gate at the far end of the cemetery.

			Brian and Felicity remained by the grave, both deep in their own thoughts and memories, until they were alone. Finally, after dropping a small bouquet onto the coffin, they said their final goodbyes before turning and making their way to the waiting car.

			Back at the Horse & Plough, the mourners had arrived and were jostling for a place by the open fire, their conversation no longer hushed. As Brian and Felicity walked in, the voices dropped to a murmur and pitying looks were cast in their direction. It didn’t take long before normal chat resumed with laughter and the clinking of glasses.

			Felicity started her tour, thanking friends for having come, chatting, and agreeing with most of what people were saying, although half the time she was not listening. Brian automatically set off in the opposite direction, doing the same. He had been collared by a particularly loud woman and was at a loss on how to politely get away when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Relieved, he swung round to face the person who was about to save him. He gaped in shock at the smiling face standing a few inches away. “Number 1! Peter, what the hell are you doing here?” he spluttered.

			Peter Hollins turned to the woman and apologised for his intrusion before guiding his friend to a far corner of the room. “Well, unlike you, our new commander signed my leave papers. I have three weeks before I am due back.”

			“Hey, that’s a bit harsh. You know l couldn’t do anything. Boy, l am pleased to see you. When did you fly in?”

			“Just joking. Landed two days ago and made my way up immediately. Staying in this place, in fact.”

			“Should have warned me. You could have stayed with us. How long are you planning on staying?”

			Peter shrugged. “Not sure. Depends on a few things.”

			They talked awhile, until they were interrupted by a tall, thin man sporting long sideburns. He introduced himself as Detective Inspector Crawley. Peter was about to leave when his friend held him back. “No, stay. I’m sure DI Crawley won’t mind you listening in on what he has to say. DI Crawley, this is my very close friend and battlefield partner Major Hollins. We have fought around the world together for many years, more than l wish to remember. He just came back from Afghanistan the other day to attend the funeral.”

			The detective nodded. “I was just wondering whether we could have a chat sometime soon. Tomorrow perhaps?” He looked at both men, waiting for an answer. Before either of them could say anything, he added, “Not that l have any real news. Just need to pass a few things by you.”

			Brian nodded. It was agreed that they should meet in the pub the following day at lunchtime. The detective thanked Brian before making his way out.

			“Not sure l really like the little man. He’s a bit weaselly and hesitant, and certainly he’d be no use in the field. Too indecisive.”

			“You are a hard man, Peter. You barely know the chap and have no idea how good he is at his job. You should be more lenient.”

			Peter Hollins was about to reply when another stranger sidled up, holding a plate laden with canapés. The major looked at the new arrival and instantly took a disliking to him. A thirty-something man with a paunch, which would grow quickly if he continued eating the amount he was holding, and a mop of dishevelled hair matching his shaggy beard stood looking up at them. His clothes were crumpled, and his tie was badly knotted but what really got to Hollins was the state of his shoes. Peter was a stickler for clean, polished footwear, a sign of discipline. The man hesitated before turning to Brian. “You must be John’s brother. Am l correct?”

			Brian nodded, but before he could say anything, the stranger continued: “My name is Jones, Alwyn Jones, a reporter from the Daily Echo. I apologise for intruding on you at this stage, but I was wondering whether you had any clues as to who killed your brother?” With no reaction from either of his listeners, the reporter continued. “Seems strange that the police have not come up with anything yet. Do you have any suspicions? Did he have any enemies?”

			Brian looked down at the man in disgust. He hesitated, deciding how to respond. At last, he smiled broadly and stuck out his hand. “Colonel Jackson. Pleased to meet you. No, we have no idea who killed my brother. Nor do the police. But please, I don’t wish to talk to anyone except the authorities—and especially not to the press.”

			“As l said, I’m from the Daily Echo, and my job is to report on accidents, muggings, and murders. Seeing as your brother lived in the area, I have been assigned to find out more. l don’t want to make trouble. If you hear anything, can you please contact me?” He handed Brian a card. Just then, they were interrupted by a loud burst of laughter from across the room. Looking over, they spotted the source of the mirth. A plump balding man had cornered Felicity and was holding forth about something which, by all signs, was distressing to the widow. The reporter shook his head. “That’s Jim. He and that woman with the big black hat spend their time gate-crashing funerals. They go to the services, listen to the eulogies, and then turn up at the wake posing as friends of the deceased. That way they have a day out with free food and booze. They have done it for years. Many people do it.”

