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A Note from the Editor
2018 brings us the third BistoCon and the second con zine and, like last time, I'm very proud of this year's collection of stories, art, drabbles, and puzzles. It's a wonderful representation of Pros fandom and I thank every one of you who took the time to create such terrific pieces and contribute them to the zine. And thank you for being patient and responsive with the back and forth that’s part of the editing process; you all made my work so much easier.
Many thanks to Flamingo who provided desperately needed moral support, jumped in and line edited the one story I couldn't, and converted the zine to all of the electronic formats that you're now reading. And it's not even her fandom! Thanks so much, hon, you're the best. We would not have had a zine without you and I'm really grateful.
I'm also proud to be part of the Con Comm with all of these amazing people who've worked so hard to make BistoCon happen this year: Beth, CI5mates, Cindy, FJBryan, Kat, Krisser, PR Zed, and Snow. It's been a joy working with you all and I’m looking forward to our weekend together.
All of the entries in the zine include the creators' email address at the end. Please consider sending them feedback on their creations; even a short note means a lot, and I can tell you that a lot of work went into these artistic and creative endeavours.
Cyanne
A Night in London
by
PFL
Doyle leaned over the parapet, contemplating the dark water of the Thames far below. In the distance, reflected light from street lamps danced on the water, but not where his gaze settled. Oblivion lay in that darkness, dangerously inviting. He could lean a little more, push the line, and why the fuck not? In his mind’s eye rose a vision of Preston’s face: filled with hatred in the dock; changed to triumph. If. Not sodding likely. They’d forced Maurice out and had transferred Doyle to the dead end of Drugs, but they wouldn’t be rid of him. Not by a long chalk.
“Very unpleasant.” A voice behind him drawled the words. Doyle glanced round to see a man standing behind him. Medium build; dark hair—and handsome, even in the dim lighting. “Drowning.”
“Bugger off.” This was all he needed, a bloody Good Samaritan who’d got the wrong end of the stick.
The man walked closer. “Don’t want to be a cliché, do you?”
“Why not? That’s why a cliché is a cliché. And go and find your own sodding place to lean.”
The man settled next to him, as if he was prepared to stay. “Stroppy, aren’t you? Nice view.”
“It was.”
“I was talking about you. Good looking lad—it’d be a waste, if you…” He waved towards the river.
“Oh, that’s your compelling argument, is it?”
“‘Compelling’—that’s the word. Face, body…” The man took his time looking at Doyle. “Like the curls, too.”
He could smell the alcohol now. Great. A drunk Good Samaritan, with no sense of self-preservation. “Right, sunshine. Got kicked out of a pub, did we? Toddle off home now, while you still can.” He pushed away from the parapet and headed towards the end of the bridge.
The man kept up with him. “Can’t just walk away, can I? Now that I’ve found you,” he added in a soulful tone.
Doyle eyed him. It was impossible to tell if he was serious or taking the mickey. “Hop it.” He gestured with his thumb. “No one is doing any jumping tonight.”
“Ah, but what about tomorrow?” The man flung his arm around him.
Doyle shrugged him off. He ought to be angry, but the sheer brazenness of the man amused him. “Tomorrow you’ll wake up with a splitting headache and not remember a thing about this, thank God.” Doyle saw a noisy, obviously drunk group of men approaching them from the ramp leading down to the path by the river. It must be closing time.
“Leave’s over tomorrow.”
Doyle heard the words, but ignored them because he’d recognised one of the men in the group: Taylor. Bloody hell. He turned away, but of course Taylor had spotted him.
“Oh, oh, oh, look who we have here. Judas himself.”
Fuck. “Get out of here,” he said to the man beside him as he turned to face Taylor. Stay calm. There was no need to rise to the bait.
“What’ve we got here, Rob?” One of the four men with Taylor spoke. Doyle didn’t recognise him or any of the others. “Pansies?”
“Friends of yours?” Doyle felt the arm settle around his shoulders again as the man beside him spoke. “Petal?”
Doyle saw the joy that suffused Taylor’s face. He briefly closed his eyes. Of all the stupid, needless, reckless— He twisted away from the drunk prat and moved to put himself between him and the advancing group. Taylor and his friends circled them, forcing them towards the ramp, away from the street. At least that gave dark and handsome an escape route, as long as Doyle kept the group occupied. Five to one odds. He smiled suddenly. They’d get him in the end, but he’d make them pay first. He sensed movement behind him and glanced round to see the drunk settling into place beside him. Only he seemed a lot less drunk as he balanced on his feet. His smile matched Doyle’s. Adrenaline surged through Doyle, and a spark of something else he didn’t have time to analyse. Taylor’s group rushed them. Doyle took out the first man with a feint and a kick to his groin and a chop to his neck. He dodged a punch from Taylor and grabbed for his arm, but Taylor slid away. Doyle heard yells and the crunch of flesh on flesh behind him, but had to focus on Taylor. He hit him with a solid blow to the gut, but he couldn’t follow up as he was grabbed by another man from behind. Doyle was unable to avoid Taylor’s punch to his unprotected stomach. Pain made him gasp, he struggled, twisted, and then suddenly he was free. Momentum carried him forward and he tackled Taylor with a shoulder to his chest. Taylor went down and Doyle finished him off with another blow. He staggered to his feet and looked around. He saw two of Taylor’s group running away, the rest were on the ground.
His new-found friend walked towards him. Doyle held out his hand. “Thanks,” he said, still getting his breath under control. “I’m Ray.”
The man took his hand. “Philip.” That almost manic grin lit his face again. “Thanks for the entertainment.”
Doyle looked down as he heard Taylor groan and saw he was pushing himself up to his knees. He squatted beside him, hand on Taylor’s neck, forcing him to look up. “All right, sunshine, you’ve had your fun. I wasn’t interested in you; I’d prefer not to be. But if you want the attention, I’ll damn well find out everything. You got that? Everything.” He let go of Taylor’s head and stood. Taylor looked down at the ground, the other two men were stirring. Doyle turned and walked away. Philip fell into step beside him. They headed down the street, away from the river. “‘Leave,’you said?”
Philip laughed a little. “Yeah. Boring, until tonight.”
“Pity the pubs are closed. I owe you.”
“Ah, well.” Philip reached in to the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a flask. “Have some of mine.” He unscrewed the lid and handed it to Doyle.
Doyle looked at him for a moment, then took a swallow from the flask. Whisky burned his throat but warmed him as well. “Not bad” He handed the flask back.
“‘Not bad’? I always buy the best—when I can afford it.” Philip drank from the flask, then handed it to Doyle again. “You’ve had some training.”
“So’ve you.” He had to be military, Doyle thought. He’d taken out the majority of Taylor’s men. But how did that fit with the lecherous drunk act? If it had been an act. Doyle took his turn with the flask. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Perhaps he had been looking for a fight all along?
“Maybe. But then, so did you.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Are you denying it?”
After a moment, Doyle smiled
Philip returned the smile. “I knew it. I can always tell.”
“Oh, can you?” He regretted the words as soon as he spoke. He was treading too close to the line he’d drawn years ago.
Philip, thankfully, was off on another tack. “Listen, did I drop you in it? Back there, when I—”
“Baited them? Nah. Well, not without proof, anyway. They already think the worst of me.”
“Ah. ‘Judas’.”
“Yeah.” He sent an assessing look towards Philip. “Where I work, I got some of the rot out. They didn’t thank me.”
“They never do. Still working for them, though?”
“I am, yeah, but not my—” He broke off. “Others aren’t.”
“Was it worth it?”
Doyle thought of the arrogance of Preston and Montgomery. “Oh, yeah.”
“Remind me never to get on your bad side. Bet the rot’s still there, though, right?”
Doyle sighed. “Yeah.”
“So, what’s the point, then?”
Doyle took the flask from Philip’s hand. “I’ll tell you when I work that out.” There wasn’t much whisky left, so he finished it. He shook the flask, then held it upside down. “The wages of interfering, sunshine.” He handed it back to Philip.
“There’s more where that came from. Back at my flat.”
“Your flat?”
“Friend’s actually.” He tilted his head. “He’s out of the country.”
Doyle couldn’t read the expression in Philip’s eyes, but his stance spoke of challenge. Was there more to his invitation than whisky? Had he been at all serious with the comments earlier? Doyle felt an odd lurch in his gut. Philip clearly liked playing with fire. The problem was, Doyle was still feeling the effect of the adrenaline surge. “Where is this place?”
“It’s close.” Philip gave him an exaggerated leer and nudged him. “Come and see my etchings, eh?” He laughed and his expression returned to normal. “My leave’s over tomorrow, my friend’s a teetotaler, so...?
“Better to share the bottle, eh?” Was the man propositioning him, or not? He couldn’t read him. The prudent course of action was clear. Absolutely clear. “Why not? We’ll send you off in style.” The night had taken on a dangerously unreal quality.
The block Philip led him to was slightly shabby, but only in comparison to its neighbours. Doyle knew he’d never be able to afford to live in it. Inside, Philip gestured him up the stairs and Doyle wasn’t surprised to find a hand assisting him from behind. Okay. Message unequivocally received. Now, what the hell was he going to do about it? He’d made his choice when he’d entered Henley: no men. Birds were fine, and he didn’t want to court disaster. He briefly touched the implant in his face. But there was rebellion brewing inside him, an excitement he hadn’t felt in too long. One night. One sodding night to be himself and to hell with the force. They’d certainly said to hell with him. Why not? Why bloody not, then?
Philip unlocked the door, but when he reached for the light switch, Doyle stopped him. They stood for a moment, Doyle’s hand on Philip’s. “Whisky in the light,” he finally said. “But if you’re after something else…”
There was a pause that seemed to stretch an eternity, and then Doyle felt Philip’s other hand touch his face, curve under his chin. Their lips met. He hadn’t expected kissing, knowing how these encounters usually went. And the kiss went straight to his groin, a fire ignited. He broke the kiss with a gasp. Philip’s hand turned in his to grasp it.
“Come to bed,” Philip said.
“Wait.” Doyle couldn’t believe how shaky he felt. Bloody hell. He reached for a bit of anger to steady himself, not used to being the one following another’s lead.
“Second thoughts?” Philip sounded amused, which only added to Doyle’s clarifying anger. He wanted this…but.
“No. Ground rules.”
“Afraid I’ll take advantage of you, petal? You’re the one—”
“Yeah, and you’ve been coming on to me from the start. That’s a dangerous game with strangers. Why?”
“Well, your arse…”
“Which you’re not havin’ tonight.”
“Define ‘have’—” He broke off as Doyle took in a breath, and put his fingers on Doyle’s mouth. “Okay. Ground rules. Whatever feels good, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Of course,” Philip pressed close, sliding his groin against Doyle’s, “in the heat of the moment…”
“Yeah…” Doyle tilted his head back, desire lifting his cock. But when he heard Philip chuckle, he slid his hand behind Philip’s neck, and took his mouth in a searing, dominating kiss. He didn’t release him until he’d felt Philip surrender. “It’s a two-way street, sunshine.”
Philip licked his lips. “I could take you,” he said, his tone conversational.
“Probably. But I’d go after you, and I never stop.”
Philip laughed, caught Doyle’s hand in his again. “What a team we’d make. C’mon, bed—eh? Much more comfortable.”
“Hedonistic, are you?” Doyle allowed himself to be tugged to the bed.
“Let’s just say I’m highly appreciative of creature comforts.”
“Because of the army?” Dammit, he hadn’t meant to say that. Philip stopped. Doyle reached out and cupped his cheek, ran his thumb along Philip’s mouth. “ I didn’t say that.”
After a moment, Philip said: “Not surprising you’d—”
Doyle interrupted: “No speculation, eh? No last names, no way to identify.”
He felt Philip’s snort. “Thus streetlight and moonlight only?”
“Plausible deniability, mate, for both of us.”
“Or you’re just a romantic.” Philip put his arms around Doyle, nuzzling at his shirt line.
“‘Course.” Doyle’s senses were swimming, spiralling in intensity. “Everyone says so. Give me that damn mouth of yours.”
They kissed as they undressed, and slid onto the bed together, urgency building too quickly. He tried to slow it down, but Philip tongued, then bit his nipple, and Doyle writhed against him. Their groins were slick and they fell into a driving rhythm that brought them both to completion too soon. Doyle was embarrassed to find that he was clinging to Philip, breathing heavily. Christ, he hadn’t gone off like that in years. He didn’t know what to make of it, didn’t want to think. He closed his eyes, feeling the last echoes of passion.
Philip spoke, breath teasing Doyle’s shoulder. “Bit of a…runaway train, wasn’t it?”
Doyle tensed a moment, taking it as a complaint, until he felt Philip shudder. “Train crash, more like.”
“Yeah.” Philip buried his mouth in Doyle’s shoulder, then rolled onto his back to lie alongside Doyle.
Doyle stared into the dark corner of the ceiling, then abruptly rolled on his side and rubbed his hand along Philip’s chest. Well-defined muscle was tangible proof of the fitness he had already witnessed. “It’s been a long time for me,” Doyle said softly. He wasn’t certain why he said it, but didn’t regret it.
“What—sex?” Philip sounded astonished.
“No, you pillock. This. Male sex. Whatever it is.”
“Homosexuality.” Philip exaggerated each syllable.
Doyle closed his eyes for a moment.
“Got a problem with it?”
“Oh, yeah.” Doyle traced the hairline on Philip’s stomach, felt the contraction of muscle. “Definitely.” His exploration reached the root of Philip’s cock. “Would never consider it.”
“Thought so. Could spot you a mile off.”
“My arse, you mean.”
“Well, if you will present it to the world.” Philip sighed as Doyle continued his tactile examination. “Why tonight, then?”
Doyle shrugged. It was impossible to explain when he didn’t understand it himself. “What about you? Is this what you get up to on leave?”
“Who, me? Fine, upstand—ahh—up…”
“Good boy.” Doyle slid down toward’s Philip’s cock. “Fast recovery, eh? Very good boy.”
“Had uh, uh doctor once, East—well, never mind—she used to— Christ. R—Ray. Oh, God, yes…”
He took Philip’s cock in his mouth, explored his balls with his hand, squeezing, riding him, giving him enough to build on, but making it last—making him last. He’d had a girl do this to him once, and remembered the shattering joy of it. He wanted to shatter Philip—pain and pleasure both. He reckoned he’d want it. Philip’s response proved him right, and Doyle grinned as he held him afterwards.
“You’re going to pay for that,” Philip finally said.
“Am I? Go on, then, do me one better.”
“Berk.” Philip rolled onto his side, his hand spread on Doyle’s chest. Doyle was half-erect already. “Wish I could fuck you,” Philip sighed into Doyle’s ear.
“Colour within the lines. Regimental rules.” He got the words out, but Philip’s hands were distracting him and his brain was rapidly retreating.
“Ah, but we’re encouraged to have initiative and… inventiveness.”
“That’s not the reputation…” Doyle trailed off as Philip’s fingers set his nerves alight. He shivered, and then Philip took him on a slow, tortuous journey through sensation and ever-expanding desire. He sought to retain control at first, but then surrendered to the hands and tongue that were taking him apart, bit by bit. One night, he thought hazily. He’d have one night to experience this fully. He gave himself up to Philip’s control, trusted him as he had trusted him in the fight. And found, as then, that his trust was well-placed.
Much later, he woke still entwined with Philip. He listened to the even breathing of the sleeping man. My God. For a few moments, he revelled in sated warmth, a deep-seated desire he hadn’t even been aware of, finally quenched. He gazed at the darkness beyond the window, noted the first indication of dawn. None of his earlier experiences had prepared him for the revelations of the night. A cold tendril of dread twisted in his stomach. What in hell was he going to do now? He’d tasted— Enough. One night, he’d said, not understanding the true danger. He’d been a fool, yet he couldn’t regret it. They’d both had one night of leave. He pressed his lips to Philip’s skin. But he had to get out of there—now—before Philip woke. He eased away from the arms and legs that had kept him warm, softly shushed Philip back to sleep when he stirred. “Bog,” he said, and waited until the even breathing resumed. He dressed quietly, quickly, and left like a ghost. He fled. He left nothing behind but his first name, and all that might have been if he weren’t Detective Constable Ray Doyle.
------------------------------------
Anson met him at the door to CI5. “Perfect, Doyle. I was just sent to find you and take Ryan into custody.”
“Yeah? You and whose army, then?” Doyle tightened his grip on Ryan’s arm. “Do you know how bloody long it took me to—”
“Doesn’t matter, mate. Cowley’s orders. I’m sure he appreciates your…sacrifices.” His glance told Doyle he’d noted the bruises, and the blood on his shirt.
“Sodding son of a— What’s this all about, then?” Doyle relinquished his hold on Ryan, shoved him into Anson’s arms. “Keep your bloody eye on him. Oh, and he bites.”
“So do I. Anyway, he’s for interrogation. You’re for Cowley’s office.”
“What for?” Sod it. Just once he wanted to finish a case himself.
“Ask Cowley, if you dare. No, on second thoughts, don’t. Things are peaceful around here for once. Come along, you.” Anson escorted Ryan towards the interrogation rooms.
Bloody Cowley. Five months into the job, well past Barry Martin’s sadistic military-style training, finally on the A Squad, and he was still being kept in the dark, shifted from case to case. Doyle gritted his teeth. It must be another test. Well, he could be patient. He could outlast them. He’d wanted into this mob, and he still wanted it. The work was important, satisfying even, when he was allowed to do it. The variety of cases kept his brain sharp, the physical demands kept his body fit. And there was no bloody rank. Doyle smiled a little. He reached Cowley’s office door and knocked.
“Come in.”
Doyle opened the door. He was good at the job, as even Cowley had been brought to acknowledge a time or two. He’d get better, and then Cowley would— His brain stuttered to a halt. He saw Cowley at his desk, glasses on, reading a sheet of paper in his hand. Seated in front of him, back to Doyle, was a dark-haired man in a grey suit. Philip. Dammit. No, it couldn’t be. He’d thought he’d glimpsed Philip before in London’s crowds, but he hadn’t. The man’s head turned a fraction, though, and Doyle was shocked to find he was right this time. Fear, anger, joy crashed and merged within him in an instant, but self-preservation won out, and months of elite training kicked in. He wiped all expression from his face, contained all he was feeling. Thank God Cowley had continued to read for a few more seconds. Doyle raised his eyebrows in inquiry. “You wanted to see me, sir?” Sodding hell, was he going to be fired?
Cowley looked up. “Ah, Doyle.” He laid the paper down in front of him, took off his glasses and leaned back in his chair. “I see Ryan gave you some trouble. It is past time you were partnered. Meet Bodie.”
Philip turned to look at him, then stood, buttoned the middle of his jacket, and reached out a hand to Doyle. “Bodie,” he said. There was no recognition in Philip’s—Bodie’s—eyes. Rich, blue eyes. He’d never known. Plausible deniability, Doyle had said that night. He’d been an idiot. He would have laughed if he hadn’t been exerting all his control to keep his face impassive.
He gripped Bodie’s hand. “Doyle.” Bodie’s expression remained pleasant, as if he were meeting a stranger. Doyle grudgingly admired his control. He released the hand as quickly as he could. His new partner? He looked at Cowley.
“Former SAS, former para—you’ve a lot to learn from him, and he from you. I’ve filled Bodie in on your background, he can fill you in on his. Get to know one another. You’ll report for training at 0600 tomorrow morning.”
“Yes, sir,” Doyle said. He half expected Bodie to salute, given the way he was standing, but Bodie just nodded crisply and turned towards the door. Doyle followed him out of the office. Had Bodie already known it was him? Perhaps there had been a photo Cowley had shown him?
Bodie paused in the hallway. “I know a pub nearby—all right by you?”
“The Red Lion? Yeah.” He watched Bodie carefully. “Good whisky.”
“Just what I like. I always go for the best. ” His voice was different. Plummier. Doyle stared into those blue eyes. Nothing. Could Bodie have forgotten?
“Hedonist, are you?
“Merely appreciative.”
Doyle saw not a flicker of recognition in Bodie. Well, it had been nearly two years, and they’d been in the dark. Maybe one encounter was similar to any other for Bodie. And yet, Doyle knew, as surely as he’d known Bodie could take care of himself when he’d stood beside him in front of Taylor and his friends; as surely as he’d known he could trust him that one night—one fucking night—that Bodie remembered him. Anger suddenly coiled within him. Caution he understood but if they were to be partners… You want to play games, sunshine? I’ll show you a sodding game. He set off down the hallway, leaving Bodie to walk behind. He glanced round suddenly and caught Bodie lifting his gaze quickly. Yeah. Game on. “Appreciation is in order, given what we’ll face tomorrow.” Doyle paused a moment, looking Bodie up and down. “New man pays, of course.”
Bodie sighed. “Of course.”
Doyle smiled. “Welcome to the Squad.”
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Never What It Seems
by
LilyK

"Bodie. Doyle. Come in and pour us all a dram."
Cowley looked tired, and to Bodie he seemed smaller, shrunken somehow. His eyes had bags under them. Bodie liked the old man. He was the only male figure he'd had around that cared about him since his granddad had died when he was ten. Now Father looked downright ill. He tamped down his concern. Cowley would not accept pity from any man, woman, or child.
Bodie exchanged a concerned glance with Doyle. His partner raised his eyebrow and nodded slightly. So Doyle saw it. Cowley shifted through several of the files on the desk before he pulled out one folder in particular. Much to Bodie's surprise, he tossed it across the room.
Cowley looked shocked at his own action. He slowly sank back, his lips a tight line.
Bodie half rose, hand outstretched, reaching to help if he could. Doyle hurried over and set a glass down on Cowley's desk.
"Drink this, sir,"
"Oh, aye, lad. Cheers." He lifted the glass to sip.
Bodie was dismayed to see that Cowley's hand shook. "Sir?" he asked, unable to keep the concern from his voice.
Doyle placed a glass in front of Bodie and sat down.
Bodie gave Doyle a nod of thanks. "Is there anything—"
Cowley cut him off curtly. "3.7, I didn't call you and 4.5 in my office to listen to prattle. I have an assignment for you."
"Yes, sir," Bodie said with a nod. He finished his drink, putting the glass down quietly. The air itself seemed stifling. He didn't like the old man looking and sounding so out of sorts.
After a moment's pause, Cowley said, "You will recall that three weeks ago a friend of mine passed away. Reginald Moore. Far too young... Traffic accident. He was barely over forty-eight. Waste of a good life."
"Yes, I read about his service in the paper," Doyle said.
"You went to his memorial, if I recall correctly, sir," Bodie said.
"Yes. Yes, I did." Once again Cowley fell silent.
Doyle leaned forward. "Mr Cowley, if there's something we can do..."
"There is." Cowley cleared his throat and sat up, straightening his shoulders. "Forgive me. I've had a shock. I'm all right now. Reggie... I need the utmost discretion from the both of you. You will answer to me and no one else. You will speak to no one else about your investigation." His tone was firm. "You will be sure to conduct all interviews in this case as if each and every one of the people you speak with are made of eggshells. Am I clear?"
The look Doyle gave Bodie was one of confusion. "Of course, Mr Cowley."
"I expect you to keep Mr Bodie's ribald sense of humour under control, 4.5, or you will both find yourselves on reprimand!" Cowley's face reddened.
Bodie knew his mouth fell open. Doyle had sat back and was examining his fingernails. There was one thing Father wasn't and that was unfair. He might put them... he did put them in danger all the time, but he wasn't usually like this. At the moment, he was beyond unfair. He was verging on unjustified and unprovoked anger towards them. What had they done?
Clearing his throat, Doyle said, "Sir, excuse me, but we've not a clue what you want. Have we done something to warrant your anger?"
While Doyle tried to probe their boss, Bodie held his breath. The time had finally come, then. Cowley had found out about he and Doyle, about their physical relationship, and he was horrified that two of his agents were lovers—two of his male agents at that. That would go down a real treat.
But that made no sense. Neither of them had anything to do with Reginald Moore. They'd never even met the bloke. Nothing seemed to make sense at the moment. Besides Cowley had said any interviews were sensitive. It wasn't about them at all. Bodie made sure he did not sigh aloud with relief.
Finally Cowley seemed to calm. He took a deep breath before slowly releasing it. "Reginald Moore and I had been friends for more than fifteen years. I'd been to his flat for special occasions such as his daughter's birthday parties and her graduation from university. She's twenty-four now, and a fine young lady, albeit still in shock over the loss of her dear father."
Bodie sat still, not wanting to disturb Cowley's recitation. As long as it didn't involve he or Doyle, or the discovery of their relationship, he was relieved and happy to ignore Cowley's earlier harsh words.
"Yesterday Stella called me and asked me to visit her at her home. I was extremely busy as you know with the Khamal business but she burst into tears as we spoke. I couldn't refuse her in the end. She wouldn't come to the office, and now I understand why.
"I don't want to taint your investigation in any way but she showed me some personal papers that could indicate that Reggie— Excuse me." Cowley cleared his throat. Once again, he wiped his glasses with a clean handkerchief. After a long pause, he said, "There might be a reason to believe Reggie had kidnapped Stella when she was a small child and kept her for his own."
"What?" Bodie said surprised.
"Sir, that's a wild accusation." Doyle hastily said, "But one you wouldn't make without some feeling of the truth of it."
"Aye," Cowley said, "the truth of it. That's what I want you two to discover. No secrets. No hidden agendas. Truth, all of it, nasty or not. Am I understood?"
"Yes, sir," both men said.
"Good. Be on your way. You're off all other assignments until this is settled, one way or the other."
"Sir," said Bodie, "he's gone— your friend. Why not let sleeping dogs lie?"
"Because, Bodie," Cowley said icily, "in case this is true, there could be a family who has never stopped looking for their child! They deserve to know, and Stella wants to know the truth as well."
"Yes, sir," Bodie responded meekly. "Sorry, sir."
Doyle tugged on Bodie's sleeve, pulling him towards the door. "We'll do our best, sir."
"Betty has the file with all the information we have at present." Cowley dropped his eyes and returned to his work. The file he'd thrown earlier remained where it had landed, in an untidy heap against the wall, a solemn testament to his distress.
------------------------------------
Bodie drove across town towards their first destination, an interview with Stella Moore at the family home.
"Nice digs," he commented, pulling up to number six. The detached house was nice, a white three story with a black iron fence around it. The gate to the drive was open. Bodie turned in. It wasn't a mansion but it was definitely an expensive bit of London real estate.
"He did work at Whitehall so no big surprise he's got a nice place." Doyle commented. "No fountain to drive around so he wasn't that important."
Bodie turned off the ignition. "You tell somebody's importance from whether or not they have a fountain in the drive?"
"Of course." Doyle tossed Bodie a snarky smile. "Shift yourself or you'll miss lunch."
"You're cruel, mate. Very cruel." Bodie put his hand over his heart. "I'm wounded."
"You'll be bleeding if you don't move it."
Doyle was pressing on the bell by the time Bodie came around the car and joined him at the front door. It was opened promptly by a young woman who looked haggard. She wasn't beautiful but she was pleasant looking, with shoulder-length brown hair and nice brown eyes rimmed with red from crying.
"I'm Doyle." Doyle held up his ID. "He's Bodie. Mr Cowley sent us."
"Yes," she said with a nod. "I'm Stella Moore. Uncle George phoned me that you were coming. Come in." She stood back to allow them entry.
The foyer was large and airy, two stories high, with a large dark wood staircase. It was modestly decorated with nice paintings and fresh flowers on several small tables.
"I've made tea," Stella said, waving towards one of the archways. "Through there."
"Thanks," Doyle said.
Bodie gave her a warm smile. "Cheers, luv."
Stella smiled half-heartedly. "I've laid out the contents of the box I discovered on the table." She waved towards the small table set against the wall across which a variety of newspaper clippings had been spread. She sat down and picked up her tea cup.
Bodie began to read through the various newspaper clippings that were scattered haphazardly across the wood surface. Doyle did likewise, and it took them less than ten minutes to study the information provided. Cowley had given them photostats of some of the articles he'd had Betty print from one of the library archives but reading them in situ might give some clue that a cold reading of the file could not. There were also several that hadn't been in the file.
Reading the clippings didn't add much to the story. The gist of them was basically the same. A young girl, aged 4, called Tamsin Hart, went missing from her home in Camden on 12 August 1964. The girl was reported missing by her grandmother, one Elspeth Hart. No mention of the girl's parents. The search appeared to last about ten days from the dates on the clippings, the last one dated August 23rd. Then it seemed to have petered out like so many other unsolved cases, with a police force that was overworked and sometimes plain uninterested.
The photograph of young Tamsin showed a child with pigtails and wearing a t-shirt bearing a picture of a kitten. It was hard to tell the girl's colouring from the grainy black and white photo but the paper gave her details: white, brown hair, brown eyes, weight about two and a half stone, approx. 38" in height, wearing blue pants, a white shirt with a calico cat on it, and a green hooded sweater, as well as blue trainers.
Bodie studied the girl's face intently. He looked over at Stella several times but it was impossible to tell if the woman was the girl who had been reported missing. Likewise, he intently studied the three or four full colour snapshots of young Stella that had been laid out. It certainly appeared to be the same child in both sets of photographs, but then, Bodie thought all kids that age with brown pigtails and wide eyes looked about the same.
"Anything?" he asked Doyle quietly.
"Looks like the same kid to me."
"Yeah. I don't think that's the big question in this mess," Bodie said.
"Why this kid, and who did what?"
"Right." Doyle stacked the papers into a neat pile. "Shall we?"
Bodie waved a hand in agreement and followed Doyle over to where Stella sat.
"Miss Moore," Bodie said, going over to the sofa and sitting, "what can you tell us? Where and when did you find the clippings?"
"Tea?" Stella asked.
"Ta. I'll pour," Doyle said, sitting next to Bodie. He fixed one for each of them.
Bodie took his cup with a nod and waited for Stella to speak.
"I found a small metal box in my father's closet, in an old footlocker. I couldn't find the key so I opened it with a screwdriver. That's when I found all of that," she waved towards the table where the clippings lay, "inside. I was shocked, to say the least, since my father was a wonderful man. He loved me, and I loved him, deeply."
She deliberately didn't look at the table, Bodie noticed. She struggled not to cry. Must be hard, he mused, to try and come to terms with the possibility that one's father was a criminal. How it must feel to wonder why you'd been taken as a child by a person whom you obviously loved and who had cared for you for many years.
"Maybe the clippings are just something he was interested in," Doyle offered.
Stella wiped at her nose with a tissue. "Thank you for suggesting that but you're not being up front with me. While the newspaper photographs aren't the best quality, there is no denying that the child is me. Plus there's the fact that there are no photographs of me as a baby in the family album. All of the pictures taken of me are from that age to the present."
"What about your mother?" Doyle asked kindly.
"My father always told me my mother died in a house fire when I was a baby. He said that all of our possessions were lost. He barely escaped with his life and mine, and he wasn't able to save her. It always hurt him to speak about that time so I didn't probe. But he did tell me once that everything relating to the family was destroyed in the fire. Birth certificates, passports, NHS cards, photographs, everything."
"So you have no photographs of your mother?" Bodie asked.
"Only one. He said it was at his office the day of the fire, which is why it survived."
"What date was the fire?"
Stella swallowed, dabbing her eyes. "February 2nd. 1961."
"Thank you. Do you mind if I l see the family photo?" Doyle asked.
"No, please do." Stella went over to the mantel and took down a framed photograph.
"Is it okay if I look at the other ones you have out on display?" Bodie asked.
Stella handed Doyle the framed picture. "Yes. Please. Anything if it will help."
Doyle studied the photograph while Bodie, with his hands behind his back, intently inspected each of the other photographs lining the mantel. As Stella had said, all of them were of her father and her, and she was pictured at various ages, from about four or five through adulthood. Candid shots and school era photographs were arranged neatly in two rows. There was what appeared to be her graduation from university, along with two or three recent ones: one of them skiing, one at a beach, and one posed, with both Stella and her father, arms around each other's waists, smiling at the camera. They looked like a loving child and parent.
"May I remove this from the frame?" Doyle asked. At Stella's nod, he carefully extracted it from behind the pressed board backing. Studying the backside of the photograph, he said, "It's professionally done. Got a stamp on it, no date. Bernard's. There's an address. We'll check it out. May we take this? We promise to return it."
"Yes, please. Anything."
"Thanks." Doyle set the frame to the side. "How did your father and Mr Cowley meet?"
"Dad said they first met at Whitehall. Both worked as clerks in some minor positions, from what I've been told. I do wonder though, sometimes about that, considering Uncle George is now head of CI5." Stella chewed on her lower lip for a moment. "I think they were both in some branch or another of the secret service but I never asked. I knew better than that."
Bodie rejoined them, sitting next to Doyle. He picked up the family portrait. It was a colour photo that showed a younger Reginald Moore and a pretty woman holding a baby wrapped in a blanket. Moore was wearing a nice brown suit with a white shirt and red tie. He had his arm around his wife. Mrs Moore was dressed in a green dress with a matching hat. Her brown hair tumbled to her shoulders, flipping up at the ends. She carried the baby wrapped in a pink blanket decorated with little yellow ducks. He returned his attention to the conversation.
"Sometimes it's probably best not to ask. There are many times when people who work for the government aren't allowed to discuss their jobs with even their closest family members." Doyle gave Stella a smile. "We'll do what we can to either prove or disprove all of this."
"You'll tell me no matter what." Stella looked from Bodie to Doyle and back again. "Whatever it is, I need to know."
Doyle shifted uncomfortably. "There might be things we can't disclose, depending on what our investigation uncovers."
"You understand. Secrets Act and all that," Bodie said.
"I'm not asking either of you to reveal state secrets. I'm asking you to tell me whether or not my own father—" Stella sighed, wiping her eyes. "If he is my father, no matter what," she whispered.
"Stella," Bodie said, standing up to put a hand on her shoulder. "You said he was a good father. Those photographs show he cared. He'll always be your da. But Doyle and I will do what we can to figure this out."
"Thank you." Stella rose. "Thank you."
"Sure." Doyle picked up the photograph. "Mr Cowley will tell you everything he can once we're done."
"You have my phone number?" she asked.
"It's in the file Cowley gave us. We'll call if we have any more questions. Be patient," Doyle said.
With final good-byes, the partners made their way to the Capri.
"Nice looking bird." Bodie paused, tossing the keys from one hand to the other. He stared down at them as they clinked. "What a mess."
"What are you thinking?" Doyle asked.
"This is one time when I don't have a bloody clue." Bodie shrugged, looking over the roof at Doyle. "Lots of questions and not many answers. Could be complete bollocks."
"But those clippings prove it's her. I don't think there's any question about that."
"Maybe she was legally adopted. Maybe the press didn't know Tamsin had been found and put up for adoption."
Doyle scoffed. "That seems unlikely."
"I'm just musing, Sherlock. It a weird thing, that's for sure."
"Well, Watson, a big weird question would be how in holy hell did he get a job at Whitehall?"
"He'd have been vetted to within an inch of his life." Bodie wrinkled his nose. "They'd have known what size his dick was. Look at what Cowley did to us when we joined this mob."
Doyle nodded. "Yet we know there are spies and traitors in those hallowed halls. Why not somebody who could be bought?"
Bodie put his hand over his heart. "Bought? Doyle, in our government! Not a chance."
With a snort of laughter, Doyle said, "Right. Pure as the driven snow, that lot. "
"Call into HQ and see if they can run a check on that fire. If somebody'd been killed then there should be records somewhere. Coppers or newspapers."
"Library on microfiche?"
Body groaned. "Hate reading those things. Would rather the computer spit out the intel. Photography studio instead?" he begged as he got into the car and started it.
Doyle gave him an affectionate smile. "All right. If it's still there." He leaned forward to retrieve the mic.
"It's on the way. Let's have lunch first. There's a good pub near there."
"You are a bottomless pit."
"Yet you expect me to maintain some level of competence to service you in the evenings."
Doyle gave Bodie the two finger salute. In response, Bodie stepped on the accelerator enthusiastically. Doyle valiantly tried to call in the information request while Bodie drove like a maniac across town.
"Slow down! Can't hear meself think with all the gears you're grinding! Mandy," he shouted into the mic, "say again?"
Cackling, Bodie pressed on the accelerator even harder.
------------------------------------
Lunch made Bodie happy. They'd first driven past the address that had been stamped on the back of Stella's photo and were pleasantly surprised to see it was still operating. A short distance away was the pub Bodie had mentioned. The lunch was decent, chicken and chips, and being good agents, they limited themselves to one pint each until they were finished up for the day. It was a pleasant afternoon and they decided to walk. After eating, they paused at the car to snag the framed photograph to show at the studio before setting off. Side by side, they walked down the pavement. Bodie liked how Doyle managed to bump their shoulders together several times. Any outing with Doyle beside him was somehow elevated to being special. Christ, he had it bad!
The shop had an Open sign hanging on the door. In the display windows on either side of the entryway were many framed photographs of men, women, and children, and even the occasional dog or cat, and one white rabbit. Weddings, birthdays, and family portraits were visible to entice passersby inside to pay for professionally done photographs of life's events.
"After you," Bodie said, opening the door and bowing gallantly for Doyle.
Doyle laughed. "You're such a prat." As he passed Bodie, he whispered, "You're lucky I like you."
Bodie gave a toothy grin and following Doyle into the shop, admiring the tight denim jeans that showed off Doyle's assets nicely. His Ray had such a fine arse. Pulling his eyes away, he took in the interior. Nothing remarkable, but neatly kept. It was a good size rectangle of a room. There were a lot of framed photographs covering the walls. One display case held silver and gold frames with more frames along the top of the glass case. A cash register sat on a bench, along with miniature frames in various colours and shapes. Empty frames were displayed on a heavy-looking wooden table along one wall.
The floor was covered in several colourful Persian-style rugs and at the far end of the room was an archway curtained off with a dark burgundy material that looked velvety from where Bodie stood. There was one door at the rear of the shop that was closed.
At the register was a man and when the agents entered, he looked up and smiled. "Good afternoon, gentlemen! May I help you?"
"Yes, please." Doyle walked over and handed the man the photograph. "Are you Mr Bernard?"
"Yes."
"I'm Doyle. He's Bodie." Doyle held up his ID. "Do you recognize these people?"
"Oh, my. Is something wrong?" Mr Bernard asked.
"No. We're just following a line of enquiry," Doyle answered.
Bodie browsed the shop, and he surprised himself when his thoughts went to a strange place. He would like a nice photograph of he and Doyle. Oh, he had a few snapshots and Doyle sometimes played around, taking their photographs, but he wanted a real portrait, a keepsake. Forcing away the thought, he went over to Doyle and nodded at Mr Bernard.
"Any help you can give us would be much appreciated," Bodie offered.
"I know the woman."
"Could we have her name and address?" Bodie asked.
"No need. Wait just a second." Bernard went to the door and opened it. He disappeared for a moment and returned with a woman.
Bodie looked from the woman to the photo and back again. "Mrs Moore?"
"Eh?" Doyle asked.
"No," Mr Bernard said. "Not Mrs Moore. This is my wife, Georgia. She was the model in that photograph."
Bodie stared at the woman. She was definitely the woman from Stella's picture.
"Do you remember this man?" Doyle asked, handing Mrs Bernard the frame.
Mrs Bernard smiled, taking the photograph. She studied it for a few moments before she handed it back. "Oh yes. I do remember this! The gentleman— I don't remember his name but I remember the circumstances."
"Which were...?" Bodie prompted.
"He wanted a professionally done photograph for his business."
"Which was what?" Doyle asked.
"Insurance. It was to show the happy family and the importance of life insurance for your loved ones."
"Whose child was it?" Bodie asked.
"Oh, there was no baby."
Bodie rubbed his forehead. "No baby?"
"No. It was a doll. I didn't have a baby at that time and the gentleman wasn't concerned about it being a doll since you can't see the child. It's the idea of it." She smiled at the agents. "It was for an advertisement. We offered a better price if we took the photographs and supplied whatever else was needed: model, props. Whatever was necessary depending on the business." Mrs Moore paused, looking from Doyle to Bodie, clasping her hands together. "Is something wrong? It was so long ago. I hope there's no problem."
"Mr Bernard, would you know the date this was taken?" Doyle asked.
Mr Bernard nodded. "I keep complete records. Let me check. I have a file cabinet in the back room so give me a few minutes."
"Of course. We'll wait," Bodie said.
"I'm so sorry," Mrs Bernard said.
"No worries," Doyle said reassuringly. "You haven't done anything wrong nor have you caused any trouble. This is just a routine enquiry."
"Honestly? I'd hate to cause anybody any distress." Mrs Bernard gave a small smile.
A customer entered so the woman went to help him. Bodie moved closer to Doyle. "I'll bet you a fiver that photograph was taken after Stella was kidnapped."
"I'm not taking that bet because I think that's exactly what—"
"Oh, here we are!" Mr Bernard bustled back into the shop. "I've written it down for you." He handed Doyle the paper. "As well as the address the gentleman, Mr Smith, gave me."
"Thank you for your help," Doyle said, turning to leave.
"Photograph," Bodie reminded him.
"Cheers." Doyle followed Bodie out of the shop. He paused on the pavement. "Good thing I didn't take that bet. I'd be out a quid right now."
"You'd have been out a fiver," Bodie reminded him, reading over his shoulder.
The date Moore had had the advertising portrait taken was 14 November 1964. Almost three months after Tamsin had been kidnapped.
"Surprise, surprise," Bodie muttered. "There was no advertising and no insurance company."
"Yeah," Doyle agreed. "Marvellous. I'm not the one who's going to tell the Cow his mate is a nasty kidnapper."
"And I am?"
With a waggle of his eyebrow Doyle said, "We'll flip for it."
Bodie glared. Doyle took out a coin and tossed it, covering it with his hand when it landed. With a deep sigh, Bodie said, "Tails."
Doyle took his hand away. "Heads. You lose."
"Trust me when I say after Cowley is finished with me, I'll be too bruised to do right by you tonight so no whingeing when you go to bed unfulfilled."
"I shall endeavour to persevere," Doyle said smartly.
Scowling, Bodie snapped, "I hate you sometimes."
------------------------------------
"We should go and talk to the grannie," Bodie said once he'd headed the car back towards HQ.
"You're trying to avoid the inevitable."
"And what would that be, pray tell?"
"Telling Cowley the big news."
"No," Bodie said patiently, "I'm trying to gather all the information before I tell Father the big news. I am, after all, a diligent and competent investigator."
Doyle burst out laughing. "Of course you are." He looked up the grandmother's address in the file he'd stuffed under the seat. "Don't know this one." After a quick look at the A-Z, he groaned. "Christ, it will take at least ninety minutes to get clear back across town to this place!"
Bodie smiled. "I'm not in any hurry as long as we stop for a drink afterwards."
Sighing, Doyle pushed the file back to its temporary home. "All right. Not that I blame you. Besides, you know I wouldn't let you face the Cow alone."
Bodie cast Doyle a glance. "You're joking, right? You love nothing better than when Cowley strips the flesh from me hide and leaves me bleedin' on the floor!"
"Are you going to stop for the red light?" Doyle said conversationally.
Bodie looked up, mashing the brake pedal, laying two strips of rubber as he came to an abrupt stop. "Pillock." After the light turned green, he asked, "Directions."
"Follow my lead. We won't get lost."
------------------------------------
Indeed they were lost, for about fifteen minutes, before they stopped and looked at the A-Z once again.
"There," Bodie scoffed, pointing his finger at a place on the map. "You took a wrong turn!"
Doyle grinned sheepishly. "Not my patch, is it?"
"All of London is your patch, my son."
Righting the car, Bodie found the correct place shortly. They pulled into an empty space and stared at the building. A long, red brick two-story building with a dozen entry doors emptying directly onto the pavement.
"Not exactly the Ritz," Doyle said.
"Not exactly." Bodie climbed from the car.
When Doyle had joined him, they walked up the pavement to number eight together. Bodie knocked and the door was answered quickly by an older woman. Gray hair nicely coiffed, neatly dressed in a blouse and trousers, and with dark glasses on her nose.
"Yes?" she asked.
"Mrs Elspeth Hart? I'm Bodie. He's Doyle." Bodie showed his identification.
Mrs Hart's eyes narrowed somewhat. "What this about?" While her tone was cordial, it held a touch of suspicion.
"May we come in and speak with you, please?" Doyle asked, giving her a smile.
She paused, looking from one man to the other before she nodded and stepped back. "First door on the left."
Bodie was pleasantly surprised to see the house, while somewhat shabby outside, was neat as a pin inside. Every surface was dusted and the furniture, while older, was also clean. In the lounge, the wood floors that rimmed the orange variegated carpet were shiny and everything was in its place. On the long wooden shelf that was affixed under the front window were a variety of photographs. Bodie couldn't see all the details from across the room but right now, he wanted to make Mrs Hart feel like she could talk to them before he inspected the photos.
"Sit down. Tea?"
"No, thank you." Doyle took a seat on the sofa.
Bodie sat down in the leather chair and the woman sat next to Doyle. She clasped her hands together and waited.
"We're here about your granddaughter, Tamsin," Doyle said.
Mrs Hart's eyes went wide. "You've found her?"
"You believe she is still alive, then?" Bodie asked.
"Never had cause to believe otherwise."
"We can't talk about an ongoing investigation but we would like your help. We're following new leads and new information regarding Tamsin that has surfaced recently." Doyle turned slightly to face the woman. "Can you tell us about Tamsin and her parents? About what happened when you reported her missing? Anything could help."
Mrs Hart brightened. "If you had news about her death or found an unidentified body of a child I think you'd be more sombre. I'm thinking you've found my granddaughter alive and well, and on that assumption, I'm willing to answer every single question you might have."
"Tamsin's mother, my Donna was a sweet girl until she met that piece of shite, Omar Cole. Oh, I know it was her fault, it was the drugs. Nobody forced that needle into her arm each and every time for two long, miserable years, but nobody but me tried to get her help. That bastard Omar encouraged her drug usage. He used himself and he wanted somebody to wallow in that misery with him." Mrs Hart sighed deeply. "Donna went willingly."
"I kept telling her that her duty was to her daughter but she was too far gone to care, either emotionally or physically. I kept Tamsin away from her and that horrible man as much as I could. But there were those times when she wasn't high. She'd go for a few days or a week without drugs. Then she'd come over and cry, begging me to let her have her daughter."
"So Omar Cole wasn't the girl's father?" Bodie asked.
"No. I actually don't know who the father was. She refused to tell me. What I did know is she wasn't capable of caring for that child, but she threatened to go to the police and tell them I'd kidnapped my own granddaughter! I didn't handle it well. I made threats of my own. Said I'd tell social services myself. In the end, neither of us followed through because we were both terrified the authorities would take Tamsin away." Mrs Hart paused, swiping at her eyes.
"In the long run, wouldn't that have been best for the girl?" Doyle asked quietly.
Bodie looked at him, surprised he'd stick his nose into this. Doyle didn't know when to keep his notions to himself sometimes.
Mrs Hart's breath hitched. She nodded slowly. "With hindsight, yes. But at the time all I wanted to do was protect her. She was a sweet little thing, loved kittens and her dollies. She was bright and sunny." Mrs Hart laughed softly. "She invented this entire world for herself and her invisible friend, Stella."
Bodie stared at Doyle, his eyes wide. Stella? Coincidence? Fate? Doyle met his eyes, raising an eyebrow, clearly on the same wavelength as Bodie.
"Ma'am, do you have a good photograph of Tamsin at the age she was when she went missing that we could take with us? We'll return it unharmed," Bodie asked. "The ones in the old newspapers aren't very good."
"Yes, of course."
When Mrs Hart left the room to fetch the photographs, Doyle said, "I'm going to show her the photo of the happy family."
"Why?"
"Don't know. Just a feeling."
Bodie shrugged. "Run with it, then."
Doyle smiled. He went out to the car while Bodie waited for Mrs Hart to return. While she was gone he walked past the array of frames on the low shelf. It was apparent that this little girl was the same child in Stella's photographs. They'd found the kidnapped child.
Mrs Hart returned after a few minutes and handed Bodie several photos, two in full colour and one black and white.
"I have doubles of that one," she said, pointing to one of the coloured pictures, "so you can use it for— What are you going to do with such old photos?" She studied Bodie for a long moment. "You've found my granddaughter, haven't you? Why don't you tell me what's going on?" Her voice rose as she spoke.
"Please, I promise as soon as our investigation is concluded, our supervisor will tell you everything he can. You have to be patient. You've been patient for all these years. A few more days, and I believe you'll have answers to all of your questions." Bodie smiled, hoping to assuage her for the time being. "Would you please tell me how your daughter passed away?"
"Overdose. About six months after Tamsin disappeared." Mrs Hart glanced over at a framed photograph showing a young woman of about eighteen or nineteen, smiling at the camera. "She never recovered. Blamed herself for her girl's disappearance." She sighed but then her tone turned harsh. "I wasn't the least bit unhappy when I'd heard that Omar died in the gaol. He was a miserable shite."
Doyle entered, pausing in the doorway. "Would you please look at this photo for us and see if you recognise anyone?"
"Of course," Mrs Hart said, regaining her composure. She stared down at the photograph in her hands. "Oh! Why yes! That's Ronnie!"
Bodie blurted out, "You mean Reggie?" without even thinking about it. Doyle slanted a questioning look his way.
"No. No. His name was Ronnie. Although he looks a lot better here than when I last saw him."
"How was that?" Doyle asked.
"He was one of the junkies who hung out with Donna and Omar. I saw him several times when I went to get Tamsin at Donna and Omar's flat. He came here with them once." She handed back the picture.
"Do you happen to remember his surname?" Bodie asked.
"Hmmm," Mrs Hart said, pursing her lips. "Let me think. It was a funny name. I remember them calling him Tweety. It used to make him really annoyed. Tweety, yes that's it."
"Tweety was his surname?" Doyle asked.
"No, not at all." Mrs Hart gave a sad chuckle. "My old brain still works sometimes. Bird. His last name was Bird."
------------------------------------
"I'm tired and hungry," Bodie whinged, driving back across London towards HQ. "Let's put off going to see the Cow. It's late and my eyes are burning."
"Big tough bloke like you? Tired? Bah," Doyle said unsympathetically. However, he picked up the mic and called in. "4.5 to base."
"Go ahead, 4.5"
"Tell Cowley we're heading in to brief him."
"Mister Cowley is out of the office presently. He'll take your report at 7 a.m. sharp. Base out."
"Wha—hey!!" Bodie cried. "We're freeee!"
"Can't say I'm sad about it. Pint?"
"Definitely. Dinner and then..." Bodie wagged an eyebrow suggestively at Doyle.
Doyle punched his arm and laughed. "I thought you were exhausted and ready to keel over on your face."
"I'll fall over when we're close to a bed."
"You're not falling on me, you big lug. You're on the bottom tonight. Not having you go to sleep on top of me and squashing me flat.
"Raymond, you are such a romantic sometimes I can barely stand it."
------------------------------------
Bodie felt darned good after last night. As he walked into HQ with Doyle beside him, all was right with his world. He'd had a good meal at the pub, washed down with a lager. A nice malt wrapped up the evening, along with a nice Ray in a giving mood. Must have been Doyle's own meal and malt that had set properly with him because when they got to Doyle's flat, which was closest at hand, Doyle had obligingly given him a blow job that made his hair curl. Being a gentleman, he had returned the pleasure.
With a cocky grin, Bodie swaggered over to Betty's desk. "Hello, luv," he said charmingly, hitching a hip on the edge of the desk to lean down at her suggestively. "How's your day been so far?"
"Bodie, get your backside off my desk," she said coolly. To Doyle, she was much warmer. "4.5, Mr Cowley was called out unexpectedly so he's not here to take your report. His orders are to continue on your assignment and he will request a full report when he's ready to hear it." Betty gave Doyle a smile. "Take your partner and go to work." Betty returned to her typewriter, dismissing both men without another word.
"She's taking tips from the best, eh?" Bodie said. "Pretty soon the Cow won't have to bother coming in. Betty will run the entire place from her desk, right there."
Doyle snickered. He curled a finger at Bodie. "Come on, you. There's work to be done. Let's get this assignment wrapped up and done with."
"A bit eager, aren't we?" Bodie asked. Turning away, Doyle started down the hallway. Bodie trotted up beside him. "What?"
"Don't know. Got a bad feeling about this mess."
"Hmmm. Okay." Bodie studied Doyle for a moment. "Rather have this one done and dusted as well."
"Well, then, hurry up!" Doyle clattered down the steps to the car park level.
"Running all the way, 4.5," Bodie called after him. He didn't rush. After all, he had the car keys.
------------------------------------
At the car, Bodie leaned against it. "We've forgot something."
Doyle looked up from the nail he was worrying. "And what's that?"
"Computer check we requested yesterday."
With a sigh, Doyle nodded. "Right. The fire. Back to the computer room."
Bodie stopped him with a hand on his arm. "You okay?"
"Yeah. Had a weird dream last night, is all."
"Anything you want to tell me?"
"Nah. It's okay. I think it's the case. It's not a big deal but knowing that this bloke kidnapped a little kid and nobody ever knew. It's creepy. I'd rather be in a gun fight."
"I get that. It is creepy. We didn't ask her anything about, you know," Bodie paused, "abuse. Maybe that Moore guy used her. After all, she wasn't his kid."
"You mean sexual?" Doyle looked sick.
"It happens." Bodie felt as sick as Doyle looked. "But we don't know that so let's not jump to any conclusions."
Doyle gave Bodie a measured look before he finally nodded. "No sense asking for more problems unless there's a good reason."
"Right."
"Right." Doyle gave Bodie a half-hearted smile. "Computer room."
------------------------------------
"Hello, Mandy," Doyle said as he walked up to the woman's work area. "Any joy on that request about the fire?"
Mandy glared at Doyle, then Bodie. "I can't imagine how you two function. I couldn't hear a thing you were screaming on the two-way. Bodie was chortling like a loon. You two need minders."
"Ah, luv, we're just two lovable creatures who are enjoying life," Bodie said jovially.
"Right," Mandy said. "You're two mad bastards who need to be kept on long leashes."
Bodie raised an eyebrow. Doyle laughed. They looked at each other, entirely amused.
"I have no objection to being kept on a leash," Bodie offered, "by any good-looking woman. I look exceedingly handsome in leather."
Doyle elbowed Bodie, making him 'oof'.
Mandy blushed. "I should put you both on report."
Doyle put a hand over his heart. "I was working. He's the one who was trouble-making!"
"Where one goes, the other is sure to follow. Here." She slapped a sheet of computer printer paper down on the end of her table. "No fires in 1961 fitting the parameters you gave me with any name closely resembling Reginald Moore, or any combination thereof."
"Could it not have been entered in the database?" Bodie asked.
"Only way to tell would be to go to the library or the newspaper archives, and search. But our records are fairly complete and more information is entered into the database every week." Mandy looked screen in front of her. "But it could have slipped through the cracks. Anything's possible."
"Can you run a name for us?" Doyle asked.
"As long as it's work related," Mandy said.
"Of course. Ronald Bird aka Tweety Bird."
Mandy slowly looked up at Doyle. "You're joking. I swear, 4.5, if you're trying one on—"
"No, no, he's serious," Bodie said, rushing to Doyle's defence. "Ronald Bird, born approximately 1940. Possible form, possible drug user."
"Okay." Mandy eyed them closely before she turned her attention to the screen and tapped the information on the keyboard, hitting enter.
Bodie watched over one shoulder while Doyle took up a place on her other side. The green screen was blank for a few moments before lines of text began to appear, white and fuzzy.
Mandy read the important parts aloud: "Ronald Bird, DOB March 22, 1941; parents... both deceased. Aliases... here it is. Tweety Bird, Birdman, Firebird, Fred Smith. Fred Smith? Arrests... This bloke was busy. Drugs, theft, robbery. Why wasn't he in jail?" She read a bit more aloud. "Nasty one, this. I'll print this out for you."
"Told you we weren't trying to take the piss. This is the guy. Our guy," Doyle said.
Mandy tapped another key. The screen flickered before it scrolled up to another page. "Oh, Jesus. No. This is bad."
Both men leaned down over her shoulder. "Christ." Bodie said.
"I knew it. I knew something was wrong." Doyle clenched his fists. "Child pornography."
"Alleged," Bodie said.
Doyle glared at him. "You know this is true."
"I don't have to like it," Bodie snapped.
While Doyle continued to read the information on the screen, Bodie went to the printer and waited until it stopped so he could rip off the printout.
"Bodie," Doyle called over, "everything about him disappears. Nothing after 1961."
"Tax records? Marriages? Car registrations?" Bodie asked. "Death date?"
"Nope." Doyle kept his eyes on the computer screen. He tapped the monitor. "This is our guy, the disgusting bastard!"
Walking back over to Doyle's side, he gave his partner a knowing look. "Look at this. Known associates include one Omar Cole. We've got him," he said excitedly. "Now all we have to do is figure out why he took the girl and we're done with this one."
"Yeah, all we've got to do," Doyle echoed, sounding sceptical. "Might as well have asked us to find out what brand of knickers the Queen wears."
"That would've been easier," Bodie said. "I'd have just rung her up and asked." At Doyle's dubious laugh, he added with conviction, "You do know she takes my calls."
"Right. And I'm the bloody Duke of Edinburgh."
"You would look smashing in that uniform." Bodie stood rooted in his spot. "Hang about, mate. Mandy, luv," he said sweetly, "could you run another name for us. Pretty please?"
"You are working. This is official, right?"
Bodie gave Doyle a quick grin. Doyle nodded. Bodie had a warm feeling when he saw that Doyle picked up his thought. He and Doyle worked well together, on the same wave length.
"Yes," Doyle answered. "Please run Omar Cole."
Mandy did as asked, and in a short time the computer printer was sending out more information. Bodie read the pages, holding them so Doyle could read as well.
Doyle let out a low whistle. "The man has form. And a lot of it. Died in prison, like Mrs Hart said. We need the reason he was sent up. Police records, or trial. Wonder if the newspaper covered his trial or if he was just a petty criminal. Look at his known associates."
Bodie read aloud, "Donna Hart, Ronald Bird, Henry Forsythe.... Why does Forsythe sound familiar?"
"Hmmm... Not sure but it does."
"When did you join the coppers?" Bodie asked.
"1968."
"So you wouldn't have been around in 1961," Bodie mused.
"Around, skipping school, and causing trouble," Doyle muttered.
"I was gone from this fair isle by then. I was merely a slip of a lad back then." Bodie paused. "No clue why it sounds familiar. Maybe something I'd read."
"You can read?" Doyle teased.
"Stuff it, Ray. Mandy, how about Henry Forsythe, circa 1960-1961?" Bodie asked.
Mandy dutifully punched in the name. The computer took much longer this time, finally revealing its information. "Twenty-two names. Shall I print the information?"
"Yeah. Please," Doyle said. He stood by the printer, tore off the pages and joined Bodie. "What now?"
"We need to sit down and make some sort of time line with this information, but first, library. The information on these Forsythes is far too vague. If this Henry Forsythe tickles your funny bone, then we need to see why."
"I hate the library." Bodie dutifully followed Doyle from the computer room but he shuffled his feet to let his partner know he wasn't happy.
Doyle looked over his shoulder. "It's because you're allergic to books."
"I am not. I like books. Ian Fleming, Graham Green, Joseph Conrad. I read good books!"
"Down boy. I'll hold your hand. It will be fine."
Bodie gave a disgusted look. "It's all dusty. Gets right up me hooter."
"Do you ever stop complaining?"
"I will if—"
Doyle poked a finger at him. "Do not mention food or drink once or I'll strip the flesh from your bones."
Bodie made a gesture of zipping his mouth shut and tossing the key. He'd give Doyle half an hour of peace, then all bets were off. He would have a beer and a hamburger before the hour was out. If Doyle groused too much, then he'd have chips as well.
------------------------------------
"Microfiche. Why do they call it that?" Bodie whinged, sliding the next film sheet into the viewer. "There are no gills or fins or water."
"If you'd stop talking and read faster we could get out of— Bloody hell and damnation."
"What?" Bodie rolled over to Doyle's machine on the wheeled stool. Doyle was hitting the Print button. "You are joking. Jesus, that's it!"
The main headline for 14 October 1961, read: "Child Porn King Forsythe Sentenced! Life Term!"
"I never thought about this sort of thing," Doyle admitted. "I thought Moore was a pervert and kidnapped Stella for god knows what, but it looks like... Not sure what it looks like."
Bodie took the print out from the slot. Scanning the article, he said, "Listen to this. Forsythe's known associates, Bruno Parsetti and Omar Cole, received similar sentences. It gives details of the case, and get this, the entire Forsythe gang was grassed by an unnamed informant who is now—" He paused, "I need a drum roll."
Doyle patted his knee. "That's all you're getting so get on with it."
"This unnamed informant is now in protective custody and will be given a new identity." Bodie raised his head to stare at Doyle. "Do you think Moore was the informant? He knows Omar. He's in some sort of gang. Mrs Hart said they were all criminals. Moore aka Bird rolls over on his mates and the entire child pornography ring is busted."