			Peter was about tell the reporter what he could do with himself but quickly changed his plan of action. In a few strides, he had crossed the pub and grabbed the intruder by the scruff of the neck, spilling the large tumbler of whisky down the man’s own shirt. Lifting him up, Peter swung round and marched over to the woman, who was looking on, shock etched on her plump face. Her expression turned to horror once he had grabbed her elbow and, mouthing protestations, she found herself being propelled towards the exit. It was all over in a few seconds. Peter ejected the couple into the car park with no finesse and bawled at them to get lost, adding that they’d be wise never to cross his path again. If either of them had thought to reply, it was quickly forgotten.

			By the time Peter returned to the main party, Brian was by Felicity’s side, consoling her. The other guests had begun to disperse. Peter turned to the journalist. “I hope you will not report what you have seen. In fact, it would be better for your career and your future life prospects if you didn’t.” The man nodded and slipped away.

			


	

CHAPTER 
 3

			Peter Hollins and Brian Jackson were sitting by the fire the next day, nursing a pint, when DI Crawley appeared and sat down across the table from them. He declined the offer of a drink.

			“I hear I missed all the fun yesterday,” he said with a wide grin. “Never understood people like that or those who go to accidents to gawp at death and carnage. It’s a necessity of my job to see gruesome things, but to physically choose to go and look …” As his voice trailed off, he shook his head.

			“Don’t tell me that that reporter told you. I warned him to keep quiet!” Peter interjected.

			“No, no, not him. He’s harmless—just another small-town hack struggling to make a living. No, it was the couple themselves. They came in and reported that they had been assaulted by a large, burly man during a wake.” He smiled. “Told them they got what they deserved, that it was one of the dangers of their pastime.”

			Peter thanked him for his understanding and raised his glass to him.

			The detective continued. “Now, about our meeting. l really need to ask you a few questions about what you know. I have spoken to Mrs Jackson, but she was unable to give me much information except that your brother was in the army, stationed in Belfast as an adviser, and that he was due back about now. She said he had no enemies that she knew of and that he got on well with the other officers and soldiers. So, not very much to go by.”

			Brian shook his head. “As you may be aware, I have been in Afghanistan for the past six months. The last time I spoke to John was about seven weeks ago, on the day of his birthday. He was enjoying his posting; however, we mostly chatted about his children and Felicity. He was planning to take them to Disney later in the year.”

			Crawley shook his head slowly and pursed his lips. “I think I will take you up on your offer and have a half pint of lager.” Once back at the table and having taken a sip, he continued. “What did your brother do exactly? What was his job all about?”

			Brian thought a moment before replying. “He was adviser to the Northern Ireland police in the matter of gangland warfare and was based at the small barracks where he also coordinated the military unit in charge of counterterrorism. The unit was in response to a request by Stormont for intelligence and was established as backup to the local police force. To my understanding, there are no more than twenty to twenty-five men. They are posted on one-year tours, all of them specially selected according to their specific abilities. John had been in his post for ten months and was about to start induction of his successor.”

			The detective nodded. “Why don’t they choose someone from the unit to take over? Why someone new? Could be that one of the men felt spurned and took revenge.”

			“No, not possible, the MOD in London decides who will be next commander, so it takes that argument out of contention.” There was a long pause as all three men worked on their thoughts. Brian was the first to speak, “can l ask you a question? Not being rude, but why are you on the case? I would have thought one of the local Belfast detectives would be sitting where you are.”

			The DI smiled. “No offence taken. It’s a good question. It appears there is a shortage of good inspectors at this moment in time, and they didn’t want one of their men away from the city. It seems there has been an explosion of muggings and stabbings in recent weeks and the police are stretched to the limit. As l am the senior DI in this area, they have asked me to investigate matters at this end.”

			Peter butted in. “What do they think? I’m sure they must have their suspicions and ideas.”

			“It seems they’re discounting it as the work of the IRA or one of the paramilitary groups. No one has admitted responsibility, which confirms this thought. We all know that terrorist groups are quick to claim it is they who have done such deeds. It’s good for propaganda and their street cred.”

			“Fair point and a very valid one. But who then?”