Doyle waved a hand. "Bird goes to the coppers and agrees to grass the entire Forsythe organisation in exchange for a new identity. But what about Tamsin? How does she fit into this entire scheme?"
"Omar's dead, right? So we can't ask him. Donna, the mum, is dead. Mrs Hart doesn't have a clue," Bodie mused. He stared at Doyle. "Wildest guess?"
"Go for it."
"Bird sees Tamsin when Omar brings her 'round. Omar's a junkie. He needs a fix. Donna's a junkie. She needs a fix."
"Wait. Do not tell me you think they— what? Sold the kid to this Forsythe?" Doyle looked like he'd be sick.
"Maybe not sold the actual kid, but sold her for photographs. Bird sees the kid. Maybe he hasn't seen any of the kids up to now, only pushed the product or maybe he just ran the money. But anyway, Bird sees this sweet little girl. Forsythe or one of his gorillas is feeding her ice-cream or sweets. Drugs the kid. Undresses—. "Bodie felt his belly churn. He put a hand over it. "You get the picture. He grasses the lot. Keeps the kid! Actually keeps the kid, telling the coppers it's his kid and she needs identity protection too."
"What? They don't question that? I could see it though. The girl's not been kidnapped yet so it hasn't been in the papers. So even those couple of days later when the girl is reported missing, the coppers in this nick have no clue what the coppers in that nick are doing."
Doyle ran a hand through his hair, making it crackle with static. Bodie almost reached out to pat down the wild curls but he kept himself in check. Later, he promised himself.
"Right. No computers. Even on a city wide bulletin one of them would have to recognise Tamsin from her photo. What are the chances they even looked if they were busy busting this huge porno ring?" Bodie chewed on a fingernail. "Still, how could Bird get a deal done that night?"
Doyle held Bodie's gaze. Bodie could almost hear the gears whirring in that brain. Doyle's eyes went wide. "He was already undercover for the Met!"
Bodie grabbed his shoulders and shook him. "Bingo!"
"Shhh. Not so loud."
"Sorry." Bodie lowered his head to Doyle's. "It fits. It works. Even without the police reports or the trial documents, it works."
"All except for Bird keeping the kid."
"Yeah, that's the kicker, isn't it? He has to believe that Donna will shoot up once too often and bite it, and he knows Omar's going to jail. We don't know if he was even the girl's real dad. But Bird doesn't bother to check or doesn't care if there are other relatives because in his mind, they'd have already protected the girl if they cared about her."
"In Bird's mind, he's saving her life. I doubt we'll ever know," Doyle said softly. "Good grief. Was he a nutter? Because nobody in their right mind keeps a kid that they've practically found!"
"Trust me, mate, I don't have a clue." Bodie paused before he pushed himself back across the room. He flipped through a box dated 1973.
"What?" Doyle asked.
"Forsythe. It's been bugging me and this fine set of brain cells finally clicked all the info into place." Bodie pulled a microfiche sheet from the box. "Let's see." He scrolled through the newspaper scans until he found the one he was looking for. "And here it is."
Doyle came over, leaned onto Bodie's back and read over his shoulder. "Child Molester Henry Forsythe Gunned Down In The Road!"
"Your brain cells are fantastic. Wow. Shot on the road in front of Harrod's in the middle of the day by one of the kids' parents. Killed instantly."
"I remember when this happened now that I'm reading about it. When he was released from custody there was marching in the roads by protesters. Some of me mates were sent in to help with any rioting. One of them was hurt during a to-do and was retired out of service."
"I'm not sorry he was killed."
"Raymond, I thought you believed in law and order."
"Stuff it, Bodie. You know what I mean."
"Yeah, I know," Bodie said sympathetically. "We need to make our report to the old man. See if he buys our theory."
"It's as good as any, considering everybody is dead but Stella, who was only four, and the grandmother, who didn't know a thing." Doyle put away the sheets he'd taken from their boxes and switched off his machine. "The only good thing is if Cowley agrees, Stella can meet her grand-mum."
Bodie let out a snort and a roll of his eyes. "If the Cow agrees. I can't say we've ever had such a mess before."
"In the end, we did it. We worked it out." Doyle put a hand on Bodie's arm. "Pub?"
Bodie brightened. "I thought you'd never ask."
------------------------------------
Bodie sat in a chair in front of Cowley's desk, his hands clasped loosely on his lap. Doyle stood behind him, and even though Bodie couldn't see him, he knew Doyle would be slouching against the file cabinet, one hip canted. It was a good thing he couldn't see his partner because he knew without a doubt that Doyle's cock would be pressed against the tight denim of his jeans. Best he not ogle Doyle's crotch in front of Cowley.
"Sir?" Bodie said, realising he was not paying attention to either Cowley or Doyle.
Cowley sighed. "Doyle was telling me your theory."
"Yes, sir. We don't have much to go on other than our theory. Most of the players in this game are dead. Stella was too young, and Mrs Hart didn't have a clue."
"I agree with you about your assumptions." Cowley looked from Bodie to Doyle.
"Really?" Doyle said, sounding surprised.
"Aye, 4.5. I made a few inquiries of my own whilst you and Master Bodie were off investigating. Might I say you both did an admirable job, and my own discovers align with enough of yours to give me reason to agree."
"Well, great," Bodie said, not quite sure what to do with this humble praise from his controller.
"Anything you can share with us?" Doyle asked.
Cowley took off his glasses and began wiping them with his handkerchief. "Pour us a glass, Doyle, and sit down. Please."
"Sir." Doyle poured three measures of Cowley's good whiskey. He handed Bodie a glass and put one before his boss.
Once he was seated, Cowley said, "You're both good men and good investigators."
Bodie was again surprised at the praise. The Cow wasn't one to toss compliments about so every one he made was appreciated.
"Because Reggie was with me at Whitehall, I considered the possibility that there was more to his story that I didn't know. I was correct. I made some discreet inquiries. I still have some contacts from the old days." He smiled. "No one was bribed or coerced to allow Reggie into the government position he held from 1961 until his death. He was indeed an undercover police officer at Scotland Yard and his reward for risking his life to bring down that that child pornography ring was his new identity and position." Cowley paused, cleared his throat. "No one, and I mean no one but a single minister, knew that Reggie Moore was Ronald Bird. It is amazing that such a secret remained that way for all of these years but it did."
"Did your contact know anything about the child?" Bodie asked.
Cowley sighed. "He had no idea that Stella was not Reggie's true child. In that, Reggie never broke his silence as far as I know."
"What will you do now, sir?" Doyle asked.
"I shall have to give that my consideration," Cowley said.
"We both think that if Miss Moore and Mrs Hart wish it, they should meet. After all," Doyle said, "neither has any family and it would nice if something good came of this."
Bodie shrugged. "As far as Moore was concerned, something good did come of his actions. He had to have been convinced that he'd saved a child's life. Otherwise he wouldn't have bothered or cared."
"Enough of this," Cowley said. "Go on, the both of you. You've got forty-eight hours before you need to report in. Friday, no later than 8 am. There's a special briefing on some counter-terrorists rumoured to be heading to our island."
"Sir," Bodie said, not wasting a second after he'd been dismissed. Doyle followed closely behind and they practically ran from Cowley's office before he could change his mind.
"I know what I'm doing for two days," Bodie said.
"Eating?" Doyle said smartly.
"No." Bodie leaned close to Doyle's ear. "I'm not letting you out of bed. I don't even want food. I want nothing but sex, sex, and more sex."
Doyle trotted down the stairs towards the lower level. "You are so bleedin' romantic I can hardly stand it." He didn't bother looking back but walked briskly towards his motor. "I'm driving."
Bodie caught up with him. He spun him around, looked about to be sure they were alone, and then pulled him close. "Your kisses are enough to nourish me. Your love fills my entire body with satiation. Your countenance—"
Doyle shoved him away. "Shut it, Shakespeare."
Bodie grinned devilishly. He climbed in the passenger's side. "But first—"
"And here it is," Doyle said, looking heavenward.
Praying, Bodie reckoned, for patience. Sometimes Bodie wondered why Doyle didn't put a bullet in his head. After all, he could be a right pillock sometimes!
"But you love me," Bodie said with conviction.
With a look of resignation, Doyle asked, "Indian or chippy?"
"Pizza! With extra pepperoni!" Bodie rubbed his hands together.
"I want veg on my half."
"Anything for you, m'lord." Bodie touched his forelock.
"And you're payin'." Doyle stomped on the accelerator.
Bodie held onto the door frame, laughing wildly. "It's gonna be a bumpy night!" he said in his worse Bette Davis voice.
Doyle blew him a kiss.
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Across
3. Moniker for George Cowley.
5. Engagingly modest and a lout.
6. Puzzle board maker.
7. Where Cowley put his granny.
8. Runs CI5.
9. When Cowley gets an itch.
10. Could have invented gun powder.
Down
1. Bodie's paramour.
2. Loved green chartreuse.
4. Cowley's favourite drink.
7. Bodie and Doyle are the ___________?
Comments may be sent to the creator at krisserci5@gmail.com
Ever Fixed Mark
by
Dawnwind
Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments. Love is not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,
Or bends with the remover to remove.
O no! it is an ever-fixed mark
—William Shakespeare
Sir Raymond of Doyle had knelt before the late king, Henry the VIII, during his knighting ceremony. He later knelt to pledge his allegiance to HR Majesty, Elizabeth the First, along with his brother knights.
Thus it would stand to reason that kneeling in front of a fellow of the Royal Guard would be of no consequence. Yet, being on his knees, naked as the day he was born, swearing fealty to Lord William Bodie, felt like the most important event of his life.
He couldn’t help raising his eyes to gaze at the handsome man. A glossy brown fringe graced his forehead, accentuating brilliantly blue eyes and elegant features. His stylish clothing hid the heart of a complex man, well versed in court diplomacy and intrigue, as well as a proclivity for erotic sexual play.
“Will you submit completely and wholly to me, and only me?” Lord Bodie said. The words seemed harsh, but his expression was kind.
“I will, my liege,” Raymond whispered.
“Will you wear my sigil?” Bodie said, running one finger from Raymond’s forehead, down the cheekbone that had broken when he caught the broad side of a wooden blade in battle training two summers ago. Bodie pressed his thumb firmly against Raymond’s misaligned bone and then turned his hand so that his thumb remained on the side of Raymond’s face with the rest of his fingers cupped around the edge of the jawbone. With his left hand, Bodie captured Raymond’s neck, tracing the gold chain he had given the young knight a fortnight earlier. “And my collar?”
Raymond’s heart drummed against his ribcage. He felt like he had been preparing for this question since he was a boy. The roses and scented handkerchiefs beautiful maidens were always bestowing on him were mere playthings. This—what he wanted with Sir Bodie—was beyond precious. This was life.
“Everything I do for you gives me pleasure,” Raymond vowed.
“Your hair is beautiful. But you should not wear it bound back like this,” Bodie said softly, loosening the cloth Raymond used to keep his long curls tightly plaited into a thick club. “But in the French style, tumbling over your shoulders.”
“Let me.” Raymond smiled, deftly unbraiding his hair. The auburn tresses fell in long waves several inches below his shoulders. He turned his head, feeling almost shy when Bodie teased a long ringlet out with one finger.
“A lovelock,” Bodie declared. “Just for me. Were I a maiden, I’d shear it off and wear it tucked in a locket around my neck. But I prefer it hanging from your head, my own private Samson, before the debacle with Delilah.”
“Perhaps this just proves the folly of dallying with women?” Raymond leaned in against Bodie’s thighs. “That one is far safer in the company of men?”
“I believe you are correct!” Bodie chuckled. “Which bears the question, how much longer do we have? When does Cowley say your troop will ride out?”
“At daybreak, after the Sabbath,” Raymond replied softly. “Were that you would accompany our band.”
“I was loathe to offer my assistance on the campaign lest George inquire why I was so interested.” Bodie picked up a thick strip of leather with a buckle on the end.
Doyle couldn’t take his eyes off the band. Far too short to be a baldrick or belt, it must be his collar. His throat tightened, mouth going dry. Would Bodie place it on him now? “Until then, I answer only to you.”
“Then with hours ahead of us, important things first, your collar,” Bodie said, wrapping the band around his neck ceremoniously.
Without thinking, Doyle raised his hands to help centre the collar.
“Hands by your sides,” Bodie commanded, his voice like warm honey despite the warning. “This is mine, just as you are.”
When he slid the end through the buckle, Doyle had a wave of dizziness, sure his head would float away were it not for the collar. He had to press his hands against his thighs to weight himself to the floor. It felt as if he’d been waiting for this moment all of his life. “Thank you, sir,” he whispered, gladly accepting the reality of his new station.
“And my sigil,” Bodie decided, standing to circle his submissive. “In a special place.”
“Where?” When Raymond twisted his neck, the tight collar pressed into his artery, throbbing along with his heart. He couldn’t turn far enough to see his master bend down and run a finger along his spine.
“Just here.” Bodie dug his thumbnail into the small of Raymond’s back, where his spine curved inward.
Tiny vibrations, tingling as if he’d bathed in French champagne, ran up and down Doyle’s torso.
Bodie kissed the spot, wetting it with his tongue. “Marked as mine own, yet few if any will ever see the proof.”
“No-one,” Raymond promised. The thought of a sharp thorn stabbing into his flesh brought conflicting emotions. It wasn’t that he’d never been blooded before—of course he had. Training with the lance and sword was dangerous. He often had bruised and bleeding gashes after practice. Those were unavoidable, even necessary, to prepare for battle.
Yielding to the wishes of his Bodie—his master—was another thing entirely. Submission to pain, taking it willingly. He and Bodie had discussed other forms of erotic pain, flagellation and bondage, but hadn’t tested any yet. One step at a time, as they explored this new world. Exciting, provocative and intimidating, all because Raymond loved this man down to his very soul.
“Where did you learn to mark the skin?” Raymond asked, curiously. He’d seen a few men with inked patterns on their upper arms or chest, because they’d been on the high seas, to far away islands.
“I mastered—“ Bodie grinned at the word play, “the skill when I was in the dark continent, in my youth.”
“But you are unmarked.” He knew that for a fact, having explored every inch of Bodie’s pale body the first few times they came together in bed.
“True, but I’ve tattooed others in the tribal way.” He held out a hand, hoisting Doyle to a stand. “It is fascinating, and extremely intimate.”
Doyle swayed slightly when he stood, his feet tingling as blood rushed in. Bodie tightened his grip, kissing Doyle possessively. “So did you mark other…lovers?” Doyle asked.
“Lovers, yes, I’ll wager, but not my own lovers.” Bodie laughed, seeing Doyle’s expression. “Men I campaigned with wished to remember their intended in England, or even maidens they’d met in Africa. Love tokens, of a kind.” He led Doyle to a long wooden bench with cushions at one end. “Lie there, on your belly, sunshine.”
Doyle stretched out, automatically grasping the legs of the bench with both hands. He turned his head to watch his master prepare. Bodie removed his purple velvet coat and silk shirt, standing for a moment clad only in his black velvet breeches. Doyle’s heart thudded against the unyielding bench. He yearned for Bodie’s hands caressing his flesh, leaving the exotic mark, even if it hurt.
“Beautiful. Your skin is so fine, so soft.” Bodie stroked Raymond’s back, fingering the knobs of his spine. “A perfect canvas for my work.” He pulled over a small table covered with a linen cloth. Lifting the linen, he revealed the items underneath. Every day objects suddenly appeared frightening and sinister. “Do you wish to be restrained?” Bodie asked softly, holding up silken bindings, the sort generally used to tie curtains around a bed.
“No, sir,” Raymond whispered, licking his lips.
Bodie smiled, pointing to a curious piece of wood with a long, very sharp thorn skewered through one end. “This is the lance, to pierce the skin and deposit the colour beneath,” Bodie said. There were several other thorns scattered on the table, assumedly replacements for the original. A cup of black ink made from ash and water sat nearby, the surface shimmering in the flickering lamp light.
“What is the design of your sigil?”
“The family crest is a mite too obvious.” Bodie smirked, his eyebrow arched with amusement. The heraldic shield mounted on the wall featured a brown bird on a field of gold. “Not to mention impossible to render with this tool. Your mark will be far simpler.” He perched on a stool to begin his art.
Doyle inhaled, his ribs expanding against the hard bench. He closed his eyes, the warmth of Bodie’s palm on his back a grounding force. The first prick of the thorn wasn’t bad, but the second and third intensified the pain in a tiny spot. The slap of the wooden pivot driving the thorn repeatedly into his back was a sound he’d not easily forget, nor the huff of Bodie’s breath on his neck.
Intimate. Yes.
Exquisite. Provocative, and strangely arousing. Almost like the reaming Bodie had given him the night before as he clung to the bedposters. Bodie had slammed into his arsehole, planting his seed deeply inside. No fears that he could father a child, but that was not the point. It was a giving of himself. Doyle had accepted the gift with joyous relief, his orgasm coming apace with Bodie’s.
His little hole still smarted, but not half as much as the image forming on his back. Seemed as if the thorn was drilling into his bones, changing his very essence to reflect Bodie’s. He clenched his teeth to keep from whimpering, digging his fingernails into the legs of the bench.
This would be the badge of his fidelity, of his strength and Bodie’s vitality, woven together forever.
“How is it, Raymond?” Bodie sprinkled water on his artwork, causing Doyle to shiver at the unexpected bath. A quick wipe of a flannel dried the skin. “This will proceed for an hour, perhaps.”
“I am with you, Lord. I’d not submit if I did not want this,” Doyle said honestly. “Feels nearly like—“
“Sex?” Bodie chuckled. He yanked the thorn out of the wood and screwed in a fresh one.
“Aye, exactly the word I had in mind.” Doyle stretched his cramped fingers, resting his left hand on Bodie’s thigh. The velvet was a plush caress against the hardened callouses on his palms earned from long hours of sword practice.
“When we met, that day in Her Majesty’s stable yard, I knew you were no fawning courtier, gaining a knighthood through connections.” Bodie struck the new thorn firmly into malleable flesh.
Doyle was sure he could feel the ink sinking into his skin. “I was covered in horse shit and stinking from an encounter with a skunk,” Doyle retorted to keep his mind off the steady drum of the thorn. “You were dressed in clothes fit for the throne room.”
“Where I had just come from,” Bodie agreed. “Cowley had asked me to keep an eye out for the new recruit, and there you were, beddable as any wench in a tavern.”
Doyle snarled, which helped immensely, and clamped his fingers into Bodie’s strong thigh. “Were that you were clean enough to spit on,” he said sourly.
“Thy tongue is as barbed as thy fangs.” Bodie laughed so violently he had to pause in his task.
Doyle craned his neck to the left, grimacing at a line of blood tricking along his ribs. There was no way that he could see the resulting image from any position known to man. Even attempting to view it in a mirror would be nigh on to impossible. Ingenious, that was. “Was your trap that snared me.” He pressed his face into the velvet thigh so close by.
“Cretin,” Bodie said fondly, adding another few jabs.
Both were drenched in sweat as the hour progressed. Doyle never got used to the incessant gouging, but there came a point when he couldn’t quite remember life before, nor anticipate when the burning pain would end. Tracing the pattern of stabs in his mind, Doyle was sure that Bodie was designing a very simple B. One straight row down, possibly the span of two fingers at most, and two curved lines on the right side.
The church bells across the way from Bodie’s palace apartments tolled midnight when he laid aside the wood and thorn. “Love, it’s done,” he said, surrounding the sigil with kisses.
Past tired of lying so still, Doyle pushed himself up to get one of those kisses on his mouth. His body ached is if he’d gone three rounds with sword master Macklin, and while the sting in the middle of his back wasn’t crippling, it was sorely present, as if a layer of skin had been scraped off. He ignored both, returning the kiss for all he was worth. Bodie paused long enough to straddle the bench so that they faced one another.
“My turn now,” Doyle announced with a grin, bending his neck to worship his lover’s chest. He lipped Bodie’s left nipple, lapping his tongue around until it peaked, and then catching the nub in his teeth. After tugging gently, he released his prey.
Bodie gasped, surging into Doyle’s mouth. “Every stroke whets my blade, Parsifal,” he groaned. “Won’t take a moment to sharpen the point.”
“Mouth or arsehole, master?” Doyle asked, arousal swelling his own cock to full length. His whole being throbbed in time with his heart.
“I think you know the answer.” Bodie cupped his jaw with both hands, insinuating his thumbs between Doyle’s lips. “I want to see my masterpiece as I cleave your heavenly globes and tickle your manhood.”
Laughing, Raymond sucked on the digits, dizzy with love. How did Bodie make him feel like this, and so effortlessly? A miracle the Church would condemn with declarations of everlasting hell. Yet, he felt raised up, validated whenever he was with Bodie.
“Aye,” he said when he could speak. “I knew.”
“Turn so that you would be sitting between my knees,” Bodie instructed, standing up still straddling the bench. He unlaced his breeches, his erection thrusting outward. “Would you pierce yourself on my dagger?” he asked with a grin.
“Will you oil your weapon, sir?” Doyle replied formally, more than ready to proceed. These stalling techniques played havoc with his patience, but as the submissive, he had to follow his master’s lead. He would do nothing else.
In addition, Bodie’s games were fun.
“The finest there is, from the continent.” Bodie dipped his fingers in a jar of ointment on the table, smearing it liberally over his cock. He beckoned Doyle forward, turning him at the last moment so that Bodie could centre himself directly in line with Doyle’s hole.
The thick, blunt end poked into his opening, which was still tender from the night before. Doyle worried his bottom lip, afraid that after his stoicism with the tattooing, he’d cry out over a such a minor ache in his arse, but damned he hurt. All over. That Bodie had caused every bruise and wound made them special, not abhorrent.
“Slowly, sir,” he whispered. “I—“
Bodie smacked him on the right flank with a leather glove. Hardly a welt, but the sudden pain galvanized him. Doyle gasped, shoving back against his intruder. The stretching cramp was incredible, unimaginable, sending shock waves through his core. Bodie had never gone in so fast, so hard. Doyle arched with a scream, not sure whether to pull away or settle more firmly into Bodie’s lap.
“That’s it, pet,” Bodie crooned in his ear, closing both hands around Doyle’s dripping length. “Let me fill your shaft, ink my mark deep inside.”
“You’ve marked my soul, Bodie,” Doyle vowed, head back against his master’s shoulder. “Every inch of me.” He panted as Bodie pinched his balls and then fisted his cock, turning him into a lightning rod of pure sensation. Stars and moons whirled in his vision, giving off fiery sparks. He’d go mad, surely, if he didn’t release soon, but Bodie’s tight grasp on the base of his manhood made that nigh onto impossible.
“Just as you’ve marked me, invisibly.” Bodie rocked his hips, seating himself ever deeper inside his sheath.
Doyle cried out, sure he’d be split asunder just as Bodie squeezed him one last time. They erupted in concert, flying into the night sky without ever leaving the chamber.
“Mine own,” Bodie whispered.
“My love,” Doyle answered.
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Staring out the window, bathed in sweat, Bodie knew there was a reason he hated observation jobs. This one was going above and beyond to prove he was right.
It was the height of summer—short skirts, long legs, steamy days, and sultry nights. Normally Bodie would be out in pursuit of all four; but, instead of the throb of club music, or the song of a bird on his arm—or even the adrenaline rush of pursuing some villain, he was stuck in his Capri. Now, he loved that car as it flew through the streets, taking a fast curve or two, poetry in motion; but at the moment it was parked off a high street in a seedier part of town. The sun had gone down, thankfully, but the air was still suffocating, no respite in sight beyond rolled down windows, as they waited to find out how official secrets were being passed to some very naughty boys who shouldn't have access to them.
Opposite Bodie's own stationary furnace lay The Pussycat House. It was a run-down townhouse; built when the address was more prestigious, it had since spiralled down to its current status along with the rest of the neighbourhood. What maybe set it apart was a wash of neon pink lighting, blinking P-U-S-S-Y-CAT, P-U-S-S-Y-CAT, which coated anything and everything within range in a nauseating shade of Boots's own kaolin and morphine.
Personally, and especially after having read the case file, Bodie considered the place one of the scariest bars-cum-brothels he'd ever seen, including his mercenary years. At least Congolese conditions were born of war, and necessity, and what wasn't handily available. Here, it was more a question of greed and exploitation and extremely bad taste. So much so, that he wouldn't have been surprised if the pint glasses marched out in protest whenever the patrons stopped in.
Could be worse. At least we didn't pull inside duty.
To be honest, there was one additional respite from the misery of the job, and it sat next to him, all curly hair and scruffy jeans and sour look. Doyle, his partner, who understood the situation exactly and was just as pleased about it as Bodie.
He turned a second to look at his partner, grim*mouthed behind grey-mirrored sunglasses, a pair of binoculars perched against a thigh. The man looked as deceptively boneless as ever, slumped with an arm resting on the window frame, light cloth shirt soaked with sweat and opened to there. Something about Doyle had always fascinated Bodie, reminded him of hot summer nights in the Congo, where your skin itched with a hunger just beneath the surface; but CI5, and the home fires of England, were not the places to bring up those subjects.
Even so: the blue-green eyes weren't visible, but Boyle spied a single bead of sweat, perched on his nose just so. It called to him, tantalized him. Part of him wanted to reach out and flick it with a finger, just to get on Doyle's nerves (for he could do that much with little punishment); but another part of him was fascinated, wanted to watch it just until it had beaded enough to drop, then lean forward and lick it off with his tongue.
Though he knew what his partner's response would be, and he knew how dirty his partner could fight, so he kept mum about the whole thing.
“Well, that's interesting.” Doyle remained motionless; but the words spilled from his lips, filling the car. The vibration caused the drop to shimmer, then fall into the darkness of the interior.
“What's that?” Bodie responded; the spell had broken with the loss of the bead.
“Over there.” Doyle jerked his head. “Company.”
“Where?” Bodie looked around; he hadn't been that distracted, had he?
The face turned towards him, mirrored lenses reflecting two slightly pinkish Bodie faces. “Don't even think of coming down with something, leaving me in the middle of it. Mr Whippy at ten o'clock.”
“Could set GMT by his schedule,” Bodie observed. “Hasn't missed an evening yet.”
“No, he hasn't.” Doyle nodded in agreement and brought the binoculars up to his face. “Lemon ice lolly for me, ta. Too hot for much else.”
Bodie screwed up his mouth.
“I did get your lunch,” Doyle pointed out, forestalling the protest. “And tea, though I have no idea why in this weather. Or are we getting forgetful in our old age?”
“Younger than you,” Bodie sniffed, “and liver sarnies are not proper food.” But he swung the car door open, knowing when he was defeated. Doyle cackled behind him.
Across the street, the Mr Whippy van had pulled up close enough to take on the pink hue oozing off the brothel, almost convincing Bodie to give up and return to the furnace of the Capri. Almost. Nothing to it; food was food. He put his head down and made his way across the road, accompanied by the universal out-of-tune renderings of Greensleeves, and found himself peering into the white coolness of the van's interior.
A small glass window slid open; and a rough, roundish, salt-of-the-earth face leaned out to be instantly dyed pink. A tendril of cool teased over Bodie's cheek, reminding him there were other seasons in the calendar.
“How can I help you, guv?
“I'll have—“ Bodie scanned the menu on the side panel— “a vanilla 99 with monkey's blood, aaaaand,” his eyes slid past the lollies, “a Strawberry Imperiale. Ta.”
“Everything on the Imperiale, guv?”
“What's everything?” Doyle was too skinny, by far. Plus Bodie really didn't like liver, even if he'd eaten it in the end.
“99 flake, whipped cream, monkey sauce, hundreds and thousands, and a glacée cherry. Can throw some strawberries on, as well.”
“Yeah, that sounds good. With the strawberries. Everything you've got.”
“Comin' up, guv.” The man smiled and the glass door slid shut, cutting off the air-conditioned wisp.
Bodie looked around as he waited. No one else had stopped at the van at the moment; but numerous figures glided up and down the street, winking pink shapes in the night.
His mind returned to the assignment. How do they get the info back and forth? The plods usually turn a blind eye, though they keep a check on the more blatant activities. Hell, we've been out here for weeks, and there's nothing, no one, bringing information in or out. As far as CI5 can tell, this street doesn't even exist on the KGB's map.
He dragged a thoroughly-soaked handkerchief across his forehead, where the sweat had already covered him, and thought about the car.
And Doyle.
Doyle, tough and moody, lithe and lean. Eating a melting sweet.
Hot, yet cool.
Bodie could see it, too: Head tilting back, the curls shifting, innocently seductive… Then the tongue flicking out, to catch a drip from the cone.
Doyle would bite the edge, cracker bits crumbling across his lips.
Bodie surreptitiously adjusted his pants, just the tiniest bit.
Then he'd turn, say something smart-mouthed. Like “what are you waiting for? A personalized invitation?”
And Bodie knew exactly how he'd answer that: “Been waiting for you, but not waiting any longer.” And he'd swoop down and dive right into those lips...
“Must have quite the sweet tooth, then.”
“What?” Bodie arrived back in the real world with a thud.
“Yer bird. Usually they don't go for all the extras, always goin' on about their weight and all. She must love 'er sweets, then.”
“You might say that,” Bodie replied noncommittally, partially back in his dreams. “The 'intended' is a bit of an exhibitionist, too.”
The man sniggered, then cracked a crooked grin. “'Intended,' indeed. Close enough. 'Old on a min,” he chortled, diving back into the track.
He reemerged carrying a cardboard tray, into which he inserted the two treats. “There ya go—much easier to carry that way.”
“What's the damage?” Bodie shifted his wallet in preparation of taking the tray.
“Twenty p for the 99; and sixty for the Imperiale. Eighty p, guv.”
“Eighty p? You must be joking. What's in there—gold?” Bodie still wanted the treats, but at that price, not without a fight.
“Well, it's an Imperiale—a little of everything. Basically three ice creams in one. It's an event, not just a treat.”
Bodie gave him a patented Doyle glare; though he really did want to watch Doyle eat the ice cream.
“Yer bird—she'll love it….”
Maybe not love it, but bet I can get him to eat it. Got to be worth something, that. “Okay, though this is highway robbery. Hold on then.” He shifted around in his pocket, looking for a pound note he knew he'd had in there earlier.
”'Ere, now—be careful! I'll hold it while you get yer change. Wouldn't want to drop it, now would you?”
Bodie thought the ice cream man was a little fussy about the whole thing, but he really didn't want to drop the treats; so he located the pound note, fished it out, and handed it over. The man handed over some change and the cardboard carrier with a hearty, “Good day to you, guv. And enjoy!”
“Same to you.” Bodie was already headed back to the Capri, contemplating how to eat his ice cream before the interior of the car melted it. And contemplating the floor show to come.
“Took your time about it.” Doyle was his usual sunny self.
“Ice cream man was giving me a tutorial on how much my bird eats.” Bodie leaned into the car, smugness across his face, and handed over the cardboard tray. “Hold that a minute.”
“Where's mine? You would buy two for yourself.”
“You wound me, Raymond. How low do you think I am?” Bodie produced his patented pout. “No; one is for you.” Bodie closed the door behind himself, and moved to pluck the plain cone from the tray, almost upsetting both cones in the process. Doyle scrambled to right the tray.
“Boooodie,” Doyle warned, “I just ought to… Hang on.” A serious look overtook the anger.
Doyle's hands scrambled a bit under the tray, then became more secure. “There's something under here.” His hands moved more carefully, searching, then locked into position. “Hard and bumpy, like—”
“Microfilm,” they said together, as Doyle pulled a small item up into view.
“That's how they do it, then,” Doyle mused. “We should have known.”
“Well, we do now. And Father will be best pleased. Let's head back.” Bodie straightened up behind the wheel, and started up the car.
“Well, won't be needing all this, then,” Doyle gestured at the tray of ice creams, then picked up the rapidly melting 99 flake and licked a melting drop from its surface. “Supposing they were out of lollies, but this will do. What is the monstrosity, then? The rest of the ice cream in the van?”
Bodie found himself mesmerised by Doyle taking a bite from the cone, crumbs arrayed across his lips. Just like in his fantasy.
“You'd better do whatever you're going to do with that, and get on the way. Else the information will go stale.”
Bodie looked into those eyes, that he was so familiar with, and was speechless, waiting to see how this would play out.
“Bodie—what are you waiting for? A personalized invitation?” Doyle was annoyed, but concerned.
Bodie smiled.
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A Lady’s Journal
by
Snow White
I am embarking on a new adventure and decided that I would keep a journal of my travels. First, I suppose I should introduce myself. I am officially Lady Willamena Bracknell and I am a champion bitch. No, I really am a champion bitch and I have the ribbons to prove it. Last month I won best in class at this big dog show in someplace called Madison Square Garden. Westminster Kennel Club, I think it was.
It’s because I did so well there that I am off to someplace called England for another dog show, Crufts. My journal—oh yes. Well my great Aunt Eleanor told me I would go a long way in the dog world and I even got my very own passport, so I guess she was right.
We have boarded a conveyance which my owner calls a private jet to take us there. My personal crate has been loaded and I am getting so excited. I have flown lots of times, but never so far before. I think I will take a nap before we get there. I do want to greet my fans looking my best. After all, I am the number one Afghan hound in the world.
------------------------------------
I think it is the next day. We dogs usually have a real good sense of time but all this traveling is confusing. My best sense, though, is my wonderful eyesight and, of course, my great speed. Poor old Barney, my St. Bernard friend, complains that he can’t keep up with me. He is always crying, “Willie, will you wait for me.” Willie is what my friends call me. My official name is such a mouthful.
But back to my story.
We arrived in some place called Birmingham. For a little while I was confused because I have been to Birmingham and it didn’t look anything like this, then I found out that England and America, my country, have a lot of places with the same name. Very confusing. In fact, the English language in England is generally strange. But more on that later.
The next day was wonderful. We went to the site and I saw lots of my friends from Westminster, but there were a lot of new dogs and bitches as well. It was huge. I saw that snobby little Toy Poodle that beat me out last month and totally ignored him. After all, I have much better lines and really gorgeous fur. He has fur like a bristle brush.
------------------------------------
I am not sure what is happening, but people are very upset. I am sensitive to moods and something is going on. There are a lot of men and women who smell of both anger and fear. Even though I am not a scent hound, the aroma of fear is very, very strong.
------------------------------------
I finally found out what is happening. I talked to an Alsatian and he filled me in. He was there as part of the security team, not a participant. I am used to security since my owner is something called a VIP and always travels with a security force. This time, though, there will be additional security—something called CI5. I am going to talk to Otto now and see if I can find out more.
Okay, Otto says there was been a warning of an attempt to stop the dog show—something about radical animal rights people. Stupid humans. Don’t they know we dogs already have the best rights on the planet, well except for the cats, of course. I am really looking forward to seeing these CI5 blokes—that’s what they call men in England—blokes.
------------------------------------
Today is going to be busy. Lots of grooming and picture taking, then the first round of competition for my breed. There are hundreds of Afghans, so it will take a long time for the judges to look at all of us. I think I will try and look around more. Maybe I could help those CI5 blokes. I’ve always wanted to be a spy.
------------------------------------
I finally got to see the team of men and women from CI5. There are a lot of them but two in particular have been delegated to look after me. One of them reminds me of my friend Red. He is the big tom cat that rules the barns at our estate in Maryland. This human’s name is either Doyle or Ray or Sunshine. I can’t quite figure it out because they seem to call him all three at different times. He has beautiful, curly fur but he does look a little scruffy. He really should put more of an effort into his appearance. However, he does smell nice. I don’t sense any fear with him.
His partner is always called Bodie—no multiple names for him. I have to say his fur is gorgeous. It is black and sleek like a Doberman and his eyes are stunning. They remind me of Maximillian, the Siberian Husky who is my special friend. We try and hang out at all of the dog shows but sometimes my owner won’t let me play with Maxi. I’ll have to see if I can find out why. Anyway, back to Bodie.
He is strong and beautiful but for some reason he is very uncomfortable around me and the other dogs. He has a strange smell, too. It is a little like fear, but not exactly. I can’t put my paw on it but I wish he would pet me. I can already feel his strong fingers running up and down my back. After all, he does it for Ray/Doyle/Sunshine when they are alone.
There is another CI5 person who bustles around and appears to be the ringmaster. He yells a lot, especially at Ray/Doyle/Sunshine and Bodie, but I can smell his affection for them. Remember I mentioned the strange English language. Well they call him The Cow, but he is unlike any cow I have ever seen in America. Maybe they have a different type of cow over here. I wonder if he has the same wonderful fresh milk as our cows give. So refreshing on a warm summer’s day. I will see if I can find out.
------------------------------------
Things are getting really exciting now. In the ring I am doing well, even if I am very bored. We are getting down to the finals in the breed category. Everyone says I am sure to win. Well, of course I am, silly humans. Then we will go to the Hound Class. That will be a little more difficult but should be a snap for me. I hope that stupid Toy Poodle loses in his Class. It would really suit him.
Oh, wonderful news. Bodie has been assigned to take me for walkies this morning. Apparently, he didn’t realize what an honor it is to take me for my morning walk/run. He was complaining to Ray/Doyle/Sunshine quite vigorously, but his friend didn’t give him much encouragement. Just handed him my lead and wandered away.
I was so excited, but I remembered my manners and didn’t jump on him or rub against his tight trousers. I walked like the proper lady I am. After a little while Bodie settled down a bit so I tried out my showring gait. He was a little awkward at first but quickly got the idea and we looked good together. When we got back to my groomers, he even mentioned to Ray/Doyle/Sunshine that I wasn’t bad for a dog. Not bad? The man is either blind or a congenital idiot. But, then, I look at his eyes and will forgive him anything. I am beginning to think, though, that he only has serious eyes for his friend. We dogs understand these things.
------------------------------------
The next morning, we were getting down to serious judging in the Hound categories. I had won my breed competition, naturally, and was going to be in the ring to practice just before lunch. Things were progressing nicely. Bodie was relaxed enough to help with my grooming when I noticed a group of strangers in an area reserved for show judges. I knew they didn’t look like show officials and besides they smelled wrong. They smelled of fear, anxiety, and anger. I could also see that they were carrying guns under their jackets. Like I said, I have very good eyesight.
Suddenly I knew what I had to do. I had to alert Bodie and the rest of CI5 what was about to happen. I turned to look at Bodie and began to bark. I took a few steps toward the strangers and then came back to Bodie and barked some more. Bodie was confused and Ray/Doyle/Sunshine asked what was wrong with me. Then Bodie, god bless him, figured out what I was trying to tell him. He slipped my lead off and as I took off, he drew his gun and followed me. Ray/Doyle/Sunshine saw where I was headed, and he took a different direction. After only about a minute the three of us collided with the strange smelling humans and they were quickly subdued. While the men from CI5 collected them, that weird English Cow came hurrying up and congratulated Bodie and Ray/Doyle/Sunshine.
I wanted to show Bodie what a hero he was, and for an instant I forgot myself. I jumped on Bodie and wrapped my paws around his neck and gave him a huge, wet kiss across his face. Bodie wrapped his forepaws around me and hugged me and stroked my long ears. It was sheer bliss.
After that, there was a lot of milling around, confusion, and finally the police forces arrived to take the animal rights people away. I was happy but also sad because I knew that Bodie would be leaving and I would miss him. But I would have some wonderful memories of my time as an agent for CI5 (I heard that is what they call themselves). I would tell my friends back in America all about my beautiful friend, Bodie, and who knows, I might come back to Crufts next year. Maybe I could help them foil a Russian plot or something. After all, I heard from my owner that I had been designated an honorary member of CI5. I wonder if they will let me carry a gun?
------------------------------------
Post Script: I won Best in Show. Take that you snobby little Poodle.
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ALPHAONE
ANSON
ASQUAD
BACKTRACK
BLINDRUN
BODIE
COWLEY
DOYLE
EVEREST
FIRSTNIGHT
HEROES
JAX
LIZ
LONDON
LUCAS
MCCABE
MURPHY
PROFESSIONALS
QUEEN
ROGUE
RUTH
SPYPROBE
STAKEOUT
SUSAN
UNITEDKINGDOM
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A Night at the Palais
by
jat sapphire
Ray Doyle was dancing.
While the backbeat thrummed up his legs, the wall of sound matching the wall of flashing bulbs at the back of the dance floor, he twisted his hips and lifted his arms. There was hardly room to move his feet without bumping into someone, and nobody near him was appetizing enough for that. His Qiana shirt slid over the sweat on his back and snagged on his ribs. His hair stuck to his forehead, tangled wetly in his necklace. He missed his shoulder holster.
The disco ball and coloured spotlights made him feel they were all dancing in a boiling snow-globe, flakes of black, white, and liquorice—allsorts colours making faces shift and melt. As an obbo, this had seemed a better idea than it was turning out to actually be. He could see forms moving amongst the tables but would have been hard-pressed to identify anyone in court.
Maybe Bodie was doing better. He had the table nearest the bead curtain, where people came in from the car park and went out to the bogs and came back. Lots of traffic, and a bare bulb near the ceiling.
Ray turned and pretended to dance with the nearest bird, who was shaking her long hair back and forth, completely absorbed in her own movement. Past her, he looked over at the beads swaying and rippling, and there was his partner, looking in entirely the wrong direction.
At Ray.
What was the great berk doing? Even if the obbo were a waste of time, not actually observing was hardly going to shorten the time Cowley kept them assigned there.
Ray stepped around the hair-waving girl, then around a man not so much dancing as staggering vaguely back and forth, then around a couple trying to slow-dance, until he reached the edge of the hardwood and stalked over the carpet to Bodie’s table.
------------------------------------
Bodie had been slouched a little in the flimsy chair, but when he saw the wrath of God descending, he sat up and began to feel aggrieved. It had only been a minute he'd been watching, and anyway what the hell did Doyle think? His hair, even bushier than usual, had waved in the moving lights like a regular halo, and his shirt glowed and framed his sweat-sparkled chest, and when his arms curved up and Bodie knew very well how his arse was moving in the tight clasp of that moleskin… well, really, what else could he possibly look at? Even now? The muscles in his thighs alone were mesmerizing, even though Bodie saw them up and down stairs, in and out of the car, every bloody day.
When Doyle stopped beside the table, the door-light gilded his hair and shoulders but left his downturned expression a mystery. His mouth was set hard. Not bothering to protest, Bodie awaited one of Ray’s famed sarky take-downs.
But Doyle didn’t even speak for what seemed a long time, until his hand settled on Bodie’s arm in a grip like a vice, hauled him to his feet and tugged him back out to the dance floor.
Bodie could have struggled. Heavier, taller, he knew that in a real fight… but this wasn’t a fight. So he let himself be turned the way they’d come and stayed put when Doyle stepped back and began to dance again, between Bodie and the door, then leaned in and said under the bump and roar of the music, “Move. I know you’re not much of a dancer, but at least you can be staring in the right direction.”
Still not dancing, Bodie also leaned in. “You might’ve asked.”
“Never use ingenuity—“
“When brute force will suffice? Ooh, you brute.”
Doyle’s anger seemed to shatter under the broken light, and he half-smiled, a glint of teeth. “You do need to save your brain cells.” He looked over Bodie’s shoulder and gave himself to the music again.
He had a point, Bodie conceded. They’d be stuck here forever if they’d nothing to report. So he bent his knees a bit and moved his feet, convinced as usual when he danced alone that he looked a prat.
As he watched, Doyle smiled more widely. “There, not so hard, is it?”
Bodie's eyes flicked down without his conscious permission. “Well, as to that...”
Laughing, Doyle thrust out his hips, all the lines of his face falling into abrupt beauty and the sound shaking Bodie's joints more than the backbeat. It forced his own body into an easier, swinging step, the way he danced with a bird he fancied. Doyle drifted a little to one side to scan for anyone new at the tables, and Bodie tried to make his own surveillance of the door look like the absent expression of someone without a partner. A dance partner.
He wished it were the kind of club where he could have danced with Doyle.
That would be a different assignment altogether. The contraband traders Cowley was after would never meet in a place the plods were always checking for underage and public indecency. Still, it looked as though they weren't interested in meeting here either, despite what Jax’s grass had hinted to him.
The lights and vibrations and shifting crowd created a dreamlike, even hallucinatory effect. Bodie drifted. Doyle danced. No suspicious characters appeared.
------------------------------------
Ray had once spent his nights off going club to club, before CI5, pulling birds and trying to reach this trancelike, lazy fusion of body and music.
Sliding his gaze Bodie-ward, Ray smirked. Too bad there was no mirror here. He would have loved to take the piss and point out how swirling rainbow fires made his partner's simple cream jacket and the wide black wings of his black shirt collar into a peacock display.
But that might have brought back Bodie's self-consciousness, which would have been a pity. Now he had his grace back, the powerful, smooth movement that at work made deadly force look like dancing. Now dancing looked lethal, at least to Ray's ability to see if Golov or one of his henchmen came in.
Another scan of the tables was clearly needed. Maybe from another spot on the dance floor.
Yet he didn't move away.
Without looking, Ray knew how the fabric of that jacket creased over the muscles of Bodie's arms, how the tails moved back and forth over his thighs. A bit John Travolta, though Bodie wouldn't be caught dead pointing at the ceiling. And instead of all that chest hair (Ray touched his own chest, remembering the poster), the hollow at the base of Bodie's throat drew the eye, at least the mind's eye. Ray's mind's eye. It wasn't really possible, was it, for Ray to hear the small clicks and shuffles of Bodie's boots on the floor? Not over all that loud music? But he felt he could.
His own feet kept the same rhythm—his shoulders, his hips. The part of his consciousness that was not searching the crowd, was not absorbed in the music, flashed images of Bodie running upstairs, diving through a kicked-open door, struggling to fit his shoulders through a narrow window or heaving himself over the top of a wall.
Their eyes met, and they smiled.
A vaguely familiar figure walked between them, crossing among the dancers. It was the body language—stiff, military, blockish—like a Russian ambassador or functionary. The man made his way to the tables.
Before the two agents could react, the song changed. Ray stepped a little longer with the slower beat, and he came down on the top of someone's buckled shoe. As he staggered, wrongfooted, a hand like the bumper of a lorry shoved at his shoulder and a voice revved like a bike engine: “Watch y'self, ya bloody poof!”
Turning, Ray looked up, looked farther up. How had he missed this brontosaurus on the dance floor, or even coming in? Ray was reminded of Tinkerbell the bodyguard, except that this bloke was even bigger. And something else about the battered face reminded him—wasn't this the one in Jax's file, the one he was going to follow tonight?—Ray glanced at Bodie, but just then the big man grabbed Ray's collarbone and pressed in.
No need for speech or signals. Ray bent his knees, dragging the behemoth's arm down with him, getting his own grip on the massive wrist. Bodie swung a roundhouse kick at the head but hit the barrel neck instead, and when the man reached for his foot, drew it back and lashed out straight, this time hitting just on the Adam's apple. Ray hooked the nearest of his attacker's legs and he went down like a felled tree. A few seconds, no more. Only the nearest dancers even noticed shadows struggling in the kaleidoscope dark.
The partners shared another glance as Ray got to his feet. They weren’t even breathing hard. Out of nowhere, Jax was bending over the lout, checking his pulse, and then he grinned. “All according to Hoyle. Or Doyle,” he said, and closed the handcuffs, clack and clack. As he stood, he gave Bodie and Ray a quick once-over. “And they say white men can't dance.”
“Does he work for—” Ray began, then spun to see the Russian making his hurried way to the curtained door. “Bodie!”
They shoved past dancers, ran out into the car park, and caught their target as he pulled out his keys. Evidently the dinosaur was his only bodyguard. A red bonnet moved up beside them and Cowley lowered the window to say, “What took you lads so long? It's half the night gone. Ah, bring him in and we'll get started with the interrogation.”
------------------------------------
Many hours later, the partners paused just outside the front entrance of CI5's headquarters. Doyle tilted his head back and squinted at the sun. “What's that doing there?” he asked.
“Giving me a headache,” said Bodie, for lack of anything cleverer.
“Come to mine and have a cuppa.”
Bodie smiled. “Wi' a dram,” he said in the Scots accent he knew was awful.
Moving easily (and how he could after that long night), Doyle said over his shoulder, “With anything I’ve got in.”
Were those sparkles of coloured light? Was Bodie’s vision just betraying him, or was Doyle dancing down the steps? “I’ll hold you to that,” was all he could say.
On the pavement, Doyle turned, the wide, real smile he rarely used on his face, and said, “Hold me to anything you like.”
Dazed with the possibilities (Wall? Door? Shower tiles? Bed?), Bodie danced stair by stair to meet him.
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Transcript
by
Halotolerant
Dear Jenny,
As promised, here is the video file for your Dad. I’ve done a transcription too (also attached), in case the audio doesn’t always come through clearly enough for him. I was doing my best on the phone filming but as you can imagine I was also pretty emotional and caught in the moment! I hope he’s well—ninety-five now, that’s so amazing! I hope he knows how much we all would have loved to have him there, but of course everyone understands about the journey and everything. I saw they’ve put a bit of the cake aside with his name on for their next visit north!
It was a lovely day, as you’ll see. From what you’ve said this file should play on his iPad but might be worth making sure—do text me if there’s any issues.
Let me know when you’re in London again and we’ll have coffee. And I know they’d love to see you too.
Kind regards,
Kay
Attachments: Ray_Speech_01.mov, Ray_Transcript.docx
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Ray Transcript (19-05-2018)
Ray: Right, I know this chocolate mousse is amazing, but if I could have everyone’s attention? Yes, just for a moment. Right. Can you hear me at the back? Is this thing on? Good. Right. Well.
Now, you should understand that me and Andrew flipped a coin for who was going to do this, and I guess it’s all your unlucky day because if it was him he’d probably do three knob jokes and toast the Queen and you’d be done and back with your desserts, but it’s me so settle in.
[Indistinct from audience]
Well if you want a knob joke I’m sure he’ll oblige! Yeah? Yeah. I dunno if you can see his grin from there but I think he’s up for it.
[Indistinct from Andrew]
Thanks for that darling, the moral support of your obscene innuendo never fails to sustain me.
Now, um, I do have to say that this doesn’t come easy, exactly. I like the sound of my voice, I know that, but I’m not in practice talking about things like this. Never was.
I wanted to say this, though, today. It seemed right. Isn’t that what it’s all about, really? A wedding? What is it if not standing up in front of a bunch of your nearest and dearest and saying personal things on the public record?
And I didn’t think this day would come at all, of course. I really… Not just for us two, but for anyone like us. And I know I said, for years—we both did—that marriage wasn’t something we wanted even once we got the option, but times change, don’t they? There comes times you want to put your foot down and draw your line, and say ‘I am taking what you can’t prevent me having.’ So yeah, partly this is mine and Andrew’s very own two fingers up to anyone who’d say this isn’t something we’re allowed to do. We’re here, we’re queer and all of that.
Actually, just saying that, it still feels weird. Dangerous.
When I started in the police—yes, I know, I told you this would take a while. When I started, back in 1964, this was... You kids in this room now, today, did you know that it used to be illegal for two men to date each other? When I was in the police, we were arresting men for being queer, still. ‘Gross indecency’ it was called. I was twenty-one when they passed a law to say it was OK as long as it was behind closed doors and you didn’t talk about it. If I’d have known then…
So, anyway, it was 1975 when I met Andrew the first time. I had been recruited out of the police to an agency called CI5. He’d been there a year already before me, and he, as you can well imagine, thought I was PC Plod, still wet behind the ears, whereas he was the bee’s knees, naturally.
Andrew: I am Cassandra, cursed to speak truth and never be listened to.
Ray: Anyway, we were put together by our boss at the time, a very great man now called Sir George Cowley, who unfortunately can’t be here today, but I know Kay’s getting this on camera for him, right Kay? Right, good. Hello, George, thanks for the malt scotch, we had to struggle not to appreciate it a little too enthusiastically last night.
So, there I was with Andrew. Bodie, I called him then, he kept his regal first names very much under his hat.
I remember the first time he saved my life. The first of many. The official secrets act is the reason it’s not a story I’m sharing in detail, but let’s just say it wasn’t the first time I was glad he’d had all that secret agent experience when we were partnered.
Andrew: Think you saved mine first.
Ray: No, that was after. Enfield was first; you had that old Cortina still. The one with the cake crumbs and the boot full of old chip wrappers from your misspent youth. From before I came along and sorted out your sense of hygiene.
So anyway, lifesaving, actually, was a part of our job, a part of what we’d promised to do for each other. I think sometimes that I didn’t realise what kind of man he was because I did see him as… well, as the bee’s knees, I’ll say it. You can get used to someone being extraordinary. He had been a lot of places I hadn’t, he had a lot of skills I didn’t, and I didn’t see, at first, what he was doing for me, specifically for me, rather than just for a partner.
One of our grandchildren asked me, a while back, if I’d ‘known’ when I first met Andrew, that I would love him. And that’s a question I ask myself. This is the thing, though: that’s not something you could ‘know’, back then. That wasn’t allowed. Whatever you thought you might know, about yourself, about someone else, about the two of you together—well, you just couldn’t.
[it can’t be seen very well on the video from the angle I was filming, but Andrew reached out and took Ray’s hand here for a moment, during the silent bit.]
1975 until 1984—nine years on the squad together, or near enough. It’s no secret that I was disillusioned by the end of my time with CI5. You move from your twenties, where you’re going to fix everything, to your thirties, where you start to understand that history is bigger than you. A man gets unmoored.
But I don’t regret what happened then. How could I, when I owe two of my beautiful children to it? Kay and Richard both know their mother would be the first to say we got married for the wrong reasons, but we’ve felt lucky, too, Margaret and I, that our mutual foolishness collided long enough to give us them both. My ex-wife is now, for anyone who doesn’t know, the head of CI5, having stuck with it much longer than I did and with far greater success, and if only Royalty hadn’t unfeelingly decided to get married the same weekend as me, she’d be here today.
[indistinct from audience—it’s all jokes about the royals]
When Margaret went back to work, and we began the process of separating, the children came to live with me. Which, at times, made me miss being under live fire but there you go. We had our good times too. This was 1987. It was about a year later that I heard from Andrew again. He had started the security consultancy by then, and he was generous enough for ask me for a consultation—for a fee, which I can tell you, with two kids under five was very welcome.
He came to visit us, one winter’s night. Our little house in Islington. It was raining, going into sleet. I remember opening the door to him, and thinking he hadn’t changed.
And realising that I hadn’t, either.
And realising what it was inside me that was the same, what it had always been.
He started visiting more often. He changed a nappy that first night, so he can’t say I didn’t warn him what he was getting into. For Kay and Richard he’s been a third parent, and some of you were there on that amazing day in 1998 when we both became the legal parents of our daughter, Thea. Thea, I can’t believe it’s been a year already since your wedding darling, and I dare say you’re to blame too for putting us onto the idea, what a day that was.
That’s what I want to say, really, and I know I’ve taken my time getting to it. For some people a marriage is the start of a relationship. For Andrew and for me, it’s a statement of it. I’ve lived with this man for 28 years; I’ve loved him even longer. He’s been the light that’s made my life worthwhile. And from today, in every way, we belong to each other. On the record. On paper. The law forbade us, now the law recognises us. And alongside the protest, and the party, there’s love. The love we have for each other, the love we have for all of you.
My toast is for us all. For hope.
[I had to put the phone down here, I was clapping so hard, but Andrew stood up and started kissing him—that’s what the whooping is about from the audience. Then I still hadn’t picked the phone up but the voice is Andrew, he’d got hold of the microphone.]
Andrew: Don’t worry, I’m not going to try and match that on length or content. As the waiter said to the archbishop.
Raymond Doyle, you stupid old sod, I love you very much. Thank you for giving me all things I spent a long time believing I’d never get to have. You were pathologically incapable of using an Ordnance Survey map for your entire first year at CI5 and that is scientifically recorded in actual files I will produce for any enquirer.
See, that smile? That’s what got me. Right from the word go. That smile when he’s trying so hard to pretend he doesn’t love my every joke.
Anyway, time for you lot to finish the pud and get your partners on the dancefloor, so I’ll finish with my party piece, which I know my kids will never, ever be tired of hearing: What’s brown and sticky? A stick. Thank you, thank you, I’m here all night. That said, I might be busy. Care to cut a rug, husband?
Comments may be sent to the author at necessevil@yahoo.co.uk
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A Second Childhood
by
Jatona Walker
This was written around the 1980s after watching Discovered in a Graveyard. Inspired by an evening of silliness and fun.
"Now, aren't you glad we stopped at the Paper Tiger? Chinese is Chinese, Szechwan is just a little different, that's all. Besides, wasn't that a great meal, Doyle? Doyle?"
When there was no answer, Bodie realized he had lost his partner. While physically retracing their steps, he noticed Doyle staring into the window of an antique shop a block back. "What piece of junk caught his eye this time?" Bodie muttered to himself. “You’d think all he’s been through, he’d have learned…”
------------------------------------
Keeping his eye on the small, round end table he'd seen through the window, Doyle entered the antique shop. Looking at all the bric-a-brac that cluttered the shop, he decided this must be where old Chinese furniture came to die. At first the shop seemed to be deserted, then a small Asian man stepped through a bead curtain at the rear. He looked like he'd just walked out of a Charlie Chan movie.
"Goo' aft’noon. How I can help you?"
He had no doubt, escaped from a Charlie Chan movie, and not one of the better ones. "Uh, how much for that end table near the window?" Doyle tried not to show how eager he was to buy the piece.
"Oh, that table? It's goo' price, only 25 pounds. I throw in statue half-price. It only gon' be 30 pound extra."
Ray looked at the statue sitting on the beautiful table. It was a charming little brass Buddha with a clock embedded in its stomach. Doyle felt frustration take over at the idea of having to purchase the statue in order to buy the table. "You must be out of your mind! Thirty pounds for that! I just want the table."
The old man shook his head. "I sorry, you got to buy both together. They match set. Can't let go one without the other."
"I'm afraid I can't agree to those terms."
"So sorry, sir. Take or leave.”
Doyle sighed as he took out his wallet.
------------------------------------
By now Bodie was pacing back and forth in front of the shop, stopping every few minutes to make certain his partner was alive and well.
He found it very hard not to flash back to that awful day Ray Doyle had been shot down… had almost died.
Earlier that day they had been following the young Chinese girl who was driving a very expensive sedan. The route she took lead them back to the docks. On instinct they had separated, perusing the shops.
By the time they had reunited, Doyle had bought a terrarium and a double-circled broach.
After Mayli’s death and Doyle’s recovery, they had kept the broach.
Footsteps pulled him back to the matter at hand. He felt an almost tangible relief when he saw Doyle. The angelic features carried a look of disappointment. Bodie smiled. //He’ll get over it. At least he learned…//
The thought died in Bodie’s mind as Doyle stopped halfway inside the door, looked up at him, turned on his heels, and walked back into the shop.
Bodie sighed, deeply, and returned to pacing. //Christ! I spoke too soon…//
------------------------------------
When Doyle finally left the shop, he found Bodie pacing, anxiously awaiting his partner's return.
"What took you so long, and what is that you’re carrying?” Bodie asked, moving close to Doyle.
"It's a table. Isn’t it beautiful?” Doyle replied, his face flushed with pleasure. He was so intent on his purchase, he didn’t see Bodie move until it was too late…
"I can see that,” Bodie replied, patiently, moving still closer until their faces were inches apart. “What I want to know is…” Bodie’s hand lashed out with the speed of a striking cobra and grabbed the object his partner was desperately trying to hide. “I want to know what's that monstrosity?"
"Oh, this?” Doyle reclaimed his prize with equal speed. “It's a Buddha.” He started walking to the car, ignoring Bodie’s here we go again look. “I had to buy it to get the table."
Bodie tried to squelch his mounting frustration. "Ray, I would think getting shot would have broken you of this habit." Carefully, Bodie avoided mentioning the real reason behind the attack on Doyle's life.
Doyle saw it coming. "Bodie . . . "
"You have to admit”, Bodie continued, as if he never heard, “if you hadn't been so intent on buying that ring or whatever it was, Mayli wouldn't have known who you were to come after you. Didn't see her coming after me, did you?"
“Bodie…"
"Yes?"
"Just drive. No comments, please."
Ever attuned to his friend’s thoughts, and well aware of how difficult that time had been for both of them, Bodie decided to let it drop—for the time being. "Sure," Bodie said, pulling out into the street. "You know I’m never going to let you live this one down . . . " Suddenly, he pulled the car over. "I'll be right back."
“Bodie, what are you…?” Before Ray could finish the question, his partner was out of the car and running inside the shop.
A few minutes later Bodie was back in the car with a package. "That was fast," Ray said.
"Been there before. Knew they had just the thing for you," Bodie grinned, passing his gift to Doyle.
Noticing the mischievous glint in the blue eyes, Ray knew he was being set up. He opened the package anyway and pulled out a small T-shirt that read SUCKER in big red letters. He started laughing. "I think you got the size wrong." He held up the child's T-shirt. "I know you think I'm scrawny, but this is ridiculous."
"It's for the Buddha, you twit," Bodie snapped as he pulled back into traffic. “Put it on so we can see how it looks."