			There was another long silence before Crawley spoke. “In my opinion, it points to a random act of violence or to a gang shooting someone by mistake. That being said, your brother may have discovered something, it got out by accident, which resulted in him being targeted and shot.”

			“I am a free man for a couple of weeks. I could go over and talk to a few of the men and to the detective and see what l can find out,” Peter said. “What’s your counterpart’s name, and where can l find him?”

			“Not sure about that, sir,” Crawley quickly replied. “I don’t think I can allow a civilian to get involved. It’s too dangerous; it’s against protocol.”

			“Stuff protocol. And I’m not a civilian. I’m an SAS major on leave and perfectly capable of looking after myself. Now tell me your man’s name and where l can find him.” He glowered at the DI, his eyes boring into the man sitting across from him.

			“As I say, it is against protocol, but I guess you’re different from most people,” he said hesitantly. “His name is Detective Inspector O’Grady.” He fished around in his wallet and pulled out a scrap of paper and scrawled a number and an address on it before passing it over to Peter. “Please don’t tell anyone I gave you this or that I told you where to find him—”

			“Yes, yes, l know, it’s against protocol. I won’t say anything if you agree not to warn him of my arrival. I will make contact next week, but I don’t want to advertise my visit. Keep it to yourself and we’ll get on fine. I promise to keep you updated on anything I find.”

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” Brian asked. “You’re on leave, and I’m sure you have better things to do than to chase ghosts in Belfast. What about l come with you?”

			Peter smiled broadly. “Thanks, but no thanks. It’s my pleasure. I want to help; I have nothing much planned apart from visiting my aunt in Leeds and a friend in London. As for you coming, I don’t think so. Way too obvious. And we certainly don’t want another Jackson being shot. No, I will go and see my friend for a couple of days first thing tomorrow, then fly to Belfast, where I’ll stay as long as I need before I return to report.” He held up his hand as saw Crawley take a breath. “I know, protocol. Don’t worry, l won’t do anything to upset protocol or get you or your colleague into trouble.”
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			The next day, Peter hopped onto a train heading for the capital. Once ensconced in his carriage, he rang his aunt, telling her he would come and visit before returning to Afghanistan. She was delighted, her favourite nephew, the warrior with so many stories, would be visiting her. What a thrill. She was already excited at the prospect of telling his tales to her friends during their interminably long weekly lunches. He followed the call by dialling his friend and announcing his imminent arrival. He did not accept the invitation to stay at his flat and told him he was booked into a nearby hotel, adding that he could only stay a couple of days as he was due to go to Belfast before seeing his aunt. He hung up, stretched, and made himself comfortable before dozing off.

			


	

CHAPTER 
 4

			London was as dirty and noisy as he remembered. How anyone could live in the place was a mystery. He liked a quick visit, two to three days at the most, before he would begin to feel claustrophobic, his patience running out. All the noise, the bustling, and the shoving—no, not for him. He preferred the wide-open spaces where one could hear silence, hear the wind whispering its secrets.

			He hailed a taxi and was driven to his destination by a talkative cabby who had opinions about everything. He sat back listening to the man wittering on, hardly pausing for a breath. It suited Peter as he was thinking of what he was going to ask his friend. After what seemed ages, the cab came to a halt outside a drab-looking grey building. He paid the man and watched the taxi drive off, the driver still talking. Peter looked up at the door and pressed the bell. Instantly, a familiar voice crackled through the intercom and the door lock clicked open. He made his way up the stairs and soon was being welcomed by a large, well-built man with piercing blue eyes, who greeted him with a broad smile and a vicelike handshake.

			“Well, I never. You look younger and fitter than ever. Welcome to my humble office. Come on in. Tea, coffee, or a wee dram?”

			The Irish lilt was refreshing. Sean had not changed in all the years Peter had known him. “Coffee—strong, black, no sugar—will do. Nice little outfit you have here. When did you move here?”

			Sean busied himself making the brew before answering. “Three years. Not mine, as you must have guessed. Paid for and supplied by the Firm to get me out from under their feet,” he joked. “Useful, as I can come and go as I like. Don’t have to clock in or go through all those security checks. I’m my own man.” They clinked their coffee mugs. Sean passed over a packet of biscuits. “What brings you here? I thought you were giving the Taliban a hard time. Causing them major headaches, last time I heard.”