Doyle willingly complied. After a few adjustments here and there, they risked a glance at the now covered Buddha.
Bodie smirked. "You have to admit it looks better. Now every time you look at it, you'll be reminded of how you got it."
The only thing that saved Bodie from a scathing reply was Doyle deciding to check the time. "Damn, we're late again. Father's just going to love us for this."
Bodie frowned. "What do you mean `us?'" he retorted, swerving to miss a lorry. You were the one who had to buy the table, along with Mr Wonderful here.” He gave the statue’s stomach a pat.
"And you stopped for the t-shirt."
"Yeah, well, I wish, just once, we were on time."
"Well we're here now." Doyle stated as Bodie parked the car.
For just a moment, they felt slightly disoriented; then, feeling nervous, they looked around them. Not a traffic cop in sight. Talk about luck! To get here this quick that had to be doing at least warp speed. The moment faded. "Grab the Buddha and let's go," Bodie said, getting out and securing the car.
Now it was Doyle’s turn to be indignant. "What do you mean 'grab the Buddha?' I'm not taking that inside."
"And you’re not leaving that in my car. Someone might think I bought it!,” Bodie retorted.
Doyle stood firm. “I’m not carrying that into HQ.”
Suddenly Bodie got an idea. “Leave it in our office then, no one goes in there. Not even us."
Ray nodded. Affectionately called The Broom Closet, their office was hardly big enough for the one table that served as a desk. Trying to fit more than two grown men was close to impossible. Yet, as only senior agents got offices, they couldn't complain. They just spent most of their time in the field. "You've got a point." He picked up the statue. Why hadn't he asked the shop keeper to put it in a box? "But you've got to distract the guard."
"Why?"
"You think I want someone seeing me carrying this thing?" Doyle spoke as one would talk to a slow child.
"No but . . . "
"All right, distract the guard." Holding the statue, he waited for Bodie to precede him.
"You'll regret this," Bodie said, low enough for only Doyle to hear, then louder, "Oliver, good to see you again. You weren't on duty when we left, were you?" As Doyle quickly passed the guard's desk without stopping, he continued, "How the wife? Kids fine? Good, I'll just sign us both in. Really nice talking to you." Bodie left the guard shaking his head, most likely wondering what the Bistro Kids were up to this time.
Meanwhile, turning the corner, Bodie practically ran into the Controller of CI5—George Cowley.
"Sir. Sorry we're late, but I can explain."
Cowley studied his favourite tearaways with some confusion. "What are you on about, 3.7? You still have five minutes before you're supposed to be in my office."
Bodie glanced at his watch and did a double take. "Right sir, my watch must be fast. I'll just pop over to our office, fetch the bionic golly and we'll see you in five minutes," he said, making his escape.
Cowley raised his eyes to the heavens. “Lord, give me strength…” and headed for his office.
------------------------------------
Bodie had just reached the office he shared with Doyle, when he heard voices coming from inside. Thinking a fellow agent was with his partner, Bodie entered. "Sunshine, you won't believe what just …” He stopped, realizing that, other than Doyle, the Buddha and himself, there was no one else in the room. "Were you talking to that statue?" he asked, trying not to laugh.
"Yeah, so what if I was?" he said, turning belligerent as he was wont to do when Bodie caught his doing something inane.
"And you say I'm childish. The way you've been behaving today makes me glad we weren't childhood chums."
Doyle’s temper flared at the obvious slight of character. “How has my behaviour been childish?”
Bodie continued as if Doyle had not spoken. “This whole afternoon, everything you’ve done has been me, me, me. You must have been a total, rotten, spoiled little brat. You’ve even admitted to being a tearaway who got away with all but murder as a child and, sometimes, I wonder at that.”
“And you were any better as a child?” Doyle snapped.
Bodie drew himself up to his full height and struck a regal pose. “Naturally. I was a perfectly well-behaved little gentleman.”
Doyle sniggered, a wicked light appeared in the green eyes. “I wish we were children so I could see you as a well-behaved gentleman.”
They were so engrossed in their argument, neither of them saw the tiny smile appear on the Buddha’s lips.
------------------------------------
George Cowley was beyond frustrated. “I should have known something was up when Bodie began making excuses about being late. Ach, it’s been thirty minutes since I spoke to him and they’re still not in my office.” He slammed his fist down on his desk. “When I finish with them, they'll wish they never joined CI5."
With that said, he made his way to their office. Upon entering Cowley paused. He was surprised to see not Bodie and Doyle, but two young boys. The pair stood there as if caught in some mischief as Cowley stepped toward them.
"Where are the men that are supposed to be in this office?"
Neither of the boys spoke; they just stared at him with large puppy eyes.
"Can't you boys speak?" The boys ducked their heads and made no response. Cowley decided to try being a bit more diplomatic and approached the taller of the two boys. "Here's a good lad, tell me where my men have gotten to." The boy blinked his large green eyes several times before speaking.
"Me mum says I'm not supposed to talk to strangers."
"And your mum has the right of it, boy; but, I need to find those two men." //To kill them// he added to himself.
"Me mum says I'm not supposed to talk to strangers." This time the green eyes regarded the older man boldly.
Cowley hated bargaining, but, if it got results…."Now, boy, it is very important that I know where they've gone to; so please tell me where they are."
This time, when he answered, the boy raised his voice. "Me mum says I'm not supposed to talk to strangers."
“You’re a stranger, aren’t you?” said the other boy.
"Right." Cowley saw this was getting him nowhere and decided to question the other boy to see if he would be more cooperative. This time he tried a different line of questioning. "Hello, little boy, and what's your name?"
"My name's Bodie," the boy replied, calmly, fixing Cowley with an all-encompassing blue gaze.
"Well that explains quite a bit. You must be William's nephew."
"It's Bodie."
"Yes. I know that he likes to be called Bodie, but I must find your uncle William."
"It's Bodie!"
Cowley could see the boy was bordering on the stubborn. "Come, boy, no more nonsense. Where is your uncle William?"
"It's Bodie!"
"I've had enough of this. Tell me where William Andrew Philip is this instant!"
"IT'S BODIE!!!" the boy screamed, and lashed out with his right boot.
WHACK!
Cowley clutched his shin where the boy's boot had connected. He put the image of garcon flambee out of his mind. He was just a lad, probably scared and confused that his soon to be dearly departed uncle had left him alone. He would see if the other boy was willing to cooperate now. "Well lad, you must be Doyle's nephew. Why don't you tell me where he's buried...? I mean gotten himself to."
The boy ignored him and continued to stare.
Cowley clenched his teeth and counted to ten before speaking. “Very well, let’s begin again. My name is George Cowley. Can you say that, lad?"
"George 'Owley."
"No, no boy, it's Cowley. Can you say COWley?"
'Owley"
"No boy, with a 'C'. It's COWley."
" ‘Owley."
"Howley."
"NO! It's COW, not HOW, boy. Say COW-LEY."
"How Now Brown Cow."
Cowley reminded himself once more //He’s just a lad…// He made a mental note to take the matter up with the elder Doyle when he found him. Tousling the boy’s hair to show there were no hard feelings, he continued, “Now that you know my name, what is yours?”
Once again that stubborn silence.
The boy looked up at Cowley, the long lashes of his green eyes fluttering like a startled butterfly.
"Come now lad, tell us your name."
"Raymond Doyle."
"Oh, like your uncle."
"No, like me."
Cowley decided at that moment that it might be best to try and contact his agents directly rather than question the boys further. He went to the phone on the desk and called the dispatcher.
“Dispatch, I want agents 3.7 and 4.5 to report in immediately. Understood.”
“Understood,” came the response.
“Good.”
As soon as the receiver was settled into its cradle the sound of two RT’s filled the office. The boys, upon hearing the devices go off, retrieved them from the inner pockets of their coats and began to play with them.
"Dear God! They left their RT's with the boys. I'll have their hides!"
Cowley walked over to the nearest boy and put out his hand. "That's not yours boy, hand it over now."
The lashes of the big blue eyes caught the tears he failed to hold back but the boy obediently handed over the RT. Cowley stowed it away in the desk drawer and placed his hand out to the other lad.
"You, too, boy. Hand it over."
"No. It's mine." The boy hid the RT behind his back.
Cowley reached around to retrieve it. "It's not a toy. Hand it over."
"IT'S MINE!"
"You mustn't play with it, boy, it isn't a toy. Give it to me!"
Cowley had gotten hold of the unit, but the boy held it in a vise-like grip and wouldn't let go.
"…. mine minemine mine mine mine….”
The piercing cry sent vibrations down his spine and made his ears ring at the shrillness.
“LETITGO!!”, the green-eyed one demanded.
“….mine mine mine….”
WHACK!!!
"Ouch, stop that this instant!” Cowley demanded.
This went on for several minutes.
Suddenly, the door to the office burst open and Murphy stood there, gun drawn, looking perplexed at the scene before him. "What's going on in here?"
"Murphy help!!” Cowley begged. “This child won't let loose this RT,” he added.
"It doesn't matter sir. Let him have it."
Cowley released the RT. The boy fell on his bum with a thud. Bodie walked to the side of his friend who protectively clutched the RT to his chest. Bodie patted his friend's head to comfort him. "Are you okay?"
Raymond nodded his head.
"He doesn't like us." Bodie pointed to Cowley, who was nursing his battered shin.
Murphy walked over to the boys, making no sudden moves. "No, he doesn't dislike you. He's just not used to talking to children."
“No, he hates me,” Bodie added, a pout on the cherub lips.
"I'm sure he just needs time to get to know you." Murphy looked over to his superior and doubted his own words. Murphy saw that the other sat. quietly with the RT still clutched in his hand. "Now you, young man, haven't said a word. What's your name?"
“I have already tried that.” Cowley raged, still nursing his chin.
Murphy was taken aback by Cowley’s sudden outburst. He decided to ignore it and talk to the boy. "I see. Well, my name is Murphy.”
"Smurphy."
Now Murphy began to understand Cowley’s frustration. “'He's just a child. He's just a child. He doesn't know what he was saying…" he muttered out loud.
"I told you he's trying to drive us insane," Cowley moaned.
"Sir you're overreacting. They're just boys. You just need to know how to speak to them."
"When did you become an authority on children?"
"I have a nephew and a niece. I sometimes care for them."
"Well 6.2, I have a very special mission for you. I have a meeting with the Minister this afternoon. I can't find the boys' uncles and someone will have to watch them."
"But sir, I'm relieving Lucas and McCcabe on surveillance in an hour."
"I'll send Anson in your place."
"But that's not fair to Anson. Why don't you have him to watch the children?"
"He can't keep up with their elders, you can't expect him to be able to handle the lads. No Murphy, you're the only one that I can trust to take care of this situation."
"But sir..."
"No buts, 6.2. I'm going to be late for my meeting with the Minister. I'll be gone for a few hours so mind you keep those two out of mischief."
Cowley, used to sending men on missions that could involve suicide, held his emotions in check but, the look of despair on Murphy’s face made his blood run cold. He wouldn’t wish Murphy’s fate on anyone. Cowley quickly left the office, unable to look him in the eye any longer. He had never been so happy to be off to see the Minister. Cowley limped down the hall, favouring his good leg.
------------------------------------
He returned to headquarters three hours later. The Minister finally called an end to their meeting after Cowley had started in on the conspiracy between the PLO and the PM's hair dresser to replace him with an android clone. Cowley thought it a legitimate point at the time. It was with great dread that he approached CI5's headquarters. 3.7 and 4.5 had not reported in yet. He was amazed to find the building still standing. Cowley knew that nothing could have happened while he was away but could not shake this feeling of impending doom.
Cowley entered headquarters to find that no one was sitting in the guard station and smoke was everywhere.
"What in God’s name….?" he bellowed. People were rushing higgledy-piggledy about, carrying fire extinguishers, mops and first aid kits. Cowley grabbed the person nearest him, who happened to be Judy. "What's happened?"
"Sir, Murphy asked that the two boys you left with him be given a tour of the building. Said something about showing them what happens to repeated felons. Well, one slipped away while we weren't looking and got into the files. He had a lighter and set several of the cabinets ablaze. Stewart got to him first and started to spank his bottom when the other boy drew a .44 and shot Stewart."
Judy heard Cowley mutter something like …" 'Damn, forgot to check them for weapons," but continued with her story.
"Then the sprinklers went off and no one could catch them, they were so wet. They ran into the ready room and decided to play hostage with Jax, who wasn't having any of it, but the first boy put three rounds from a Browning near his head. Dr Ross was handling the negotiations but she was getting nowhere with them. They kept shouting Cyber Queen at her.
"The siege ended when Murphy promised to play horsy with them. We got their guns and Murphy's been in Bodie and Doyle's office with them ever since. We’re doing mop up and debriefings now, sir."
"Murphy's still alive, I mean, in there with them?"
Judy looked towards the office in question. "We haven't heard from him since he went in there." She said in an ominous tone. "No one's had the nerve to go through the door."
Cowley understood their trepidation and for a brief moment considered having the door sealed permanently. But no, someone had to rescue Murphy. It would have to be him as his agents ,as if of one mind, backed away. Cowley squared his shoulders and opened the door.
It was not so much the “Mush smurf!!” that greeted him in the high-pitched squeal children are so fond of, but the sight of Murphy, on all fours, bucking like the most untamed stallion, that froze him in his tracks.
Cowley let the door slam behind him as he turned to leave. He couldn't bear to see Murphy this way so he went off to have a bottle of pure malt Scotch.
------------------------------------
Having fortified himself, Cowley entered Body and Doyle's office. "I'm very much disappointed with you both," Cowley said, leafing through his agents' reports of the afternoon. “Destroying government property, assault with a deadly weapon, and kidnapping are just a few of the things that are on this report." He slammed the file down on the desk. "What do you have to say for yourselves?"
"Me mum says I'm not supposed to talk to strangers."
"Oh no you don't. We've been through all that. We're not strangers. You know me and I know all about you." Cowley patted the file in front of him. "The only reason I'm not running you in is because you're juveniles and I want to inform your uncles first," he said, walking around the desk and standing behind them. "And I don't want anyone to know CI5 agents can't handle two little boys."
He paused, letting his words sink in; then, going over to his desk, he took out two pairs of handcuffs. “Sit down in those chairs,” he commanded.
To his surprise, the boys not only obeyed, but handcuffed themselves.
Though they were silent, Cowley realized his young guests thought it was part of a game. “Good, boys,” he acknowledged, playing along. “Now, I am going to look for your uncles one more time.”
“Should we try to escape, sir?” Bodie asked.
Cowley chuckled. “You can try, lad.” He tapped the Budda on the head. “Ach! I wish 3.7 and 4.5 were in this office right now so that I could make them pay for everything you have done today."
There was a flash of light….
------------------------------------
"Hey Doyle, I just had the strangest dream. You were there and Cowley and Judy and Stewart and Jax and especially Murphy. We were terrorizing the other CIS agents, but we were little kids."
"You mean shooting at Jax."
"Actually, shooting Stewart. That's been a years-long ambition of mine."
"Saying 'How Now Brown Cow' to Cowley." Doyle shuddered and closed his eyes.
A sudden realization came to Bodie. "It wasn't a dream, Doyle."
"Then that would mean Cowley's standing right behind us."
"And he's heard every word we just said. We're dead."
"He's gonna kill us,” whined Doyle.
"You don't have to worry there, lad. For what I'm planning, you need to be alive." Secretly, Cowley was relieved they were safe. “Starting now, you are going to make up for ALL the lost man hours due to your second childhood. And I'm going to personally supervise you."
Bodie and Doyle panicked at the thought of Cowley tagging along and slowing them down. They turned to protest Cowley's proposed supervision. It would be impractical for him to do so in his physical condition. They feeling of panic changed to pure terror. Standing next to Doyle's Chinese Buddha was a young man that looked suspiciously like the head of CI5. To make matters worse, there was no hint of a bad leg.
To confirm this, the young Cowley walked quite easily over to the pair. "I don't fully understand what's happened here, but I plan to take full advantage of the situation. Rather much the way you did."
He then placed a deceptively friendly arm around each man. “Well, lads, we have several full days ahead of us. Where do you recommend we start?”
Bodie and Doyle looked at each other, then stared at the Buddha ’s mocking grin.
“Sir, there’s a very urgent matter we have to attend to,” Bodie said, a vengeful scowl marring the handsome features.
“Yeah, there’s a certain shop in Exhibition Street we’ve been meaning to hit, uh, I mean check out”, Doyle added, as the word on the T-shirt that he had bought for the statue came to mind: SUCKER!
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Pros Fave Eps Crossword Puzzle
by
krisserci5
| |
Across
6. Marge took to Doyle.
7. Maniac Macklin.
9. Gay undercover.
10. Wrestling in the lift.
11. Left ear perhaps.
12. Angelfish and Mr Guppies.
13. Gassed by the boss.
14. Bowling alley fisty-cuff.
Down
1. The Colonel's gone bananas.
2. Bodie got a scotch in the face.
3. Bum slide on the hood.
4. We're fitter than we've ever been.
5. You'll save me.
8. Bodie knifed in shoulder.
Comments may be sent to the creator at krisserci5@gmail.com
My Favourite Colour is You
by
Cyanne
This was inspired by kat-byrd's amazing but incredibly sad vid Out There Somewhere which can be downloaded here. I've loved this vid since the first time I saw it, even though it always breaks my heart. What really struck me is that the present is in black and white and the past is in colour; they truly are each other's sunshine and when Bodie is gone, Doyle is lost. Neither Krisser nor I can handle the lads being apart for long, six months, maybe a year at the most, and this vid suggests that it's been years since they've been together. So I wrote an epilogue using a time-honoured trope...
Doyle was trapped in his deepest fear, utterly alone. He kept reaching out for Bodie but his partner kept slipping away, even though he could see the two of them together. It was like a movie where Doyle couldn't hear or touch or change anything; all he could do was watch it unfold, as if he were outside his own body. It was almost like being dead again.
He saw black and white images of himself on a phone, making call after call, going through file after file, but not finding any answers. And all of that searching was interspersed with colour images of him and Bodie in the old days, on the streets, laughing, running, saving each other’s lives, watching each other's backs … together—always together—but long ago and far away. The older version of him couldn’t find Bodie, but he kept reaching, kept searching for something that wasn't there, and somehow he knew it had been years and years, too much time apart, too long without his partner, his best mate, his other half, his love.
The past was in colour but so distant and unreachable; the present was in black and white, stark and empty—and he was so alone.
And then all of a sudden he pulled himself out of the nightmare, only to wake up in an empty bed, bereft and heartsick.
He was just leaning over to turn on the bedside lamp when Bodie came back into the room. Doyle drank in the sight of his partner: gloriously naked, hair shot through with grey, a bit broader and slightly heavier, but still the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in his life.
Doyle was still completely disoriented and his voice was rough when he asked, "Where were you?"
"Same as every night. Had to pee. One of the hazards of getting old." Bodie climbed back into bed and it immediately got warmer under the covers. "Hey, you alright? Christ, Ray, you look like you've just gone three rounds with Towser and Macklin."
"Nightmare. Really awful one," Doyle manage to reply, reaching for the glass of water he kept on the night stand. The cool liquid helped a bit, but Bodie's voice and solid body next to him helped a lot more. Lying back, he pulled Bodie close to him, against his chest, and ran his fingers over Bodie's wedding band.
"Really spooked you didn't it, angelfish?" Bodie asked softly, having come willingly into Doyle's embrace.
"We were apart for years, Bodie. Years. And I didn't know where you were or if you were even alive. I couldn't find you and I can't ever remember being that desperate. Or alone."
"Looking for Melissa must have gotten in your head, sweetheart. Leaked into your dreams."
Bodie's steady voice helped Doyle to clear his head. They'd been working with an old SAS mate of Bodie's, trying to find a long-lost lover of his; had been working on it off and on for weeks without much luck. Yesterday they had finally managed to trace her to San Antonio but the trail died out after that. As far as they could tell she'd never married, but Doyle wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. All he knew was that James had never gotten over Melissa, just as he knew he would never have gotten over Bodie had they been forced to part.
"Thought the nightmares would stop now that we're retired. This was just supposed to be a favour for a friend. One of your friends, I might add," Doyle said, feeling a bit more like teasing and a lot less like Bodie was going to disappear again at any moment.
"Wages of a life of sin, my son." Bodie lifted his head to look at Doyle, a gleam of laughter in his eyes, and Doyle had to lean down to kiss him.
"Living in sin with you for thirty-two years, you mean," Doyle said, enjoying the feel of Bodie in his arms.
"Worth it though, Ray. All of it. Wouldn't trade a minute, arguments and loving alike. I'm right here by your side, where I've always been."
Doyle kissed again him, slow and sweet. "You're the best thing that ever happened to me."
"I told you that the day we met, although I have to admit that at the time I didn’t quite expect it to end up like this," Bodie said, nuzzling the side of Doyle's neck.
"Sorry to say that, as much as I'd like to, I don't think I'm quite up for another round tonight," Doyle said as memories of their loving earlier that evening came back to him.
"Up being the operative word, the spirit is willing...," Bodie agreed, one hand idly stroking Doyle's chest but not trying to get him going again.
"But the flesh has a lot more mileage on it." Doyle laughed as he said it, because who would have thought they would have gotten this far?
Bodie apparently agreed with his unspoken thought. "I'm glad we got to grow old together. That was another thing I wasn't expecting, making old bones."
"I'm nowhere near done with you yet, love, so don't you go getting any ideas," Doyle threatened, only half in jest.
"Wouldn't dream of it. Anyway, you'd just come after me," Bodie said with certainty, "and you know damn well I'd do the same."
Doyle had no worries about that; both of them were exactly where they wanted to be, no chasing necessary. Not anymore.
"You're damn right I would. And speaking of going after, I'm starting to think you were right," Doyle confessed, although it was an easy thing to say now. Bodie had always been smarter than most people gave him credit for, and while Doyle hadn't been willing to see it in their early days together after Cowley had first paired them up, he'd quickly learned to appreciate his partner's intelligence.
"I'm always right, Raymond. Just takes you awhile to get around to admitting it."
Doyle thought about hitting Bodie with a pillow but he was just too damn comfortable to move, so he let it go. He did decide to torment Bodie by not finishing his thought and was rewarded fewer than two minutes later when his lover asked, "All right, I give. What am I right about this time?"
"We should make that trip to the States, see if we can get anywhere in Texas. Might not find much since it's been so long, but it's worth a try." It would probably do them both good to get away for a while, and if they could give someone else an ending even half as happy as what they had, it would be worth it.
"We'll start making plans tomorrow, " Bodie said, and then tried to swallow a yawn. "Think you can sleep now, sweetheart?"
"Yeah, as long as you're here with me." The last remaining fragments of the dream faded as Bodie's arms wrapped around Doyle, holding him safe until they both fell asleep.
------------------------------------
With many thanks to m. butterfly for her fabulous editing/beta work. I also can't take credit for the title; it's a line from the AJR song Sober Up.
Comments may be sent to the author at cyanne@southroad.com
Discovered in the Rubbish
by
krisser
Ray Doyle watched as Bodie tossed the unopened envelope into the rubbish bin before striding from the restroom. This time his partner hadn't even bothered to open the missive. It was nearing the end of the third straight week that Bodie had dumped the daily correspondence. He had yet to make mention of it.
Doyle itched to retrieve the offending object and discover the sender's intent. If said intent was to irritate Bodie, then the sender was more than successful. Bodie had looked ready to tear the envelope into a million pieces this morning. Doyle had been about to make a move when Anson and Lewis crashed through the restroom door, Anson mid-joke. The abrupt interruption stopped Doyle's instinctive reach for the bin.
Doyle didn't believe the letter was personal. Well, not anymore. To be honest, the first few days he had been positive that Bodie had been pestered by the attentions of a bird of unknown name. That his partner had not shared any pertinent information had been a great source of irritation. It was only after Doyle had seen that it was on letterhead with an amazing number of names blazoned across it that he had felt a sense of relief. But three weeks later he knew he was actually getting worried about Bodie.
What if Bodie was ill and avoiding the doctor's entreaty to have a medical procedure? What if he’d found out he was a father in absentia? Nah, Bodie would have sent money at the least for that. So, must be medical. Or, a summons from Her Majesty demanding him to cease his failed attempts at humour. Doyle shook his head with a grin at his foolish wanderings.
Doyle looked about and found to his surprise that no one else was around. A sound in the corridor had his head up quickly. Bodie popped his head in the doorway.
"Ey, get a move on. The Cow's called us all in." Bodie was already moving away.
"Running all the way," he called out. He stopped dead in his tracks as he passed the rubbish bin. He looked around again before he fished the letter out and quickly dashed to the room next door and stuck it in his locker.
------------------------------------
Another week of letters arriving daily had Bodie tearing the offending unopened envelopes into little pieces. The one, whole, complete, and unopened missive still resided inside Doyle's locker. And Doyle was dying to open and read it. Why he hesitated, he was unsure and was growing more unsure each day. Bodie was almost surly now and that wasn't like him. Doyle knew it was more commonplace with himself, so it was unflattering to watch someone else displaying such behaviour.
Bodie was unlike him in temperament. That was a good thing, or they'd both have perished by now. His partner had a true soft side, though. Not the typical sentiment for kids and animals. In fact, he didn't get along with either all that well, but he had a depth of understanding for the tender folk who got hurt during their cases. Some of the follies that people found themselves in he was scathing about, but for others, the unwitting, he showed a great capacity for compassion. Doyle knew that he didn't suffer fools at all, but Bodie could suffer some. The big lug.
Doyle had been watching his partner, looking for tell-tale signs of injury or malady, but none had made themselves known. His partner's uncharacteristic acerbity was forcing the issue and he would just have to read the offending letter. He tried to tamp down the excited anticipation for the deed. Hrumph. He was only doing this for his partner's own good. Doyle took a moment to bask in his selflessness. He needed to do what he could to hold off his partner from reaching the outright cantankerous stage.
He slipped the letter inside his jacket and headed to the carpark. He locked both his doors. No need for anyone sneaking a peep over his shoulder. Breach of privacy that would be, and that would offend Bodie no end.
Doyle removed the letter and held it out. He flipped it over several times; a weighty thing, it was larger than the average letter. The rag stock paper was surely expensive. Still didn't eliminate a doctor's office. Doyle froze for a moment, struck by how much his life could change in an instant.
Doyle closed his eyes as he whispered aloud, "Please don't let it be medical."
With courage borne of curiosity, Doyle ripped the edge of the envelope and withdrew the communiqué. He opened and read. His first breath was a sigh of relief. Not medical.
But . . . What the hell?
De Brauw, Westbroek, & Bruckhaus. It was from a Dutch solicitor's firm. And Bodie had a great uncle, yeah, well, had in the past tense, evidently. He hadn't known that Bodie had any uncles. Bodie didn't talk family much. Strictly speaking he didn't talk family at all.
He read the letter again.
Dear Mister Bodie,
We have been attempting to contact you with the terms of your inheritance. As you are aware, your Great Uncle Edmund was quite specific in his bequest. You must be married by the time you turn thirty-two. You and your spouse must have known each other for three years and remain married for at least an additional year.
Upon meeting said requirements you will inherit the bulk of the estate. An estate that is worth well over a million pounds sterling.
If you cannot meet these terms you will forfeit the estate.
Please contact us at your earliest convenience.
Sincerely,
D. Bruchhaus
Married. His partner had to get married to get a wad of dough. Strewth.
Marrying for money. No wonder Bodie was ignoring the missive. Feel like a right ponce for that. Doyle tapped the letter rapidly against his thigh. This wasn't right. Not at all. Besides, Bodie hadn't had a steady bird in months. He'd have known. Doyle knew he was privy to all of Bodie's relationships, and the word relationship could only be loosely used anyway. Bodie didn't really maintain those, himself excluded, that is. Cowley counted on the work level, but as for close mates, he was the only one currently. Doyle sat back in his seat, more relaxed.
When old mates appeared, Bodie loved to rehash their adventurous exploits, story after story. He always invited Doyle to join him, and most times he'd gone. After Keller, Doyle was unwilling to see his partner come to possible harm again.
But, damn, it was a lot of money to lose, and Doyle's frugal heart mourned the loss for 'old bones' comfort. Marriage was a serious step, too bloody serious. Having to stay married would affect the job and the partnership. Doyle sighed slowly; he remembered Cook all too well.
It was unsettling on so many levels that Doyle felt ill. Dammit, dammit! He railed against the fates that they should treat his partner so shabbily. He slammed his hand against the steering wheel. What could he do to help? He certainly wasn't going to go out and search up prospective partners for Bodie.
Not that Bodie would have a difficult time getting a bird. He was rather good-looking and had a shapely bum. He couldn't help but agree with the office secretaries on that score. To be fair Bodie was a more than decent looking bloke. His smile was killer as well. Doyle felt another surge of anger at the unfairness of it all.
He was suffering with the thought of the potential loss of the best mate he'd ever had, and best partner by far. All that could change—he didn't want that. He felt a tinge of discomfort at his own selfishness, but they were the Bisto Kids. They belonged together.
Bodie and him . . . ?
The man in his thoughts materialised at the passenger window and slapped at the door. Doyle stashed the letter under his seat.
"Open up. We've been elected to relieve Lucas and McCabe."
Doyle popped open the door lock and put the motor in reverse.
------------------------------------
Doyle fixed a coffee for Bodie and a tea for himself, then placed the mug in front of his partner properly prepared. He received an absentminded nod of thanks as Bodie flipped through the pages of one of the gun magazines that littered the rest room.
Doyle sat across from his partner. He leaned back, legs stretched out, and sipped his tea. He was pleased. Reports were in and filed, which, finally, left them an afternoon mayhem-free. His thoughts wandered back to the stolen missive and its contents. Two weeks! Two long weeks since he read the letter. He needed to find a way to broach the subject.
"Bodie, Mr Cowley wants you in his office. Evidently, you have a visitor," Betty announced, disappearing as quickly as she had materialised, not waiting for any sort of response.
"There goes a free afternoon." Bodie echoed Doyle's unvocalised thoughts. He pushed himself away from the table and stood up. He swallowed the last of his coffee before he gave Doyle a knowing look with a tip of his head.
Once Bodie exited, Doyle waited a count of ten before he followed discreetly behind. The door to Cowley's office stood slightly ajar, and Doyle plastered himself close to the wall without being seen by the occupants inside. Mr Cowley and Betty were absent, so Doyle didn't feel a smidgen of guilt listening in. He never asked himself why he felt the need to know what was going on in Cowley's office.
Doyle missed the introductions.
"Your employer has graciously allowed me the use of the office," the foreign-sounding voice, probably Dutch, said. Doyle thought it could be either male or female.
"Very much like him." The droll tone gave nothing away.