			“Yep, still trying to do that, but I decided to take some well-earned leave.” Peter took a sip of the brew and winced; it was strong. “Aside from that, I came over to attend a funeral. My commander’s brother was killed in Belfast a few weeks ago. You might remember Brian, Brian Jackson, my best friend … apart from you, of course! The brother was also in the army and was stationed up there to help the local boys with counterterrorism.”

			“For sure, I remember Brian. A big chap, always laughing and joking, but a bloody good soldier. Took no prisoners, just like you.”

			“That’s him, still the same. But as you say, he has a way with people. He has transformed operations out there in Kandahar and whipped everybody into shape, including me.” He laughed.

			“Not too difficult to do that. You always needed a firm hand. Come to think of it, I’m pretty sure I have met the brother. Name starts with a J. Or is it P?”

			“John. He was shot outside the barracks. Local police don’t know who did it, nor do they seem to care. No one has claimed responsibility from what we understand.”

			There was a pause before Sean spoke. “Doesn’t sound as if it’s paramilitary. The IRA and all those groups are only too keen to advertise their deeds. Helps promote the cause and their organisation. No, sounds more like a random shooting to me.”

			Peter sighed and grunted. “Hmm, just bad luck, you mean?” They fell silent again, both men deep in their own thoughts. Peter was the first to talk next. “I’m going over there to see what I can find out. Thought you might give me some pointers as you are a native and from the area.”

			Sean beamed at his friend. “No problem. You couldn’t have come to a better person. Why don’t we make our way to a pub and have a few beers? You can ask me as many questions as you like over dinner.”

			They were on their third pint when conversation returned to the business at hand. Peter Hollins was the first to bring up the subject. “As I was saying earlier, I am flying up to Belfast tomorrow evening, and my idea is to snoop around for a few days, see what l can dig up. I have the name and contact details of the DI in charge, so I’ll talk to him as well. You wouldn’t know of anyone at the Palace Barracks, would you?”

			Sean grimaced and shook his head. “Sorry, no. Since l left four years ago, there has been wholesale change, and all the old guard have either retired or been relocated. I could make enquiries, but I doubt I will have a reply in time.”

			They ate in silence before Sean resumed speaking. “I do have a contact, a really good chap, ex-army, now undercover and working for the Firm. I could ask him.” There was a pause whilst the waiter placed two more pints on the table. “Good chap, very competent and able. He would be good to have on board.”

			Peter thanked his friend. “How on earth do you put away so much Guinness and not put on weight?”

			Sean laughed. “I was thinking just the same thing about you! Guinness is good for you, full of iron or something, but that fizzy foreign crap you call beer is just, well, gassy piss.” They finished their meals and swallowed the last of their drinks before asking for the bill. On the way out, Sean looked at his watch before turning to his friend. “Right, it’s eleven o’clock. Let’s give my mate a ring.”

			“What, at this time of night? He’ll be in bed, fast asleep.”

			“For sure not. The man never sleeps. And if he is sleeping, well, we’ll wake him up, no big deal.” With that, he pulled out his mobile and pressed the dial button.

			After a couple of rings, a gruff voice bawled, “Yeah, what do you want?”

			Sean put the phone on speaker before replying. “Hi, Charly. Sean here.” That was as far as he got before the voice at the other end interrupted him.

			“Sure, I know who the bloody hell it is. What the hell do you want calling me in the middle of the night? Are you pissed?”

			Sean winced and shook his head. Turning to Peter, he winked and gave a shrug. “No, just a couple of pints with an old friend, who is listening in. He’s planning on visiting Belfast tomorrow for a couple of days, and l was wondering if you could help show him around.”

			There was a pause before Charly spoke. “Who is your friend? I don’t do nursemaid or tour guide. You know that bloody well.”

			“Now, Charly, don’t get all huffy with me. He’s a dear friend investigating a murder that took place a couple of weeks ago in your city. A soldier was killed outside the gates of Palace Barracks. The victim is the brother of a commanding officer who was stationed in Afghanistan with him. Both the CO and Peter here are close buddies, and Peter wants to help.”

			There was another stretch of silence at the other end. Sean could practically hear Charly’s brain working. At last, the gruff voice came back on. “Yeah, seem to recollect something like that occurring. Not much was said by the press, and the local bobbies have said even less. Any idea who did it?” he enquired.