Doyle rolled his eyes.
"Your Great Uncle's request of us was very specific as well as his instructions regarding you. He advised us to continue contacting you, as you were more than likely to remain stubbornly silent—family drama he called it."
Doyle could hear Bodie's snort and could imagine his derisive expression.
"I will not marry to get some money," Bodie answered.
Doyle could see in his mind's eye Bodie sitting stiffly back in his seat, arms crossed tight against his chest, expressionless.
"You were a favourite of his. Your uncle said you lived life your way, but loneliness was to be avoided. A lesson he took too long to learn. He wanted you to avoid his mistakes. But if you pass on this opportunity, Mr Bodie, you will not be able to reinstate the inheritance if your future circumstances change," the solicitor cautioned.
Doyle knew he couldn't stand by and watch his partner lose a million or more. He pushed himself away from the wall and entered the office. He stopped by Bodie's side and dropped his hand onto his partner's shoulder.
"Just tell him, you big oaf." Doyle looked at his partner.
The startled expression lasted only for the blink of an eye. "No."
Doyle looked at the solicitor, still unclear if he was speaking with a male or female, but finally detecting a faint sign of facial hair, he decided male. "We've been in a four-year relationship, but marrying is not an option for us." Doyle sounded both candid and resigned.
A myriad of expressions crossed the solicitor's face. "I see." The man looked down as he shuffled through papers. "We may yet be able to work with this. We would have to verify the relationship."
"How?" Bodie's voice rose in volume. "Watch us shag?" His tone managed to get even more incredulous.
"Can you do it without outing us? This wouldn't be a sympathetic environment for that type of information," Doyle tried for reasonable, while at the same time hiding the smirk at Bodie's response.
"We will make every effort not to disclose this personal information," the solicitor assured them. He closed his briefcase, stood and extended his hand. "We will get back to you by week's end. I feel every confidence that we will be able to realise a favourable outcome. Good afternoon."
Both men shook his hand in turn and the solicitor left the office. They waited a bit to see if Mr Cowley would immediately return. He didn't.
"Reading my mail were you. . . I went back to fish the letter out of the rubbish bin, but it had vanished. Glad it was you over Cowley or the other lads." Bodie shook his head. "If you read it, why didn't you say anything?" Bodie closed the office door.
"What a conversation starter that is. So you have to get married to get your inheritance. Didn't want my nose punched for that one." Doyle moved out of Bodie's reach.
Bodie playfully punched the air where Doyle had stood. "Well, you put us right in it now, haven't you, old son?"
"Us?" Doyle squeaked.
"Yes, us. You told him that we've been in four-year committed relationship. And we haven't even kissed." Bodie's eyes narrowed, "You're just lucky that gay marriage isn't legal anywhere. That was all you, mate." Bodie put his hands up, but his tone wasn't angry.
Doyle slapped his hand on the table. "I know you were planning on refusing and excusing yourself. I didn't see any other way to stop you."
"Putting us into a committed relationship, with still no hope of attaining the money. . . Doyle what were you thinking?" Exasperation slipped into Bodie's voice.
"You heard him. He expects a favourable outcome," Doyle parroted the solicitor's assurances.
"That's just legal speak," Bodie scoffed.
Doyle sat back and pushed the chair away from the table with his feet. The defeated slump of his shoulders was sadder than his voice. "It was a connection to a relative of yours that you actually seemed to like. Didn't want you losing that as well as the money."
"I know most think you’re a money miser, but I know that for the lie it is. You don't do anything abhorrent for just the sake of a pound."
"I guess I was hoping that would be enough to meet the terms of the will." Doyle shrugged, not wanting to dive too deep into his motivations.
"Well for all intents and purposes you have implied just that . . . that we are married."
Doyle was saved from Bodie and self-examination by the hard rap upon the door.
"If you two are through, there is work to do." Mr Cowley's voice demanded movement.
Bodie and Doyle moved.
------------------------------------
Another day done. No sooner had Mr Cowley released the agents than Anson was challenging Lucas to a darts match. He still stung from the last shocking loss.
Doyle called out, "Meet you there at seven. Loser buys the round."
"Have Bodie play Anson; Anson always carries enough cash to buy," McCabe called out as he ducked away from Anson.
"My reputation is well earned," Bodie quipped as he headed for the door.
"Nah, it's just that you stay sober longer than Anson." Doyle made to move around a chuckling Bodie.
Lucas popped back into the doorway. "Watch out! Ross is on the warpath again. She's calling for partner splits. Seems we all spend too much time together." Lucas grinned. "See you at the pub."
Bodie held his partner back as he grabbed his arm. "Let's eat at the pub. They make a fine steak and kidney pie."
"Never let it be said that I would come between your stomach and a fine pie." Doyle pushed his partner playfully ahead to the carpark.
They sat in a corner away from the dartboard to finish their meal in peace in case some of the lads arrived early. Which they did. They rehashed their most recent cases as they both finished up.
Doyle's attention was drawn to the door. He watched as a lady with a briefcase entered, she didn't look around but headed straight to the counter. She leaned over to the publican and asked something of him besides a drink. He pointed to the group of CI5 lads surrounding the dartboard and she headed their way.
Doyle sat back to feign relaxation, knowing by her suit whom she represented. Where there was a chance she might recognise Bodie, Doyle knew that she didn't know him yet. He could get close and listen in. He needed to do that.
He all but jumped up, patting Bodie on the arm. "I'll fetch another round." He took an indirect route to the counter, but bypassed it altogether, and instead, wedged himself in listening distance to the other CI5 lads.
The woman didn’t stand on the sidelines long. As soon as the round was complete she broke into their conversation. She didn't introduce herself, just asked directly, "I'm looking into the partnership of agents Bodie and Doyle. I have heard that they are not well suited." The Dutch accent was not as strong as the solicitor he had met in the office, but definitely not British.
Lucas called out a warning to the other lads, "Must be one of Dr Ross's lot." He pointed to the only bird in their midst with a warning look.
McCabe added seriously in a low voice for the agents alone, "She questioned me about our time together here with other A Squadders."
Murphy stood up and moved closer to the lady. He leaned in to speak softly. "If Bodie heard you say that, I'm not sure being a lady would save you from being tossed out."
The woman stood her ground. "I would hope not to be tossed out regardless. I am merely seeking clarification of the standing between the men."
"Have you talked directly with either of them?" Murphy asked curiously.
"Not yet. I wanted to gather some information before I did," she answered forthrightly.
"Figured as much," McCabe called out laughingly to his partner. "If she had seen them carry on the way they do, she wouldn't have to ask."
"We all let off steam, but on the job, they are the best of us. Best mates on the job and off. Holiday together and even double date. It doesn't matter that they squabble like Joan and Darby, on the job they practically read each other's mind. They have a solid partnership. Don't let Ross bust them up." Murphy said with sincerity.
Doyle headed to the counter to fetch the promised drinks. Without prompting, they had helped the ruse along. He felt irritated at the word ruse, but didn't have time to pinpoint why. He put enough coins down and picked up the lagers. He ambled over to their table and placed Bodie's before him.
"You stay out of sight as you eavesdropped on the Dutch bird grilling the lads?" Bodie asked before he pressed his lips to the glass.
"Figured that out?"
"Not that pissed. You offered to buy the round! Besides, a foreign looking-bird wanting to talk to CI5 personnel . . . yeah, not that difficult." Bodie shook his head as he rolled his eyes.
They sipped on their drinks until the solicitor departed, then they joined the lads. The newly arrived pair garnered many warnings of Ross on the warpath yet again for the scalps of the CI5 agents.
Anson bought the next round.
------------------------------------
It was Doyle's turn to pick up Bodie for work and he pointed the motor in that direction. The drive was automatic and he let his thoughts wander. Two weeks had passed since the pub interrogation and Doyle was itching to know what conclusion the solicitors had drawn and if they would be satisfied enough. He was no longer worried that Bodie would just rush off and marry any bird, but the idea still loomed that someday a bird could come between them. For some reason that didn't sit well.
Ann had taught him many lessons once he had got past the initial hurt. Bodie had been distant, but that had been his fault as well. She hadn't liked Bodie much and that should have been a clear sign that they were doomed, but as usual it had taken him a while to figure it out. Since then, he had realised that it wasn't so much Ann he wanted but someone to share the days, and years with rather than returning to an empty flat each night.
Somehow, since that time, Bodie had stepped up his friendship and they did a lot of activities together off the job. It was easier than trying to explain why yet again he was called away. Plus, Bodie liked most of the same things, so it was easy to plan. Not having to talk all the time was a treat, and he didn't have to watch what he said about the job, or anything, come to that.
Doyle was sure that he was onto something, but it was just out of reach. He arrived at Bodie's flat and sounded the horn.
The drive was a comfortable silence, something else that Doyle appreciated about his partner.
"Base to 4.5." The car radio blinked a red light.
Bodie picked up the radio and answered for his partner. "4.5."
"Oh, it's you 3.7. Alpha One wants you and 4.5 in his office at nine. Base out."
"What did you do?" They both said at once.
Bodie chuckled. Doyle looked sideways at his partner and chuckled as well.
------------------------------------
Cowley's outer office was vacant as they walked in. The man himself was waiting by the door.
"We shall have a conversation about retrenchment tomorrow morning. Nine o'clock will do. Presently, a solicitor is waiting for you both." Cowley exited without a backward glance as he removed himself from the office area.
They entered Cowley's office to see the very same business-like woman who had been interrogating the lads two weeks ago.
She stood and held out her hand. "Good morning. I am Aleta Helleke, solicitor for Edmund Bodie."
Bodie took her hand. "I’m Bodie. This is my partner, Ray Doyle."
Doyle shook her hand as well before both men sat down.
"After your meeting with my colleague, Mr Bruchhaus, last month, I have been researching alternatives that would meet the specifications set down by your late uncle. I eventually found it within Dutch law. If you both enter into a cohabitation agreement, and follow up by registering your partnership in Amsterdam, then you will have created a domestic partnership. A domestic partnership is, essentially, an alternative to marriage for gentlemen of your persuasion. It will allow you to define your relationship status enough to meet the terms of the will."
Doyle smiled before picking up Bodie's hand and held it lovingly. "We can agree to do that." Doyle looked at the solicitor as he continued to pat Bodie's hand.
Bodie nodded. "Yes, we can." Bodie sighed but didn't pull away his hand.
"Excellent. Here, read and sign each of these, then I will set up a time for you to meet in our Amsterdam offices." She turned the contracts to face them and indicated the places to sign or initial. "I will contact you when you will need to register and then we can begin disbursement of the estate." Once the signatures were completed, she collected the documents and placed them inside her briefcase.
She stood up and extended her hand to Bodie. "Mr Bodie, I am truly happy we could make this work. Your great uncle was a kind man and had truly enjoyed your letters through the years. He only half believed the stories, but still enjoyed them. I will miss him." Only then did she let go of his hand.
"I will miss him as well. Thank you," Bodie said solemnly.
Doyle stood there, smiling, as he shook her hand. As he watched her leave he realised that he was happy for his partner.
That same partner made sure the door was closed before he turned and leaned against it. Bodie tilted his head as he looked at Doyle. "What do you really expect to gain with all this?" His hand movement encompassed Cowley's desk and the general room. "We will have to enter into a legal agreement that only benefits me, one that you have to have disavowed to marry for real."
Doyle shrugged as he began pacing. "At first I just didn't want you to be forced into a marriage to get your inheritance. Once I realised that you were adamant in your refusal to succumb to that particular solution, I still didn't want you to lose the money . . . period."
Bodie's head followed the pacing movement. He looked like a spectator at Wimbledon.
Doyle paused his motion. "At least that's what I told myself. The past few days I have been trying to hide from the simple fact that I didn't want you to marry anyone at all. I didn't want to lose what we have. A mate who is better than any I've ever had. A legal agreement to keep that is fine with me."
"Doyle, there will be a lot of restrictions connected to this option," Bodie cautioned. "You're not thinking about the birds' angle at all."
"Oh, yeah, well . . . well I'd never hurt you like a bird would do." The words burst from Doyle as though it was a logical flow of the conversation.
"Oh, I don't know about that," Bodie said under his breath.
"I don't want your money," Doyle ground out, angry and offended that Bodie would think so.
Bodie's hand waved as though pushing that thought aside. "Wasn't thinking that you did." Bodie took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. "You held my hand. It was nice, not necessary, but still quite nice."
With more reticence than usually associated with Doyle, he answered, "Well, it seemed the thing to do at the time." That Doyle couldn't remember the exact motivation for the gesture was not the point.
Bodie tilted his head again. "Has that small bit of grey matter under all those curls worked out the restrictions you've placed on us?" Bodie pierced his partner with his stare.
"Restrictions? What? The Cow? He mentioned retrenchments."
"Probably moving us to one flat. The solicitor must have let something slip." Bodie leaned more casually against the door, with arms loosely crossed. "Restrictions, Doyle," Bodie reminded and waited.
"Just say what you mean!" Doyle said roughly. "I can't figure out the hedge maze of your mind." Doyle shrugged, not trying to follow.
"Sex, Doyle. Get a leg over?"
"I can't see any reason why . . ." Doyle paused, surprised where his thought process was taking him . . . them.
Bodie straightened, alert. "No reason why . . . what? Finish that thought."
Doyle swivelled his head to look at his partner. Something in Bodie's tone seemed to be asking for the truth, the cold hard truth. And Doyle was . . . hard. He slouched quickly against Cowley's desk. Stunned, surprised, illuminated, that the subconscious thoughts that Bodie wanted him to voice aloud made him hard and now with acceptance, even harder.
Doyle opted for the truth. With false bravery he spoke nonchalantly, "I can't see any reason why we shouldn't have sex . . . together." Doyle stared at his chest, afraid to meet Bodie's eyes, still fearful of how Bodie might react to his suggestion.
"I can't see any reason why we shouldn't either." Bodie's voice held joy.
"There, restrictions lifted." Doyle looked up at Bodie, smiling, relaxed against the door, displaying a distinct bulge, much like his own. He knew that this was the answer he had been searching for, and wanting at the same time. His feet moved him to within inches of his partner, then the magnetic fields about their bodies took over and there was no space between them.
The kiss started like a fairy tale, gentle, exploring, but soon Doyle lost all thought as passion invaded and drove him to be as close as possible. He pressed himself tighter against Bodie. Lips searched lips, bodies ground against each other. Little sounds escaped, then hands moved of their own accord and dove past flies to flesh desperately needing to be held. Both men well acquainted with what was needed rubbed unerringly, and soon, too soon, perfection. Glorious sensation flooded as necks arched back, and breath was expelled. Both sagged a bit more along the door.
Doyle panted and rested his head against Bodie's. "We're in Cowley's office," he said aloud, not quite alarmed.
"Just realise that?" Bodie's tone was indulgent. "Will make for a hell of a first-time story down the line."
Doyle looked into Bodie's eyes and smiled, "Yeah, it will."
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Wishing he hadn't let Betty leave the office before making him a final pot of tea, Cowley walked toward the rest room to make his own cuppa. Laughter and loud voices leaked through the partially open door. His men. He had sent them off to get the day's reports written. Irritated, he stepped up to the door to clarify that order and then stopped, reconsidering. It had been a rough couple of days. They deserved a bit of a break. Leaning back against the wall, he settled in to watch.
| |
Anson tipped his chair back on two legs, took a deep drag off his cigar, and exhaled smoke rings into the air. Doyle watched with distaste as the circles swirled into a cloud of acrid haze above the card table.
“Disgusting, that.” Doyle waved the annoying cloud away and bumped Anson’s chair. Losing his balance, Anson grabbed at the edge of the table, causing poker chips and beer bottles to topple and slide.
“They say cancer cures smoking,” Jax offered, saving his drink and restacking his chips.
Doyle snickered as he dealt out the next round of poker.
“Was some stunt you pulled today, Doyle.” Murphy collected his cards. “Cut it a bit close, yeah?” He dropped two cards on the table and held up two fingers. “Cowley didn’t seem well pleased with you.”
Bodie indicated he wanted three cards; Anson took one. Jax waved him off.
“Cowley got what he wanted—the guns and the money,” Doyle replied with a shrug, giving Murphy his cards. “And scored some points against Willis.”
“Surprised the hell out of ol’ Sean and his gang when you came through the hole in the ceiling,” Jax said with a touch of admiration.
Doyle dealt Bodie his three cards.
“4.5 surprised himself, if I’m not mistaken.” Doyle’s eyes shifted quickly to Bodie’s and then back again. Bodie swept up the cards. “Isn’t that right, my son?”
“Nah. Was well planned, that was.” Doyle gave them all a cheeky grin and passed one card to Anson.
“This too?” Bodie tapped on the brace binding Doyle’s knee.
“Small price to pay to finally catch Willis out.” Doyle brushed Bodie’s hand away. “Wouldn’t like to be him tryin’ to explain his man’s presence in the warehouse to the Minister.”
“The Minister will have his guts for garters.” Jax fanned the cards in his hand.
“Don’t bet on it. The whole situation is nothing but a joke to MI6,” Murphy added.
Bodie started humming. Everyone turned to look at him.
“A chicken and an egg are lying in bed.”
“Oh God,” Doyle moaned. “Now you’ve done it, Murph. You know better than to mention the word joke around Mr Morecambe here.”
Kicking his partner under the table, Bodie continued, “The chicken is stretched back smoking a cigar with a very satisfied smile on his face. The egg is frowning and looking extremely frustrated. The egg says, ‘Guess we’ve answered that question.’"
Three poker chips bounced off Bodie’s chest.
“What question?” Anson asked, befuddled.
“You know—the chicken or the egg?” Bodie stared at Anson in disbelief.
Anson still looked puzzled.
Doyle patted him on the shoulder. “Have another drink and ignore the prat. He’s never playing with a full deck.” It was Doyle’s turn to be a target, a chip settled neatly into his hair.
“Almost lost this today, mate.” Bodie tweaked a curl as he removed the chip. He ran his finger along the plaster on Doyle’s temple. “Next time, Batman, remember you’ve got a partner, yeah?”
Doyle nodded ruefully. “Cowley told me the same thing.”
“Ah, so that’s what the tête-à-tête in the hallway was.”
“Bad was it?” Jax asked, tapping his cards on the table. “Who’s in?”
Doyle shook his head. “Cowley’s alright.” He dealt himself one card and looked to Murphy to start the betting. Murphy threw in two chips, Jax checked. Bodie looked at each of them with a satisfied smirk. Humming to himself again, he raised Murphy’s bet by two. Anson folded. Everyone’s attention turned to Doyle. He ignored them, his thumb drawing circles on his curled index finger as he intently studied his cards.
“C’mon, Doyle,” Jax finally complained, “you going to bet or fold.”
Bodie snorted, picking at the front of Doyle’s shirt. “Fold?? The lad doesn’t even fold his laundry.”
Doyle smiled in agreement. “Don’t rush me, now. Could have a Royal Flush going here.”
“Been visiting the bog down at Kensington Palace again, eh? Thought Cowley talked to you about loitering there.”
“Very funny.” Doyle placed four chips on the table and called. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”
Murphy laid down three jacks.
“Beats me,” Jax sighed, showing a pair of tens.
Bodie grinned as he showed a full house, jacks high. “I’ve always said, poker is like sex—if you don’t have a good partner you better have a good hand!” He winked at Doyle.
”Now that’s disgusting,” Anson cringed.
“Well, sunshine,” Bodie turned to Doyle, “Show us what you’ve got.”
Doyle stood up, his hand going to his zip.
Murphy leaned over and shoved him off balance. He managed not to fall. Throwing his cards down on the table, Doyle said sadly, “Wasted me chips on a bluff. I’ve actually got nothing.”
“Now I wouldn’t say that,” Murphy leered as he eyed Doyle up and down.
“Not tonight, petal,” Doyle batted his eyelashes and flicked the tip of Murphy’s nose.
Bodie cleared his throat.
Doyle’s lips twitched as he brushed against Bodie and gestured toward the kitchen. “Another drink while I’m up, anyone?”
Bodie gathered the cards while Doyle went to the fridge to collect the lagers.
Bodie started to deal. Doyle, passing out the beer, reached out and put a hand on the deck. He looked at the other three agents. “Do you know why they wouldn’t let Bodie play poker in Africa?”
“Doyle,” Bodie warned.
“Because he was a cheetah!” A rain of peanuts followed him back to his chair.
Bodie resumed shuffling. “What are a man’s three favourite games?”
“Oh, do tell.”
“Checker, Chess, and Poker.”
After a moment of silence there were more groans.
Before Anson could ask, Bodie told him, “Say it quickly.”
“Oh.” Anson’s face turned red.
Bodie shook his head and sighed. He turned to Doyle and all traces of humour left his face.
“You really were lucky today, Ray. Over played your hand in that warehouse.”
“Nah, had an ace-in-the-hole, didn’t I?”
“Yeah?”
“You.”
Bodie leaned across the table and jabbed a finger into Doyle’s chest. “No one knew where you’d disappeared to, including me! Anyone in the room could have shot you when you dropped in.”
“It was that or let Willis’ man get away clean,” Doyle said defensively. “I had an opening and I took it. Put all me cards on the table, as it were.” He gave Bodie a small grin.
Bodie tapped the plaster decorating Doyle’s temple. “Not worth the jackpot, mate.”
“No, I guess it’s not.” Closing his eyes, Doyle looked down.
“And speaking of cards and pots,” Murphy broke into the uneasy silence, “Let’s get back to the game.”
After the dealing, betting, and drawing, Bodie put his cards face down on the table and rubbed his hands together gleefully. “This one’s mine, lads! Best hand of the night.”
Doyle looked at him sceptically. “He’s lying.”
“How can you tell?” Murphy asked.
“His chips are moving.”
Anson rolled his eyes and folded.
“Not having a good night, are we?” Jax teased.
“If I didn’t have bad luck I’d have no luck at all.”
“Each player must accept the cards life deals him or her. But once they are in hand he or she alone must decide how to play the cards in order to win the game.”
“Bodie’s words of wisdom?”
“Voltaire, actually, you philistine.”
“Well, pardon me, I’m sure,” Doyle huffed.
“Okay, Wizard of Odds,” Murphy interrupted the banter, “show us this matchless poker hand.”
“Everyone all in?” Bodie asked with a touch of innocence. “Time for the showdown.”
“You’d think poker was a blood sport the way he’s behaving,” Anson whinged.
“Read ‘em and weep, lads!” He reached across the table to scoop up all the chips.
“Oi—show us the cards before you go takin’ all the money!” Doyle protested. “It’s not like we—”
“Good evening, gentlemen,” Cowley entered the rest room.
“Sir.” Bodie stood up. “We thought you’d be with the Minister.”
“I’m sure you did, 3.7. I’m looking for the reports on today’s operation. You do remember those? It’s why you were all sent in here, I believe?” Cowley watched as they quickly and guiltily collected the cards and the chips and the beer. He hid a small grin.
He thought about the conversation he’d overheard. Bodie quoting Voltaire. Make the most of the cards you’re dealt. He’d done so. He’d recruited a pack of wildcards. And he’d learned a valuable lesson. The trick in playing them successfully was learning when to hold them and when to fold. He decided he’d let them have the rest of the night off. Reports could wait till morning.
Curious now, he walked over to the table and turned over Bodie’s cards. “A shame really,” he murmured, “a full house, kings and queens.” Then he laughed, “A Buckingham Palace.”
| |
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Across
3. Alpha
5. Bodie
6. Mis Walsh
7. Bus
8. Cowley
9. Backtrack
10. Doyle
Down
1. Ray
2. Marge
4. Pure Malt Scotch
7. Bisto Kids
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Across
6. Backtrack
7. Mixed Doubles
9. In the Public Interest
10. Purging of CI5
11. First Night
12. Ojuka Situation
13. Need to Know
14. Stakeout
Down
1. Lawsons Last Stand
2. Everest was
3. A Stirring of Dust
4. Blind Run
5. Hunter Hunted
8.Rogue
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ALPHAONE
ANSON
ASQUAD
BACKTRACK
BLINDRUN
BODIE
COWLEY
DOYLE
EVEREST
FIRSTNIGHT
HEROES
JAX
LIZ
LONDON
LUCAS
MCCABE
MURPHY
PROFESSIONALS
QUEEN
ROGUE
RUTH
SPYPROBE
STAKEOUT
SUSAN
UNITEDKINGDOM
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Follows Wild Justice
The letter arrived at Cowley’s office with the morning post. Freddie, the night watchman, had the job of sorting mail for all personnel after the bomb detection unit had given every envelope a thorough going over. Once Freddie had taken out items addressed to “CI5 Controller,” “Major Cowley,” or “Chief of Staff, CI5” and passed them on to Betty, he was usually left with very little to dispose of: cranks, threats, mysteries, junk. Most of it went to the file room—nothing that might prove useful in the end was ever binned outright—and the rest went straight to the furnace. But there was the occasional letter that turned up, addressed not to Cowley, or written by a lunatic bomber, that merited attention. This letter was one of those.
It came with a respectable return address: the firm of Jackson, Tate, and Mason, Solicitors, of Stonington Cross, Herefordshire, addressed to one W. A. P. Bodie, c/o CI5, London. Freddie had never heard of the firm, but a phone call put that straight—yes, a letter had been dispatched to Mr Bodie two days earlier. Yes, the letter would have the following appearance and yes, it would be typed with the uppercase “A” slightly above the centre line because that’s how Miss Brook’s machine typed the letter “A”. Convinced that it posed no obvious threat, Freddie entered it in the Mail Received ledger, and passed the envelope to Bodie the next time the man came through CI5’s secure entrance.
Which just happened to be when he and Doyle were coming off a long stint in the surveillance van parked outside a Mayfair address for three days. Hard-pressed to find a chip shop in the neighbourhood or any food that wouldn’t have emptied their wallets in record time, they’d been reduced to waiting for Murphy to deliver them midnight rations of nearly-squashed sandwiches and lukewarm tea. After three days, even Cowley believed in a hygienic change, so Bodie and Doyle returned to HQ when Lucas and McCabe relieved them at a quarter to dawn. Hungry, sleepy, wanting only to file their reports and stumble home to their respective beds, Bodie was a little surprised when Freddie caught his arm and pressed the letter into his hand. Knowing that nothing got past CI5 security without a double vetting, Bodie ripped open the envelope and took out a rather official-looking letter as the two men trudged upstairs, victims once again of a non-functioning lift.
“Tax demand? Forget to pay the television license?” Doyle joked, as they thudded into heavy chairs facing typewriters and stacks of blank forms yet to be filled in. Once they got the paperwork done, it would be clear sailing with forty-eight hours off: they had the old man’s word on it. Doyle looked over the top of his typewriter, expecting to see Bodie rolling the carbons into his machine with a witty comeback at the ready, but the man wasn’t moving. Dangling the letter from one hand and lost in thought, Bodie was off with the fairies again. He’d been that way for a few weeks. Doyle would look over and see Bodie physically present but mentally AWOL, and he covered for him. He knew the reason why. Ever since they’d pulled King Billy and his gang in for murder. Ever since the blown and then nearly-perfect assessments which put them out on the streets again. Bodie might have fooled Cowley into thinking everything was all right, but he couldn’t fool his partner. Losing Williams cut deep, a lot deeper than Bodie was willing to admit.
Now this letter. And no answer, though Bodie put it to one side, still looking blank, rolling the forms around the platen and setting to work like a typing demon. Must be a special hell for SAS sergeants that they learn to type so fast. Doyle had never got the hang of it, not even after years of filling out forms at the Met. He might start well before his partner, but Bodie always finished first, and it was no different this time either. While Doyle was still cleaning up “tow visitors Wendesday 9an and 2om: milk flosy, port” to read “two visitors Wednesday 9am and 2pm: milk float, post” Bodie was yanking his forms out of his typewriter, sailing towards the door and the inbox on Betty’s desk. Doyle banged out the last two paragraphs and was yelling for Bodie to wait while he did the same. The letter and envelope were gone from Bodie’s desk too, but Doyle expected that. Yet in Betty’s office, there was only 3.7’s report—no 3.7.
He caught up with his partner at their lockers, Bodie stripping out of clothes that could probably walk away on their own after three days. He hadn’t been sure whether Bodie would shower here or at his flat, but the fastidious man obviously couldn’t be shed of the surveillance van’s smell fast enough. Towel cinched around his waist, he was turned toward the door, waiting for Doyle to join him. Trainers off, jeans, pants, and socks dumped in a few seconds, and Bodie was flicking a clean towel at him while he was still levering the holster off his shoulders: direct hit. Promising retaliation to Bodie’s disappearing backside, Doyle peeled off the shirt and holster and shoved them in a locker, then padded after Bodie into the tiled room and began removing the last clues to how they’d spent Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday.
Doyle had this part down to a science. He took the shower on the opposite wall from Bodie’s, so that when he turned the water on or off, he couldn’t see the man, even from the corners of his eyes. It gave him some breathing room. If he’d known Bodie was planning a shower, he might not have yelled at him to wait—it was hard enough keeping himself under control when he was lumbered with the bastard for days on end and no one else to talk to. It had been like that for years now, and Doyle had taken to avoiding a shower at HQ if he knew Bodie was planning one.
He could still remember the first time he’d seen Bodie naked, years before. They’d crawled around in the mud of that farmhouse all night, and after the 5am raid, they’d needed to sluice the muck off themselves or risk ruining the car—and incurring the wrath of CI5’s carpool manager. It was Bodie who found the shower off to the side of the milking pens and put it to good use, the one built for a farmer to keep filthy boots and dirt out of a clean house. Bodie tested the water, found it ran clean and cold, and that was enough for him: he’d been peeling off layers, baring skin rapidly as he dumped the ruined shirt and cords in a pile. Doyle had arrived just in time to see Bodie turn from the wall with its taps to facing the door: water plastering down his hair, blinding him for a moment as the torrent rinsed away dirt and death and narrowly missed cowpats, and it had been a revelation. Bodie’s body in all its glory was a thunderclap to Doyle’s senses, drowning out everything he’d known before and leaving him stunned, senseless in that doorway.
Bodie might be the one who was wet, but it was Doyle who felt like he was suddenly underwater, immobilized, the world turned suddenly unfamiliar. His very skin felt wrong, overheated. Blood seemed to be thundering through every vein in his body, heartbeats ringing in his ears. All Doyle could do was stare, his partner’s body the only thing he could see. What on earth was wrong with him?