			Sean shook his head. “No. No one has claimed responsibility, which would point to its not being a terrorist act.”

			“OK, happy to help an old friend and a friend of his. When’s he coming over?”

			Peter spoke for the first time, saying, “I was hoping to fly out tomorrow evening. I don’t have a reservation yet, but I think there’s a flight leaving Heathrow at around a quarter to six.”

			“Fine. l will be at City Airport to meet you. If you can’t get on that flight, take the next one. I’ll wait. Make sure you don’t go to International, because I’m not traipsing out there, understood? Oh, and tell that bastard Sean not to call me again at this time of night. Unlike him, some of us sleep.”

			Peter was about to thank Charly, but the phone had gone dead. Peter and Sean chatted awhile before parting company. Sean described Charly Flynn’s appearance. The two men agreed to catch up once Peter had returned.
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			The next day was taken up by making phone calls, doing some errands, and arranging for a present to be sent to Peter’s aunt in Leeds before he made his way to the airport. He was in luck: by some miracle he managed to get on the flight, and by 6 p.m. he was watching the lights of Windsor disappear beneath the clouds. An hour later, the plane touched down. As Peter was stepping down from the aircraft, the heavens opened. He jogged to the open door of the airport and stepped inside, brushing himself down. Quickly, he made his way to the exit and emerged into the crowded arrivals hall. He paused and looked around, trying to pinpoint a man who fitted Sean’s description of Charly. He soon gave up and was slowly making his way over to the main exit when he heard his name being called out. Turning, he came face to face with a man dressed in jeans, a checked shirt, and an Australian outback hat. A large hand was thrust out. “You must be Peter. Pleased to meet you. Charly, Charly Flynn. Welcome to Belfast. I must point out, just in case you thought otherwise, that it doesn’t always rain like this. Well, not all the time. We do have a few sunny days if you get lucky.” He chuckled at his joke.

			After introducing himself, Peter followed the man to the car. He was amazed at the speed of this chap’s walking. Peter himself prided himself on his brisk pace and his being in the SAS was accustomed to moving faster than most, but Charly, well, he practically ran. After a quick dash to the car, they were both soaked. As Charly turned the key, he let out a loud sigh. “Bloody weather. Bet you’ll be glad to get back to Kabul. Have you booked a hotel?”

			Peter shook his head. “No. I wasn’t sure where the best place is. I was relying on you to point me in the right direction.” He looked over at the driver queryingly.

			“You want fancy or bog standard?” Charly looked over at his passenger and continued, “can’t see you doing posh somehow, so l would suggest the Holiday Inn Express on University Street. It’s clean, cheerful, and relatively cheap. How does that sound, partner?”

			Peter nodded. “Fine by me. Doing anything tonight? If not, the meal is on me. I’m starving.”

			“Sounds good. I know a good place not too far from the hotel. And there’s a great pub just next door.”

			Peter checked in and made a quick visit to the room to freshen up before meeting Charly in the lobby. The rain had subsided, although a persistent drizzled ensured both men got wet yet again during their short walk to the pub. They ducked out of the rain and made for the bar. Over a couple of pints, they got to know one another, each giving the other a little insight into who they were and what their backgrounds were.

			The evening passed quickly, both men enjoying the company. Peter explained in detail his plan and what he hoped to achieve over the next few days. To his surprise, Charly was more than happy to help and be his guide, coming up with several interesting questions. A plan was made, and both men parted company, agreeing to meet up for breakfast the next morning at a small bakery in the centre of town.

			


	

CHAPTER 
 5

			Jane was lying on the balcony soaking up the late October sun, her oversized sunglasses covering her sad eyes. She was pretending to be reading, turning pages regularly, but her mind was a million miles away. Glancing over at the man on the sunbed next to her, she saw he was playing with his phone, scrolling through his emails, and scowling. She sighed inwardly.

			What had happened, and what had they become, two strangers barely talking? She knew what had happened and how things had gone so wrong.