Then Bodie’s eyes opened, he laughed that laugh of his and dared Doyle to join him under the cold spray. The spell broken, Doyle made some glib reply about getting a set of dry clothes out of the car boot before he intended to strip off, or had Bodie forgotten and was planning to go back to headquarters starkers? Bodie’d laughed again, and Doyle forced himself outside, leaning heavily against the first wall that presented itself before weak legs could betray him. Even breathing seemed hard work, but Doyle got himself to the car and back again as fast as his dazed senses allowed, and found himself praying that Bodie had located a towel by the time he returned. Another glimpse of that black hair arrowing towards his partner’s groin, the darkened flesh hanging between his legs, and Doyle wasn’t sure he could keep from doing something stupid. Why it hit him so hard, he couldn’t say, but Ray knew that the world would stay upside down no matter what he did. In the meantime, Doyle put on his best undercover face and went back to the showers with their spare kit bag of clean clothing. He opened the door, and there was Bodie, looking like a stack of towels: one on his head, one around his shoulders, and one tidily wrapped around his waist. He caught the clothes Doyle pitched at him one-handed, gestured to the stack of waiting towels he’d found for Doyle’s use, and stood there, expecting to see Doyle strip off and do likewise.
Which he did. How he managed it while keeping his hard-on where Bodie couldn’t see it was a feat Doyle wasn’t sure he could repeat. But what Ray had taken to calling “the Cow Shed Revelation” in the privacy of his own mind explained why (for the past two and half years) when he'd showered at HQ, he’d always taken the shower on the opposite side from Bodie’s. Standing opposite his partner, Ray didn’t have to look at him, or even glance at him accidentally, or not so accidentally. It was essential that he not get a hard-on when they took showers, though how to avoid doing so required some fancy footwork or a painful rush of cold water. Doyle’s standard ploy was to shower in the privacy of his flat, but that wasn't possible today; having yelled at Bodie to wait for him, he could hardly refuse to follow him into the shower. This business of being undercover around his partner was exhausting.
If avoidance wasn’t possible, Ray fell back on strategy number two: distraction. “What about that letter Bodie? What’s it all about?” He wasn’t sure what kind of answer he’d get, but if it put his partner off the scent, so much the better. Too bad his hearing was sharp. The intake of Bodie’s breath was audible, even with running water. It made him do the unthinkable, the guaranteed-to-turn-him-on-in-five-seconds act: Doyle turned around so he could look at Bodie, wet, naked, and facing him.
The Adam’s apple in Bodie’s throat was working up and down, no words coming out. Finally, he spoke, but the words didn’t make things any clearer. “I’ve got to take some leave, Ray. Be back in a week, ten days tops. I’ll need to clear it with Cowley, but I think he’ll agree.” Then Bodie was back to the three-men-in-a-tub routine, soap and water running down his shoulders, his back, his arse, and Ray stood there, open-mouthed, wondering.
His shower forgotten, Doyle asked, “Is it family?” He couldn’t think of anything that would take Bodie away from CI5 save that. Though from what little he’d been told of Bodie’s family, he couldn’t conjure any reason that would get Bodie back to Liverpool except at gunpoint. For the first time in years, no hard-on threatened—his impending sense of loss had overridden desire as he stood there awaiting a reply. For just a moment, there was fear in the pit of Ray Doyle’s stomach—fear that wherever Bodie went, he couldn’t follow.
A snort of derision put paid to that misconception. “Not the way you mean.” Bodie rinsed away the last of his shampoo and soap and turned off the taps before facing his partner again. “My old mob. Unfinished business.” And with Doyle standing there dumbstruck, Bodie steered him under the water and washed off the last of the dirt and soap clinging to Doyle’s forearms. Only the words “unfinished business” kept Doyle from grabbing him then and there to force the truth out of him.
Instead, as Doyle dried himself minutes later, deliberately not-watching-Bodie as he found clean dry things in his locker, he heard himself saying, “You take leave, then so do I. If it’s unfinished, you’ll need me.” Back turned to his partner, he missed the flush in Bodie’s cheeks, the almost reflexive shake of the head to deny him. He didn’t see the bleakness in Bodie’s eyes as they watched Doyle’s back, slipping on shirt and holster and rechecking his firearm, and only barely heard him reply, “We’ll see what Cowley says.”
------------------------------------
Bodie asked Doyle to wait outside Cowley’s office, so he did. It was a rare thing, to sit there without his partner beside him, and it made him wonder all the more what this request for leave would provoke from their boss. They hadn’t had decent leave since forever, and he’d been looking forward to forty-eight simple hours off—the prospect of getting a week or even more from the Cow seemed farfetched in the extreme.
He’d not reckoned on Bodie’s persuasive abilities. The door opened after only five minutes, and his partner cocked his head inward, the wordless “get in here” transmitted with his shrug. At his desk, Cowley looked from Bodie to Doyle, then took off his glasses, holding them above the folder in front of him. He looked displeased, speaking as if he regretted his decision already. “You’re fortunate nothing big’s brewing just now. Your request for leave has been approved, effective immediately. I’ll need you both back in ten days at the latest: Monday week, 9am. Until that time, Doyle, you are to render Bodie all the assistance he requires.” While Doyle stood there, trying not to gape, Cowley addressed Bodie. “You have only that long to finish this, otherwise it will have to wait until the next time I can spare you both. What you propose to do is foolhardy, 3.7, and likely to cause pain. Take care.” Then to 4.5 he said, “Stay with him, Doyle.” Glasses restored to the bridge of his nose, Cowley looked down at his papers, effectively dismissing them both.
“I’ll call for the names and addresses tomorrow, sir.”
Without lifting his head, the Controller responded, “Aye, 3.7. I’ll do what I can.”
And with that, the two men were back out in the hall, Bodie already striding towards the staircase, leaving Doyle in his wake to begin asking questions. “Where are we going?”
“Hereford.”
------------------------------------
As the silver Capri pulled out of the lot, Doyle hazarded a question. “Stonington Cross near Hereford?” Doyle had glimpsed the envelope’s return address that Bodie dropped in the back seat, but still hadn’t worked out what the letter contained. He pulled a map from the glove box and began plotting their route. Yearning for his bed after the weird four-hours-on-four-hours-off surveillance shifts they’d endured for three days, Ray was impressed by Bodie’s ability to see straight, much less drive. Sunlight flashed off cars they passed as Bodie manoeuvred them through morning traffic and onto the motorway.
Bodie didn’t seem surprised Doyle had guessed the town they were heading towards: agents in CI5 were paid to be observant, and his partner was one of the best. He answered, “Five miles away. They’re both a few hours from here.” Then he volunteered, “We’re meeting a man called Jackson to collect a box, go to a bank, then come back to London.” Swinging the car into the flow of traffic on the Great Western Road, Bodie added cryptically, “The first few are here.”
Doesn’t sound illegal. Not even dangerous. What’s he up to? Doyle looked across at his partner, who seemed focused on the task in hand. Only years of experience told Doyle that Bodie wasn’t looking forward to this meeting: it was all in how tightly Bodie gripped the steering wheel. Driving the M4 wasn't enough to do that to his mate's hands: he could see white bone showing through at the knuckles. Bodie really didn’t want to see this Jackson person. Dozens of questions crowded his mind, but Doyle settled for two. “Do you know what’s in the box?”
“A twenty-eight-year old bottle of Macallan scotch, sixteen envelopes addressed to ‘The Last Bastard’, and a photograph.”
Still puzzled, Doyle followed with, “And at the bank?”
“Four thousand pounds, plus interest.”
Bodie overtook a slow-moving lorry and when he had slotted the Capri back into the far left lane, risked a glance over at his partner. Doyle’d gone pale and his eyes were a little wild.
“Is this from a bank job you never told me about?” Doyle croaked.
Bodie laughed, the first time all day, and his hands relaxed on the steering wheel. “No bank job, mate. A tontine.”
------------------------------------
On the drive to Stonington Cross, Bodie explained how a tontine worked. “It’s a kind of death-pact. Everybody puts money in; the last man alive gets the lot. Plus the bottle of scotch. The scotch is so you can toast each man who died before you in the unit. When you’ve toasted them all, the bottle should be gone.”
And you’ll be so drunk you won’t remember your own name. Talk about a guaranteed downer. No wonder Bodie wasn’t looking forward to this meeting. “So you’re telling me you’ve won the pools, after a fashion.”
“Yeah. Sort of.” Bodie was fitting the car into a narrow space along the high street of Stonington Cross. The solicitor’s office was a few blocks away. “Every man in our mob thought he’d win it.”
Doyle would never do something like this, but he understood why Bodie might: it was just the sort of ridiculous macho bet military men would get a huge laugh out of. Probably laughed hardest when the bullets were flying, too. Then a question occurred to him.
“How does this Jackson fellow keep track of who’s still alive? What if one of your mob pops up alive in Switzerland next year, says he decided to get away from it all?” Doyle was looking at the store windows as they walked along the pavement, but really he was watching Bodie in their reflections.
“Doesn’t work that way. The army has dealt with tontines since Wellington’s time; they practically encourage it—fight to the last man, all that rot. Some get started at military academies like Sandhurst, others just before a big op. Must’ve been dozens before D-day. If a unit registers a tontine, each time a man stops drawing his pension or pay the central records office notifies the solicitor holding the tontine’s money in escrow. He crosses another name off the list.”
And as of six months ago, there were only two names left on your mob’s list: Williams and Bodie. Until King Billy. “What happens if you all go at once? Re-enact the Charge of the Light Brigade?”
“They interview doctors and nurses, if they have to. It goes to the last man still drawing breath.” Bodie was beginning to sound a little more like himself, the streak of cocky arrogance returning to the fore. He stopped in front of a nondescript office and rang the bell. “And that would be me.”
------------------------------------
The paperwork was surprisingly brief. Jackson, Tate, and Mason had handled tontines for decades, possibly as a result of their proximity to training grounds for the military. A routine check of identity—made easier by the photograph in the box itself—and Mr Jackson handed over the authorization forms needed by the bank, the box created by Bodie’s squad, and made himself scarce.
When the door closed behind him, Doyle turned to face his partner, who had the box’s contents spread before him on the table. It was indeed as Bodie had predicted: a twenty-eight-year-old bottle of scotch, sixteen envelopes, and a photograph. He barely caught the words Bodie said.
“It wasn’t supposed to be this soon.”
He didn’t need that one explained to him. The Last Bastard shouldn’t have showed up to collect for another twenty or thirty years, if that. Doubtless the scotch would taste very fine indeed with another thirty years of waiting. But in 1980? That meant the box had only been shut eight years, since Bodie joined the SAS. Doyle reached for the photograph, but Bodie’s hand stopped him.
“You don’t know their names.”
“I will when you tell me.” Doyle’s fingers curled around the corner of the snap and pulled it over. He found Bodie, front and centre—where else?—dressed in camo gear and war paints, all teeth and eyes staring back at him from the past. So young, and sexy as hell, even then. He swallowed down the attraction, willed himself to feel nothing, to be nothing but a supportive friend. Then Doyle looked up, found Bodie watching him. “What now?”
“Now? Collect the money and get out of here. Head back to London.”
They gathered up the bottle, envelopes, and photograph, then made for the office door, Doyle trailing and still a bit unclear about something. He asked, “So what will take ten days? We could have done this in a few hours, no sweat.”
Bodie turned round to face him and replied grimly, “You may wish you were back in that buggy-boo before it’s all over, Ray. We’ve got a lot of widows and orphans to talk to.” Then he walked out of the office, leaving Doyle dumbstruck for the second time in one day.
------------------------------------
The bank manager was thoroughly helpful, though initially a bit confused by Bodie’s request for fifteen envelopes with £250 stuffed in each one. The remainder of the money required a larger brown envelope, stamped with the bank’s name on the outside: the manager told them there was nearly £4500 in the account he’d just closed, and he looked a bit glum at the prospect of all those notes walking out the door with no hope of them returning. After they’d gone through the accounting at the manager’s discreetly placed desk, Bodie took the envelopes, passed the larger brown one to Doyle, and they were back in the Capri before Doyle could fashion his next question. “You planning to give the money back?”
Bodie edged the Capri onto the M4 and gunned the engine a little, as if glad to be shot of the town in his rear view mirror. “Yeah.”
The words were spoken before Ray could think better of them. “They won’t thank you. Might hate any reminder, in fact.”
“I know. Can’t help it.”
“So we’re gonna track down fifteen sets of widows and orphans…”
“Or grieving parents, girlfriends…”
“Give them £250 each and say what, exactly? Cheerio?”
Bodie took a deep breath, eyes not really intent on the cars he was passing. He’d obviously given this some thought. “Your son lent me some money, and I’m returning it now. I wish he were alive to give it to in person. I’d much rather have him alive.”
“Shove the envelope into their hands and walk away?”
“Yeah.”
“Not explain about the tontine?”
Bodie shot him a look as if to say ‘are you mad?’ and carried on driving. “No.”
Considering for a moment, Doyle realized that this was probably a good thing. “Who first?”
“Cheryl.”
Williams’s girlfriend, still in protective custody until the King Billy trial. “But she’ll know—she’ll know he didn’t lend you the money. You’ve had weeks before this to tell her.”
“Right.” The knuckles on the wheel tightened, and Doyle wished the words unsaid.
“So you’ll have to tell her the truth.”
Bodie nodded and gave the silver Capri an extra burst of speed.
------------------------------------
On next-to-no-sleep and a six-hour drive behind him, Doyle was ready to drop when they returned to London. But before leaving Ray off at his flat, Bodie issued a few brusque instructions: “Pack a bag: regular stuff, plus one set of good clothes, and kit for sleeping outdoors.” Doyle had no idea what Bodie intended, but jacket, tie, and clean shirt joined his usual stack of jeans and t-shirts in an untidy pile on the ottoman before he fell into bed exhausted. After a dreamless sleep, he'd barely jammed the lot into two bags when his partner collected him early the next morning, the two men moving wordlessly through coffee and mumbled hellos. Just before he closed the flat door, Ray remembered to grab his sleeping bag and camping gear out of the hall closet. Bodie stowed all the bags in the boot, and they were on their way to only Bodie-knew-where.
Judging by the way the Capri worked eastward, it seemed to be some place near Whitechapel. Bodie said nothing, just manoeuvred the car through rush hour traffic with stoic calm. Doyle knew the girl they were going to see was in a safe house, though he didn't know which one. Cowley must have told Bodie where to find her.
The WPC who answered the door double-checked their IDs and wisely called it in to her supervisor before she let Bodie and Doyle enter. The house was just another nondescript house in a long terrace in Bethnal Green, but it had protected witnesses before and it would keep them safe in future, as long as proper procedures were followed. Doyle even thanked her for being cautious. “She’s an important young woman,” she explained needlessly. “Saw a murder.”
He nodded, saying nothing, following Bodie into the kitchen where Cheryl sat, nursing a cold cup of tea. He could see Bodie square his shoulders, preparing for a job he didn’t want and couldn’t avoid.
“Hullo, Cheryl.”
“Hullo, Bodie.” She looked up, giving them a forlorn little smile. Her glossy red hair fanned down onto her shoulders, but it didn't brighten her appearance much. “Brought your mate, ‘ave you?”
“Yeah.” He took a seat across from her, pulled out the envelope, slid it to the middle of the table, next to the teapot. He’d scrawled “Williams” on it in his usual spiky handwriting.
At that moment, watching Bodie gather his strength to tell a horrible story of youthful dreams and lost friends, Doyle wished he could do it for him. Wished he could send Bodie back to HQ, wished the money into hell, wished the families of these men into oblivion—anything so that Bodie didn’t have to do this. It was part of that military brotherhood Ray didn’t belong to, couldn’t understand, and didn’t want to know. Yet it was part of Bodie, part of the man’s very core, and if Ray wanted Bodie the way he thought he did, then he needed to be here, understand, witness this happening. It was nothing less than courage, unflinching in the face of pain, and it was a key to Bodie’s soul.
The words came slowly, haltingly at first, but he heard Bodie end it with, “Keith didn’t have any family but you. Told me that when he joined up—no parents, no brothers or sisters. Guess that’s why he and I got on so well. Anyhow, he’d have wanted you to have this. I just wish he were here to take it himself.” The tense jaw betrayed how hard each word spoken was for Bodie. By the last few words, his Scouse accent was coming through full force.
Cheryl sat there, staring at the envelope. She didn’t touch it. “It’s blood money.”
Bodie shook his head. “No. It’s not. He made a bet with fortune, we all did. I don’t like how King Billy changed his odds.” He stood up, moving back to flank Doyle in the doorway. “When the trial is over, Cheryl, use this to make a new start. Keith’s gift to you.” And he turned for the front door, but not before Doyle saw a trace of moisture gathering in his eyes.
He slung an arm over Bodie’s shoulders as the pair made their way out of the house, past the watching, silent police constable, back to the car. The bravest man I know. No wonder I love you.
Safe inside their world again, Bodie started the Capri, all business, heading south across the river this time. The glint of unfallen tears was gone now, and the hard man 3.7 was back in charge. Doyle watched, marvelled.
“Where we off to now?” he found himself asking as they drove through the Rotherhithe Tunnel.
“See a man with a junk yard.”
------------------------------------
Not much to see in Bermondsey, unless abandoned warehouses and weed-choked lots gave a thrill. That probably explained why Cowley arranged drops and handoffs there on a regular basis, but this was a part of Bermondsey Cowley hadn’t sent them to before, a place where marginal businessmen hung on by their fingertips and streetwalkers offered temporary forgetfulness. Down one rough-looking street after another, then Bodie pulled the Capri through a chain link fence opening and parked the car in the scrapyard's muddy centre. As they got out, Doyle scanned the piles of twisted metal that reached up to the sky, blocking out trees, blocking out every indication of a city around them. Rusting wrecks of cars, stacked seven and eight high like columns in a cathedral, rising in every direction, a jumble of metal and decay mixed with a deafening screech coming from the scrapyard's far end. A car was being crushed.
“Jennings always said he joined the SAS to save his hearing. Now I know why,” Bodie offered, then looked over at Doyle, the curl to his partner’s lips letting him know Bodie’s black sense of humour was still intact, despite the task ahead.
“Had a knack with motors, I bet,” Doyle replied, looking at the cars piled in heaps around them.
“Man could conjure spark plugs out of thin air. Got us out of more than one jam, he did.” Bodie’s face was grim now. “His father’s ex-Paras. He’ll know if I try to fob him off with some story of a long-forgotten loan from Mike to me.”
“So it’ll be like Cheryl.”
“Worse. He’s likely to punch me in the mouth. If he tries it, let him.”
Doyle’s eyebrows went up a fraction, but the look he gave Bodie said that he was letting his partner call the shots on this operation. Anything for you, mate.
The two men walked into the ramshackle shed at the centre of the yard, a grimy office where a man in oil-stained coveralls greeted them. Mike Jennings’s father could have been a prize fighter in his prime, and he wasn’t taking any guff about a loan being repaid. He looked at the envelope in Bodie’s hand, then up into dark blue eyes, but he didn’t raise a fist, just let Bodie drop it on the desk, forgotten. For a moment he’d thought about flattening Bodie, if the bunched muscles underneath the coverall were anything to judge by. Instead, Jennings reached beneath the battered desk, pulled out a bottle of scotch and three well-used glasses, and poured them each two fingers of the fiery liquid.
Junkman and mechanic he might be, but there was shrewdness in the eyes of old man Jennings. Handing the glasses around, he said to Bodie, “So you’re the Last Bastard. Never thought I’d meet one in the flesh.” The way he said it, Doyle realized the term must be traditional, and made him wonder if the old man was in a tontine himself.
“Never thought I’d be one,” came Bodie’s swift retort. “Not with the jungles I’ve lived in.”
Jennings gave Doyle a thorough looking over, and said bitingly, “If he’s watching your back now, you may be shuffling off this mortal coil sooner than you think.”
Before Doyle could feel insulted, Bodie laughed out loud. “He’s the reason I am the Last Bastard. I’d be dead ten times over if it weren’t for him. That one’s hard to kill,” he said, head jerking in Doyle’s direction.
Jennings gave Doyle another hard look. “What’s his speciality?” As if Doyle were incapable of speaking for himself.
“Handguns. Best I ever saw. And he’s like a cabbie with The Knowledge; isn’t a back street or alley in London he can't find.” Bodie raised the glass, cutting off further talk. “To Mike.”
The three men toasted the dead soldier, drank off the scotch, and put the glasses back on the worn desktop amidst the rubble of a working life. Then Bodie looked at Jennings one last time, sombrely. For a moment, he did nothing, finding the still, fixed centre that had become second nature sometime in his soldier’s past. That calm resolution, Doyle thought, was like seeing the perfect blade, forged from raw steel by a master craftsman: pure, strong, fine. He had no idea what Bodie would say, but he knew it would be true.
“You never forget a man who saves your life. I’ll remember Mike until the day I die.” Envelope already delivered, Bodie didn’t waste time with “goodbye” or “thanks for the drink,” but turned and began striding rapidly to the car. Doyle spared Jennings one last glance, saw the man's face about to crumple, and took off after Bodie.
------------------------------------
One last encounter, this time at a smoky bar up on Finchley Road, a neighbourhood rapidly giving way from working class to gentrified. Doyle wondered what would become of this place once the transformation was complete in another year or two. The subject they sought this time was a mother—“Shorty Thompson’s Ma”—who apparently hustled at the Pig and Whistle. “Though your lot may have her down the station if she’s still anything to look at,” Bodie mentioned as they hunted for a parking place. How Shorty met his end was greeted with a curt reply: “Shorty died after Mike. Belfast.” There were few patrons in the bar as they entered.
Shorty’s mum apparently had given up streetwalking for pulling pints, though Doyle could see she had once been pretty before ten thousand men crossed her palm with silver. “And what’ll you be having today?” she asked the pair, her hand already on a pint glass.
“Whatever you’re having, luv, and one for yourself while you’re at it,” Bodie replied, a quick smile sent in her direction. Another envelope labelled “Thompson” was already in his palm beneath the bar, waiting.
The pint glasses didn’t come out. Instead, three tiny sherry glasses with a tot in each one landed on the bar, and Bodie passed her a crumpled note, dropping the larger envelope marked “Thompson” on the bar. She didn’t notice, just said, “Cheers, guv,” and took half her glass with a single swallow. Doyle watched the folds of skin around her neck shift and move with the drink, wondering how Bodie would get through this one.
Like a bulldozer, apparently. “I was a mate of Shorty’s, name’s Bodie. We were in Ireland together.” That should tell her enough, and it did. Her glass thumped down on the bar, a few drops sloshed over the top. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion and Bodie leapt in before she could jump to any conclusions. “I borrowed some money off him, didn’t have enough to pay him back at the time. He said you’d be here until the Thames went dry or people stopped drinking. I want you to have it. I just wish I could give it back to Shorty himself. He was a good mate.” Bodie picked up his glass, and Doyle joined him, remembering a fallen comrade with second-rate sherry and a retired tart who now looked ready to weep instead of rail. When they put their glasses down, Bodie laid his hand on her forearm, patting it as he added softly, “He was the bravest of all of us.” He turned away before her tears could start, Doyle trailing in his wake.
As the two men walked out of the bar, Doyle looked at Bodie’s back thinking No, mate. You’re the brave one.
------------------------------------
With a call to Cowley, they got the rest of the information: names, phone numbers, addresses. Doyle took it down, wondering how the old man had come up with the information so quickly. The Controller of CI5, adept at mind reading, gave him an answer but not the one he expected. Doctor Ross had pulled the information on Bodie’s squad mates together when she became suspicious about why he was failing assessments. Coroners’ reports and files from the military’s central record office supplied the rest.
He stood in the phone booth, looking at his notes about the squad. Three already done—Williams, Jennings, Thompson. Two with no next of kin identified—Mattingly and Gardner. Must’ve been orphans. Bodie made six. Cowley supplied the details on the remaining ten: one each from Surrey and Sussex, another in London proper, one in Wales, two from Birmingham, a pair in Lancashire, and the others from Manchester and Liverpool. Hard boys. The hardest. Culled from the cream of the crop and trained until their knife edges gleamed with lethal skill.
Doyle walked back to the car, wondering what order Bodie would want to do them in. He’d wager Liverpool would come last.
He’d be wrong. “Do the three down south tomorrow, Sunday. The two in Birmingham the day after. Lancashire Tuesday—those two are practically in the Dales. Manchester Wednesday, Liverpool Thursday. Wales for the rest.” Doyle looked down at the list, reordered as his partner wanted, and tried to divine some mystical significance in the name ‘David Griffiths’ with the address in Wales. Why him last? Had Bodie cared for David more than the others? A flare of jealousy, which Doyle tamped down mercilessly. He was here to support Bodie, help him through this paying of necessary debts, not grow jealous of men long dead.
But it was hard, so very hard not to think about Bodie and his comrades, wondering what might have been, how close Bodie might have come to needing one of them. He longed for a Bodie who could need someone, need a man who could give him everything. Doyle could be that man—he knew it—but Bodie’s comments in roughly three years of partnership on the topic of gays had been sparing. “Those kind of tendencies” he’d mentioned, when they’d hunted up ex-policeman Ann Berry a few years back, the one with the lesbian lover. “Must’ve been murder.” He’d sounded like he understood, could sympathize. And that’s how Doyle desperately wanted him to feel. Because if he did sympathize, Doyle wasn’t as likely to get his lights punched out if he took the first step, took a chance on telling Bodie who featured in all those wettest of wet-dreams he’d been having. He’d risk it, risk it all, if only Bodie returned his feelings.
Yeah. And I'm just as likely to jump off the top of Nelson’s Column into a damp tea towel and walk away without a scratch, too. Right.
The coming few days would be difficult enough without thoughts like that to destroy his mood. Doyle switched from being chief navigator along country lanes to asking, “Tell me about these guys. You must have stories about them. Dozens I bet.”
Bodie looked like he was going to object, but then thought better of it. “Yeah.” Then, “You really want to hear?”
Getting Bodie to talk about his past was like pulling teeth—Doyle wasn’t letting this opportunity slip by. “Yeah. Start with Shorty. Was he?”
“Short? By unit standards, sure. Barely met the minimum, five-eight in his stocking feet, but he got in. All the tall guys ragged him about it when they put our unit together. Until he put them on their backsides the first time." The memory brought a smile to Bodie’s lips. "They didn’t laugh after that. Judo, karate, you name it, Shorty could do it. He wouldn't take any guff; somebody made a crack, he felled ‘em like cordwood.”
That glimmer of a smile made Doyle wonder if Bodie had taken the piss, and paid for it like the rest. “Even you?”
A pause, then, “Even me.”
“He must’ve been good.”
“He was.”
“Better than Jax?” Jax: current CI5 martial arts specialist, black belt in everything and learning kung fu in his spare time.
“Jax wouldn’t know what hit him.”
Doyle whistled in admiration. “Must’ve been good.”
“We all were, mate. We all were.”
------------------------------------
The two visits south of London went swiftly, though Doyle caught the woman’s look of suspicion mixed with despair at the last home they visited. He mentioned it to Bodie, and the man shrugged. “No way around it. Jesmond wouldn’t have lent me money if I were begging for tuppence and him standing on a gold mine. He never gave money to anyone.”
“So you don’t think she believed you?” The widow had had her hands full: two teenagers with their radios cranked high upstairs, an invalid father in the sitting room shouting for his tea, and visitors on her doorstep. They’d stayed just long enough to shove the envelope into her hands, make a hasty explanation, and leave.
“I know she didn’t. Jesmond sent every penny he earned back to her for the twins. Always skint.” Bodie popped the clutch, swinging the car onto a B-road that would eventually lead back to London.
“But she took it anyway.” Doyle wondered at the perversity of people whose morals never ceased to amaze him.
“She needs it. Killed in the line of duty pension is small enough.” Bodie didn’t seem concerned, already thinking about the next address, the one in Woodgrange Park.
Doyle couldn’t seem to stop himself. “How did Jesmond die?”
Bodie jerked the car over to the side of the road, cutting the engine abruptly. “If I promise to tell you what happened to each of them when we’re finished, will you leave it out for now?” The haunted look in his eyes made Doyle regret the question but he couldn’t very well take it back now. “I can’t do this any way but my way. I’ll tell you later. About all of them.”
Doyle nodded, the look of mute sympathy one Bodie instantly recognized. An impartial observer might have noted the raw ache that appeared in Doyle’s eyes when Bodie turned to restart the engine and put the vehicle in motion. Even Bodie might have known what it was, had he been looking at the right moment. It’s hard to hide love.
------------------------------------
Woodgrange Park came and went readily enough, an O.A.P. down to her last pair of carpet slippers. She accepted the envelope gratefully, thanked Bodie for his sense of obligation, and even offered them tea before they left. “Thanks, no, Mrs Mitchum, we…uh…really should be going now.” Bodie practically bolted for the door, while for once Doyle was left making their apologies. For a man as smooth as his partner, the exit was one of his most ungraceful ever.
Out on the pavement, he found Bodie leaning against the gate, waiting for him. As they walked towards the car, shoulder to shoulder, Doyle asked, “What was that about? She seemed nice.”
It took a moment before Bodie’s explanation came tumbling out. “James Alderson Mitchum was an S.O.B. of the first order. Taking tea with his dear ol’ mum would force me to rethink my opinion, and I don’t care to.”
Doyle gave his partner a sidelong glance before daring to ask, “How’d he get on your bad side? Thought you were all mates together.”
Bodie clambered into the car and looked hard at Doyle as he did the same. “He watched my back, same as I watched his. But he duffed up anyone smaller than him when he’d tied one on, even his own mates when he was too blind drunk to tell friend from foe. If I didn’t know for fact that he died with a Libyan blade buried in his guts, I’d wonder if one of our old mob did him for spite.” And that closed the file on J. A. Mitchum.
Maybe tea was taking things a little too far at that.
------------------------------------
The drive up to Birmingham was mostly accomplished in silence that evening, with breaks for food, petrol, and finding a place to sleep when neither could keep their eyes open enough to continue. Twin beds in the room forced Doyle to wonder if he’d been temporarily insane when he’d asked, no, told, Bodie he was coming with him. Shared accommodation in the past few months had only made his blood pressure soar. Exhausted as he was, the prospect of watching Bodie crawl into bed naked was beginning to prey on his nerves. He’d snapped about the food, grumbled in the car about the drive, and seemed none too happy about the housing Bodie had located.
As they climbed the stairs to the “fourth floor back with a lovely view” Bodie asked, “What’s wrong, Doyle? You’ve been narked ever since we got shot of Mitchum’s mum in London. If you’re gonna stay mad, you can take the train back tomorrow—I’m not doing this with extra aggro just for the sake of seeing your mug all week.”
Which effectively reminded Doyle of the bind he was in: leave Bodie, be away from him for the coming week, wonder and worry and miss him like hell but be safe from him finding out Doyle’s secret—or stay with him, put on the appearance of a mate who cared in only a platonic sense, and see this ridiculous string of errands to the bitter end. The choice wasn’t even close. “Sorry. Been a right bastard, ‘aven’t I?”