			Her mind wandered back eight years to the day when she had first met the man beside her. She had been persuaded by her friend Emma to go to a party and meet up with some uni. friends, with Emma saying she didn’t want to go alone. Jane, having tagged along, had decided to stay only an hour or so before making some excuse and slipping away. It didn’t work out that way for her, however. She had just been given a drink when a handsome man in his late thirties, dressed in a loud floral shirt, came up and made a pass. At first, she ignored him, but he persisted, so she decided to be polite and make conversation. It was not long before she warmed to his charms and his humour.

			Over the next few months, they courted, and every time they went out, she fell deeper in love. He was witty, attentive, charming—everything a young woman like Jane wanted. He took her to fancy restaurants, bars, and nightclubs, where they were always given special treatment. She liked the attention, and he made sure she got everything she wanted. A year later they married, a lavish affair in a fancy London hotel with several hundred of his family friends. The honeymoon consisted of three weeks on one of his acquaintance’s yachts, drifting around the Caribbean.

			Back in London, the new flat was far too big for just the two of them but ideal for the round of endless parties and receptions they threw. He didn’t seem to go to work but spent hours at his desk in front of a screen or on the telephone. Various last-minute trips were arranged, but Jane was never included, with him saying the trips were too important and he was too busy, and that she wouldn’t understand and would get bored, which was his standard reply whenever she asked.

			Time went by. They tried for a family, but she never felt he really wanted one, he just seemed content with the life they had. When they made love, she felt as if he were going through the motions with little or no feeling. Not that his caring for her or his attention towards her had changed. No, it was simply that he had neither the need nor the time for children. She had tried to talk him round, but every time the topic of conversation came up, he would find an excuse to change the subject. She had come to realise that they had never spoken about his past or his childhood, or what he did for a living, whereas he knew everything about her. There was no mention of a previous marriage and no mention of illness in the family, just that he had a younger brother who worked as a researcher in an NHS laboratory. From the way he went about charming the ladies, she was sure that he wasn’t gay—well, pretty sure, but who could tell these days?

			His frequent trips away started to worry her. At first, she accepted them as part of his work, whatever that was, but after a year she began to wonder whether he was having an affair. She started to go through his pockets and his diary, looking for tell-tale signs but finding nothing. She relaxed and admitted she was paranoid; she loved him more than anyone she had ever loved before.

			It hit her like a thunderbolt, a day she would never forget, the day things changed forever, leading them to the state they were in now. She was in the kitchen cooking the evening meal when his phone rang. In no time, the conversation got heated. He blew up. The fractious conversation continued for a while with swearing, threats, and low whispering. It culminated with her husband calling whoever was at the other end all manner of names. He killed the call and went into a deep, dark mood. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop; it just happened. He was shouting so loudly that she couldn’t help but hear. And it didn’t take a genius to fathom what was going on. For the first time since they had met, Jane understood what kind of business her husband was involved in, and she didn’t like what she’d heard—didn’t like it one little bit.

			The evening was spent in a frosty atmosphere; the man was angry and in a foul mood, snapping at everything, glaring at the TV before eventually going to bed. No kiss, no loving cuddle, but Jane was relieved. She was in shock, her mind, in turmoil.

			The next day, he was off at the crack of dawn on one of his business trips, saying he would be back in a few days. For once, she was glad he was going away. It would give her time to think things over and to calm down. Not knowing how to tackle the situation, she needed time to plan, wanting to choose the right moment.

			On his return a few days later, he was back to his old self, the assured, level-headed person she knew him to be. He announced they were throwing a party for one of his long-time associate the following day and told her to sort the evening out. She was getting good at last-minute planning and set to work, but it meant she couldn’t tackle him and talk about her fears.

			The evening was filled with the usual suspects, the young and the old, the pompous and the endless list of hangers-on. At first, Jane had found these parties exciting and fun, but now they were a chore and she hated them. Playing the good wife, she was the perfect hostess, making sure everyone was cared for and plied with copious amounts of food and drink.

			She was introduced to the birthday boy, a young handsome Dutchman who exuded charisma and charm. She liked him immediately. In fact, she fell in love with him the minute her eyes met his. The smile, the soft voice, and the pale blue eyes, not to mention the impressive physique and firm muscles—it took a lot to tear herself away from his company and mingle.

			The following day, her anxiety returned with a vengeance, and she decided to approach her husband head-on. He was lying sprawled on the sofa when she broke the silence. She told him that she had overheard the heated conversation the other night and that she was shocked to learn what he did for a living, imploring him to stop and change.
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