“Only since the sun came up.”
“Discounts for half-days and holidays, mate. Don’t see how you put up with me.”
As Bodie unlocked the room and dropped their two bags on the floor, he stopped Doyle with an arm across the doorway, not letting him pass. “Wouldn’t have anybody else.” And the smile Bodie gave him was the kind that told Doyle he was special, he was cared for, he was Bodie’s best mate. It was the sort of smile that made Doyle wonder if maybe Bodie shared his feelings, or was it only Doyle experiencing this singular form of loving madness?
Couldn’t be. I’ve been careful. He couldn’t know.
Quick to cover his tracks, Doyle cracked a smile in return, and even ruffled Bodie’s black hair with a few fingers. “What an endorsement—you’re mad as a hatter.” And for another evening, Doyle thought he could camouflage his feelings with jokes and the latest gossip about Betty’s alleged love-life.
Six hours later, Doyle wasn’t so sure. He’d awakened to the rustling of Bodie, tossing and flailing in the bed next to his. The man might be deep in sleep, but it was a tortured sleep, that much was clear. Coming fully awake, Doyle watched for a few minutes as half-mumbled phrases fell from his partner’s lips. Normally, Bodie could sleep through anything: “army training” he called it, giving him the ability to sleep standing upright if necessary. Tonight’s sleep, though, was restless. Between twists and turns, Doyle could make out an amalgam of “no, not here, Keith” and “now, you bastard, now” and “for God’s sake, Mike, get the bleedin’ thing started” along with other names that Doyle now recognized and a few he didn’t. Revisiting the past seemed to play merry hell with getting a good night’s sleep.
After another ten minutes in which Bodie seemed to be reliving a particularly unpleasant series of memories, Doyle decided enough was enough. He got out of bed and crossed the narrow gap to his friend’s side. A hand on his shoulder, and Bodie shot bolt upright, eyes wide open but seeing nothing. Doyle gave him another shake. “It’s me. Doyle. C’mon, Bodie, wake up.”
The glassy-eyed gaze turned towards Doyle, and he knew the instant Bodie stopped dreaming: the muscles all over his friend’s body relaxed, and a weariness seemed to follow immediately. Even his face took on a haggard appearance, as Bodie apologized gruffly. “Sorry.” As he lay back down, he looked up at Doyle, still standing at the edge of his bed. “You may need earplugs for the next few nights.”
Doyle allowed himself a pat on the shoulder, the lightest touch he deemed appropriate between friends. “If I do, you’re paying for ‘em, mate. You can afford it now.” And that earned him a Bodie smile which he answered with one of his own. Then Ray slipped back to his bed and waited until he heard the steady rise and fall of his partner’s chest, breathing calmly, nightmares temporarily banished. But sleep came to Doyle only later.
------------------------------------
The two lads from Birmingham didn’t come from council flats, as Doyle halfway expected, but from the ring of planned homes surrounding the Cadbury’s factory grounds. They looked better than the average factory worker had nowadays, though Doyle wasn’t sure if workers lived in them still. Wilson came from the end of a cul-de-sac, Dedham from one with a rose bush blooming in the front garden. The semi-detached houses were only a few blocks from each other, and Doyle speculated that the men might have known each other growing up, might have even enlisted together—though he knew that the SAS could pull them from any infantry or airborne unit it pleased, if they were tough enough. Wilson and Dedham. Just names now, and that seemed wrong to him.
“What were they like?” he asked, as a door closed behind them a second time that day, leaving them free to head to Lancashire late that afternoon. He pushed Bodie away from the driver’s side and motioned him around the car. His partner had driven most of the last two days; it was time to go back to share and share alike. Delivering the envelopes was hard enough on Bodie without the strain of driving too.
When they were out of Birmingham proper, Bodie began sketching an answer. “Blond and dark. Not close, but they knew people in common. Get ‘em talking to each other and the Brummie accent’d be so thick no one else could half understand ‘em. Wilson did the medic course, patched us all up one time or another. Dedham was….” And the words seemed to die in the silence between them.
To prompt or not to prompt? Doyle decided it was worth getting his head bitten off if he was wrong. “Dedham was…?”
“Wasn’t meant to be a soldier, though his knifework was second to none. Carried his heart in his blade.” Said as though it were a failing of some kind.
Doyle didn’t know quite how to respond to that. Since he was driving, he figured Bodie could carry on with the conversation if he had a mind to. His partner was staring out the window, watching the trees flick past, eyes unfocused.
Another few miles went by under the Capri’s tyres before Bodie said, “Sometimes I think you’re like Dedham. Not meant for this kind of life.” He was still staring out the windscreen when he added, “Just because you’re good with a knife doesn’t mean you should be using one.”
Substitute ‘gun’ for ‘knife’ and…. “You think I should get out? Leave CI5?”
“No.” The answer was definite, no argument.
“Because?”
“I need you.”
And to Doyle’s love-starved ears, it sounded much more like ‘want’ than ‘need’, but then he remembered Bodie’s words to Jennings’s father: I’d be dead ten times over if it weren’t for him. Bodie’s ‘need’ was nothing more than protecting his own hide.
Probably.
So Doyle put away his foolish thoughts, muttering “I need you too,” wishing very much he could say more and not daring to. When it began raining, he was grateful that the dual carriageway required all of his attention, even if the drive was a brief one.
The Carnforth B&B was another twin bed affair that night, with Doyle taking his time in the loo, dragging out the teeth brushing and mouthwash swigging until he thought Bodie must surely be in bed and nearly asleep. So it came as something of a shock to open the door to their room and find the object of his thoughts in a corner chair, watching, waiting for his return. Doyle dropped the towel on the dresser and crawled into bed, making a great show of yawning, when Bodie said, “Cut it out, Ray.”
“Cut what out?” Should’ve known this was coming. Bloody mindreader. Man’s a menace. And he waited for the axe to fall, the words that would change their partnership forever. The words that said Bodie knew.
“The act. Acting like you’re not paying attention to everything I do or say, or don’t say. You’ve been watching me like a hawk, and I’m not having any more of it. I’m not homicidal, suicidal, or headed for Ross’s padded loony bin. I just miss me mates, that’s all, and if I can get over it, you can too.”
Thank God that’s all he’s worried about, Doyle thought, heaving a mental sigh of relief. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, well, just stop.”
Doyle nodded, and then was forced to watch the latest version of Bodie’s Strip Show and pretend that nothing was wrong. How could he? Trousers, pants, and poloneck discarded, leaving nothing to the imagination: pale skin, with the palest of blue veins in his arms, across his chest, the few fluffs of chest hair tapering down to a triangle of thick black curls. Before he turned the light off, Bodie sat on the edge of his bed looking at Ray, as if he could impress on Doyle how important it was to leave him be, but he said nothing, simply holding Doyle’s eyes. Even then, it took every ounce of Doyle’s willpower not to look below his partner’s navel, not to see the softest skin peeking out from where the folds of foreskin pulled back when he sat down. Doyle definitely didn’t see the creamy skin where hip met thigh, the tender flesh he dreamed of gripping with fingers and pulling until it stretched taut across his partner’s hipbones. Instead, Doyle felt deafened by his own pulse, thudding in every part of his body. He had a hyperawareness of tightness across his chest, the filling out and lifting of his prick, and he scrambled to raise his knees, to tent the blanket to shield his forbidden lusts. And through it all, Bodie’s eyes never left him.
“Something’s wrong, Ray. Talk to me.”
“Nothing. Good night, Bodie.” Christ, it’s the ruddy Spanish Inquisition.
“Don’t ‘good night Bodie’ me, mate. Words, Ray. Use ‘em. Is it about the nightmares?”
Like a drowning man suddenly thrown a life preserver, Doyle grasped at the idea as if it had been his from the start. “Yeah. Worried what’ll happen tonight.”
Bodie dipped his head, gazing down at the carpet before he answered. “Dunno what it’ll be tonight, Ray-guns, grenades, general mayhem. But you’ll keep me safe. You always do.”
As Bodie stood up and tossed back the sheet prior to climbing in, Doyle thought I always will. Even if I’m the one that’s breaking inside.
------------------------------------
A few hours passed, and then Doyle once more came awake to the sounds of Bodie wrestling the blankets in his sleep. This time, however, the muttering was furtive, as if no one else should hear. Maybe Bodie’s psyche had gained the upper hand, trying not to disturb Doyle’s rest. “Quiet, Dedham, you’ll get us all killed” gave way to “Guard coming, Shorty, drop him” and similar sentiments, all about staying out of sight, undercover. Listening to ops long gone, remembered now only in some decrepit file depot or Bodie’s subconscious, Doyle decided to wait rather than wake his partner. His mind seemed to be thrashing things out, and maybe it was better to let the dreams run their course.
What he didn’t count on, of course, was hearing about Williams, again and again. “Keith, move your arse” sounded innocent enough, but the phrase took on a whole new meaning after Doyle heard Bodie follow that with, “Fuck me now, Keith.” That made Doyle sit up straight in the room’s darkness, alert in every muscle for what came next. But Bodie’s mental wanderings appeared to be over for the night, and it was Doyle who got very little sleep before the next morning came.
------------------------------------
The drive to tiny Keasdon, and thence to Paythorne—neither Lancashire town big enough to rate even a zebra crossing—passed in a blur for Doyle as he drove the next day. He barely heard what Bodie said about Morecambe and Kines, who everybody in the squad apparently called Morecambe and Wise after the comedians. He watched the road, followed Bodie’s directions, patted the shoulders of two more women who looked too young to be grieving widows, and couldn’t stop thinking about what Bodie’s subconscious had so conveniently informed him the previous night. He’s bent. I’ve been afraid of telling him I want him, and he’s queer. What a turn up for the books.
Having discovered that the man of his dreams would go with men or women indiscriminately didn’t solve his dilemma, however; it just gave Doyle a headache. What if he wants someone super-macho like Williams, and not me? A new layer of insecurities wrapped themselves around Doyle so thoroughly that he missed the glances Bodie started giving him in the middle of the afternoon as they approached Manchester.
The small hotel Bodie booked them into was nearly full, some music festival going on, and they were lucky to get the last room with twin beds. Doyle sat in his tracksuit bottoms until nearly midnight, staring out the window at a yard of railway carriages and signals that seemed unmoving. Eerie it might be, but it allowed him to miss the Bodie Strip Show which played out behind him. Only when he knew Bodie was in bed for the night did Doyle risk turning around.
He might be tucked in for the night, but Bodie’s eyes were fixed on him, pinning Ray to the window. “Something’s bothering you, Doyle. Been like this all day. What’d I say last night?”
Sometimes it was damned hard working with a smart partner; the man never missed a trick. Doyle didn’t answer but walked over to the gap between their beds and sat on the edge of Bodie’s. Now was the moment: he could lie, or he could tell Bodie the truth and see what happened.
Lying to Bodie. He’d had months of it, years, and now he saw an exit.
“You told Dedham to shut up, Shorty to drop the guard. And you told Keith to hurry up and fuck you.”
Brilliant blue eyes narrowed, never wavering from Doyle’s face. “So now you know.”
“Not everything, but enough.” A pause, then Doyle asked the obvious, for confirmation. “That’s why you had to hunt down King Billy. To avenge Keith.”
A quick shake of the head, disagreeing. “We were quits, Keith and I. Had been for years.” Bodie hadn’t stopped watching Doyle’s face intently. “King Billy…I’d’ve done the same for Jennings, or Dedham, or you. You’ve kept my hide in one piece, for which I am intensely grateful.”
“Does Cowley know?”
“That I’m bisexual? Since day one when he took me from Major Nairn. Nairn found out about Keith’s preferences and got shot of everyone Keith had even glanced at, me included. He had to tell Cowley why, though. That was when CI5 was just starting up, and Cowley needed anyone he could get.” Silence for a moment, then Bodie placed a hand on Doyle’s forearm before he quietly offered, “If you want, I’ll have Cowley re-team us. Say it’s my fault.”
Though his forearm might be burning from the contact, Doyle instantly responded, “Break the team? You’ve gone round the twist you ‘ave, mate.”
And now came the moment. Doyle knew it, knew he had to speak, or the opportunity might be lost forever. “Besides, he’d have to find somebody else who's bi to pair you with, and there’s only me and Stuart on the squad.”
The flare in those glittering aquamarine eyes was immediate, not hidden quickly enough: shock, amazement. “You…?”
Echoing Bodie’s earlier words, Doyle calmly replied, “So now you know.” The beginnings of a Bodie smile started to appear, melting Doyle’s heart like ice cream on a hot summer day. Then, Bodie gave an involuntary yawn, his whole body curling as his lungs dragged in oxygen. His hand came off Doyle’s arm as he scrubbed it across his eyes, energy clearly flagging. “This Father Christmas bit is wearing me out—no wonder the old duffer only delivers once a year.” He stifled another huge yawn and said, “Glad there’s just three more days of it, then we get a day or two off.”
So much for my big secret. You couldn’t care less. Doyle managed to keep the hurt out of his voice, barely. “Looking forward to that. Wales, eh? You planning for us to hike Snowdonia?”
“You’ll see,” Bodie answered, before rolling onto his side, slightly closer to Doyle.
Suddenly Doyle couldn’t sit there a minute longer. He gave Bodie’s shoulder an impersonal pat, tried to make light of everything. “Get some sleep.” He snapped off the light, crawled into his own bed, and wondered if his heart could break a second time because he'd told his partner everything and the prat still didn’t want him.
Bodie’s sleep that night was undisturbed by visions of the past. Doyle knew because it took him hours to fall asleep, and he spent the time watching the rhythmic rise and fall of blankets in Bodie’s bed.
------------------------------------
Locating the address in Manchester Wednesday morning was trivially easy, and Bodie seemed to be finding the lie of an old debt repaid easier with each repetition. Doyle could see, though, that talking to Robbins’s grown son cost Bodie something extra. He waited until they were rolling towards Liverpool before he asked why.
“He looks exactly like Terry. Could be the man’s twin,” Bodie ground out between clenched teeth.
After that, Doyle got precisely nothing for the next hour, except a profile view of Bodie expertly manoeuvring the Capri past slow moving cars and between drivers who were less practiced at driving 25 kilometres over the speed limit. Whatever Bodie might be dreading in Liverpool, he was hurtling them towards it at a headlong pace.
Bodie had them south of the Mersey, on the fringes of Birkenhead, a few minutes before noon. The traffic thinned as he offered, “We need a room for the night.” A sudden turn of the wheel took them down a slip-road, off the motorway and shooting through side streets until Bodie found the one he wanted. He pulled to the kerb in front of a ramshackle three-storey affair and cut the engine. “Wait here.”
Not much else to do, can I? You won’t talk to me. The whirl of thoughts and emotions in Doyle’s head was pushed aside as he watched Bodie climb the steps and ring the bell. An elderly woman, a little overweight but not too much so, eventually answered the door and after a hug—that’s odd—and some more words, Bodie turned towards the car and gestured for Doyle to join him. Grabbing the carryalls from the back seat, Doyle locked the car and followed where his partner led.
“This is Mrs Lendon. Say hullo, Ray.”
“Hullo, Mrs Lendon. Thanks for taking us in with no notice.” There wasn’t any sign of other guests, or markers that this was a place accepting lodgers, so Doyle figured it must be a piece of Bodie’s childhood finally coming to light.
She beckoned them into the hallway, saying too loudly, “That’s alright, Mr Doyle. William’s explained. You can have the room on the top floor while you’re here, and there’s spare keys by the door when you come and go, just lock up when you’re out.” With the television blaring in the next room, he could barely hear her. Must be going deaf. Once she’d shut the front door behind them, they stepped through to a sort of parlour-television room-gambling den, for Doyle couldn’t make anything else of the assorted furniture that crowded the space: table covered in green baize for playing cards, a large console television—with what looked to be some dire American action show running at high volume—and in the corner, an upright piano, dusty, with hideous orange plastic flowers sprouting out of a basket on top.
While he was busy sizing up the room, she’d obviously been doing the same to him. Sharp. Whatever she saw while he was looking at the room must have satisfied her. Again, she half-shouted, “It’s about time William paid a proper visit. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. Towels in the airing cupboard, bath's on the top floor too. I eat breakfast at seven and dinner at six, but it’s Tuesday so I’ll be going over to Rosie’s tonight to watch the little ones. You’ll have to shift for yourselves.”
Having been called ‘William’ twice, Bodie’s cheeks were tinged just the slightest bit pink, but he managed to say clearly, and a bit loudly, “We’ll manage, Mrs Lendon. See you tomorrow bright and early.” He leaned down to give her a peck on the cheek, which she took as her due.
Having double-locked the front door, the woman returned to her place on the settee and her cops and robbers programme as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Doyle gave up on understanding what had transpired and looked to Bodie for a translation.
“Upstairs.” Leaving Doyle to carry their bags, Bodie climbed the carpeted treads, taking the steps two at a time. Midday sunshine angled through windows on the landings, wallpaper faded where it landed.
Doyle lumbered behind, toting their carryalls and wondering what sort of explanation Bodie could offer. After two flights of stairs, the top floor came into view. Bodie didn’t stop at the first room, facing the street with narrow twin beds, but moved straight to the rear, where a larger room looked over a back garden. He walked into the middle of the room and turned to face his partner.
Doyle stopped in the doorway, looking beyond to the one bed that stood against the far wall. A full-sized bed, and a few other pieces of furniture, and all he could think was Did I misunderstand? If you’re making a move, why didn’t you do it last night? The question must have been written on his face, because Bodie began talking without waiting for Doyle to start in on him.
“We need privacy to sort things out, and we’ll get it here. No nosy parkers.” Bodie’s tone implied that they had plenty to discuss. From the look on his face, Bodie didn't look like he wanted to talk, though.
Ray wasn't sure what to think. His heart was racing.
Bodie glanced down at the floor, then up at Doyle again. “You gonna stand in that doorway ‘til midnight?”
Doyle didn’t know what to make of the sudden shift in topic. Did Bodie expect them to—? He wasn’t sure and wasn't going to guess. Too much hung in the balance. He asked one simple question, his future riding on the answer.
“Where should I sleep?”
Eyes piercing, Bodie was cataloguing everything about Ray’s face, as though he might learn something if only he looked at his partner hard enough. Rough-voiced, he answered, “Where would you like to sleep?”
The woman’s near-deafness—the fact that they hadn’t gone to a small hotel, passing dozens on their way here—the lone bed behind Bodie in the room—his partner’s stance, part invitation, part wary anticipation. The facts suddenly slotted together in Doyle’s mind. He knew what Bodie wanted but hadn’t been able to ask for. Where would you like to sleep?
“With you.” He held his breath, awaiting Bodie’s reply.
A fraction of a second later, he had it. A raised eyebrow, inviting, and Bodie held out his hand to draw Doyle from the doorway. Bags dropped, forgotten, and Doyle stepped into strong, waiting arms. Paradise, desperately sought, unexpectedly appeared before him.
Bodie pushed him backwards, slamming the door shut with the weight of both their bodies and commenced a complete investigation, checking him thoroughly for any wiretaps or bugs cleverly concealed beneath his tongue or along his gums. Meanwhile, Doyle frisked his partner with a thoroughness that suggested he might be carrying concealed weapons practically everywhere. The mutual inspection remained satisfyingly incomplete: Doyle’s hands couldn’t seem to touch enough of his partner’s body, and Bodie’s frantic kisses, rained down upon lips, cheeks, eyelids, were apparently not going to stop any time soon. Soon Doyle's tongue was inside Bodie's mouth, and Bodie's tongue responded, the two of them moving in unthinking harmony as their hands continued to sweep all essential territory. The evidence was collected, sifted, and rechecked: thick erections rubbed together through too many layers of clothing, thighs pressed tight to hold each other close, chests heaving in a single rhythm of breathless desire—oh yes, if Doyle’s mind had been working, he’d have had overwhelming proof that Bodie was just as aroused as he was. Instead, he had his hands deliciously, completely full, and his mind was empty of everything except this man he wanted.
Between one kiss and another Bodie rasped, “Get ‘em off, Ray.” His hands were on Doyle’s shirt, one button sent flying when Bodie couldn’t wait for the thing to get out of the way. He wasn’t watching his hands as they worked: his nose and eyes were buried in the curling hair behind Ray’s ear, while Bodie was busy sucking on an exposed earlobe.
Doyle’s ability to see was likewise severely compromised: head thrown back against the door, offering himself to Bodie as if it were the most natural thing for his partner to nip the skin there…and there…and ohGodtherepleasethere…. Doyle didn’t have to see to do what came next: his fingers found the belt and zip to Bodie’s trousers, disposing of cords and pants simultaneously. He pushed the fabric down, just low enough for his hands to sweep over the pert backside he’d been watching for what seemed like ages. He couldn’t stop moving his fingers over the soft skin, and Doyle’s palms gripped the rounded flesh from beneath, pulling Bodie towards him, kneading buttocks until he heard Bodie groan with fevered desire.
Doyle took that as his cue to do more. Swiftly, he rolled, pinning Bodie against the door, ridding himself of shirt and holster completely. Bodie’s fingers trembled while they worked his partner’s jeans off, and Doyle turned his attention to Bodie's poloneck, lifting it upwards to bare his chest. He settled for pushing it far enough up so his fingers could stroke nipples and muscles—a wealth of pleasure suddenly his. Bodie’s hands, meanwhile, had shoved Doyle's denims southward and brought their pricks together with precision timing. Erect, the foreskins folded back and cockheads glistened with moisture, their meeting instinctive: each man’s right hand moving down to grip his partner in a mirror image, the most intimate embrace. Palms and fingertips trapped two sets of hardened upright flesh, and the sensitive business of endgame was upon them. Heavy, primed muscle thrust upward, while two hands worked up and down in tandem, teamwork, teamwork, always together. Calloused ridges on their palms, unspoken reminders of their profession, rubbing, increased the friction to the point of near-mindlessness. Bodie’s head dropped to Ray’s shoulder when he couldn’t take much more, so Doyle ran his index finger over both their cockheads, trigger finger now triggering something quite, quite different, a twinned conclusion, the pulses bringing them relief from a sweet, sweet torture.
How they made it to the bed, Doyle couldn't recall. The drive to claim each other again was unmistakeable only an hour later and they tormented each other briefly before kisses gave way to a second urgent, sweaty climax, two bodies crisscrossed by trails of dappled sunlight peeking through white cotton curtains. When they lay exhausted yet renewed in one another's arms, a clock downstairs chimed two. Ray mumbled, "Can't stay awake."
"Me neither. Afternoon nap." A chin worked its way further into the pillow, nuzzling against Doyle's cheek. Bodie’s stomach rumbled briefly, causing him to look shamefacedly at Ray, mild embarrassment at its indelicate timing. “Early dinner?”
“Yeah. Then back here.”
"Don't wanna sleep."
A sketchy nod, and a half-awake voice said, “Nap."
"Right."
------------------------------------
After the better part of an afternoon—and evening—spent exploring each other’s bodies, Bodie murmured to Ray that tomorrow he’d show Ray “everything” just before the man slumped into unconsciousness. The night passed with them waking again, driving each other to distraction, then more sleep. Each man’s eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep when they arose Thursday.
As they shaved and showered in the morning, swapping places in the tiny bathroom and peppering their conversation with the kinds of kisses swapped by newly minted lovers, Bodie told him they'd be spending another night with Mrs Lendon. When repeated downstairs over toast and tea, the news seemed to please the old girl, who had conjured enough food out of thin air to feed all three of them. She didn’t ask what the two men were doing, or why, but as Bodie offered no explanation, Ray wisely kept his mouth shut too and let the man lead the way out to the car.
On home turf, now, Bodie needed no navigator. All Doyle had to do was stay wide awake so that he didn't miss anything. The car shot through Kingsway Tunnel from Birkenhead to Liverpool proper, passing acre after acre of docks, ships, and shipyards. It was a slow crawl into the heart of the city. Doyle could hear trains rumbling nearby, screened by overgrown plants, industrial fencing, and rubbish. One housing estate gave way to another, but Bodie's sense of direction seemed unerring. He pulled the car onto Fontenoy Street and began scanning the numbers until they found the right tower block. Another envelope neared its destination.
For a mercy, the lift worked, although Doyle found himself wishing his sense of smell didn't. The stench of boiled cabbage competed unhappily with curry, fish, and stale piss each time the lift’s doors opened. At the fifth floor, they found old man Digweed, who swallowed Bodie's story with almost unnatural ease. He took the envelope so fast it made Doyle wonder if he owed money to some local heavies. They didn't linger once Bodie had delivered his set piece.
Doyle asked, as they slid into the car, "You had something against Digweed?"
"Nah. Just wasn't his best mate. Wrong side of the Mersey, I guess." And with a telling glance at Doyle, Bodie revved the car to life.
Ten minutes later, they were pulling into a space next to a large green park, and Bodie nodded toward it in invitation. "C'mon. You've got questions." Doyle said nothing, closing his car door and walking to the entrance. A battered notice hung from the bricks: Newsham Park, closed at dusk.
By tacit consent, the two men chose a long winding path and began walking. Around them, children kicked balls and women pushed prams, but Doyle's whole attention was focused on the man next to him. Bodie rarely gave openings like this one; he'd have to tread lightly. "Who's Mrs Lendon?"
There was almost relief on Bodie's face—an easy question, compared to the ones he didn't want to answer. “My gran’s best friend. Her kids live away; she’s alone. Always let us have the run of the place when we were younger. Turn up after five years and she’d think you’d only gone to the corner for a packet of crisps a few minutes ago,” he explained. Then he added, “She's only dim when she wants to be. She’s brilliant at cards, bets—don’t ever try to bluff her, or she’ll have your balls on toast.”
Doyle couldn't help grinning. “Taught you to play cards?”
“She taught me about life, mate. When Gran couldn’t handle us anymore, we went there. Kids our own age, and her always ready to play whatever game we wanted. Later on, she told me that the games were to keep us off the streets, out of trouble. She always had a mob there, half of ‘em not hers.” Bodie’s eyes clouded suddenly, navy fading to a darker hue. Something must not have worked with Mrs Lendon’s strategy. “She wanted better for all of us. She lost a son and a grandson the hard way. Knife fight on the docks, pub brawl that got out of hand."
The automatic acceptance she had given to Bodie and his friend suggested the untold quantities of care she'd lavished on children in days gone by, and Doyle said as much. Bodie agreed. “She did love us. Didn’t matter if we were hers or not. Kept right on loving, too, even if our families went off the rails.”
"Which yours did." It was half statement, half question. Invisible signs posted in all previous conversations about Bodie’s family had warned "Keep Out" for as long as Doyle had known the man, but after last night, the barriers seemed to be coming down at last.
Slowly nodding, Bodie kept his eyes fastened on the path, not his surroundings. "Which mine did. Dad was alright till Mum took ill. Wasn't more than five when…."
Doyle held his breath, not wanting to interrupt the flow of memories now that they had started.
"After Mum went, Dad wasn't…right. Loved her, y'know. Loved her until there wasn't anything or anybody else." Bodie looked up, blankly, the trees, the sky not really registering as he dragged in a shaky breath. "He made it through the first year. Dunno how. Wasn't anything at work or at home he cared about. Locked himself in their bedroom and…." A gulp, then, "When I came home from school, that's where I found him. Wouldn't wake up. I shook and I shook and…." The slight waver to his voice told the rest of the story.
Dear God. No wonder you hate this place. The noise and people in the park dropped away, and there was no one else except Bodie, and what a little boy remembered, discovering a body gone cold, so long ago. Doyle steered his partner to the nearest bench and sat down beside him. Bodie hunched forward, palms pushed into his eyes as if he could banish the memories, and Doyle draped an arm over him, fingers gripping Bodie's shoulder as he tried not to let his partner's grief swamp him. Quietly, he asked, "You went to your gran's?"
Bodie leaned back, eyes scrubbed red, and he stared up at the sky for a time. "Yeah, me and Joan. Gran lived eight years after that. Pneumonia." He turned to look at Doyle. "Knew then, there was nothing left for me here. Quit school, found a warehouse job until I looked old enough to pass for a deckhand, got some doctored papers so I could sign on, and spent a decade pretending I'd never come back here." Bodie rolled his head sideways, sparing his partner a rueful glance. “You know most of the rest.”
Only the outlines, mate. "What happened to Joan?"
"Married, kids, divorced, bitter. Still angry at me for leaving." Rattled off like a report to Cowley: just the facts.
"She live here?"
"In Gran's old house."
"Plan to see her?" Doyle half-hoped, half-feared that Bodie would say yes. If he met anyone angry with Bodie, he wouldn't answer for the consequences.
“No." Case closed.
Good. "Just as well. I won't have to explain that my intentions are anything but honourable."
That brought back a smile. "Same as mine, then."
The two men traded broadening grins. Bodie said, "Actually, I'm revising my opinion of the place. Liverpool's not so bad. Could be a place I want to come again, and again, and…" Bodie's hand moved onto Doyle's knee, giving it a light squeeze.
Doyle snorted. "Berk." A quick scan of the nearest people indicated they'd heard and seen nothing out of the ordinary. "Can't do that here."
"Why'd you think we went to Mrs Lendon's and not a B&B last night? Not illegal in a private home."
"Trust you to think of a thing like that." But Doyle's eyes twinkled when he said it.
"We'd be back in that Manchester dive when we wanted to ‘stroll down memory lane’ if I hadn't been so knackered the night before."
"We gonna be strolling a lot like that in the future?" Doyle's heart began to beat faster.
"Nope."
Heart failure imminent. "‘M not good enough for you?"
Bodie relented with a smirk. "Gonna be so busy making new memories, won't need to visit the past, will we?" He paused, giving Doyle a searching look. "Unless…you don't want to."
Normal service could resume—Doyle’s heart began beating again. "I want."
A full-blown Bodie smile creased his partner's face. "Right. That's settled." Giving Doyle's hand a tug, he jerked him up and off the bench. "C'mon. Places to go."
------------------------------------
‘Places to go’ turned out to be a tour of Bodie's misspent youth. School playgrounds, alleyways, the neighbourhood corner—they even stopped on the pavement opposite the news—agent where he used to buy his gran the daily racing form. “Why do you think she and Mrs Lendon got on so well? Bet each other on the ponies.”
“Instead of a bookmaker?”
“Keep the money at home, 'stead of givin' it to strangers. They were tightfisted, those two. Enjoyed having a bet between themselves, knew the form of every horse that ran. Cheltenham, Doncaster, you name it.”
It was a peculiar system, and no mistake. Doyle said so.
“Gran used to call bookies 'vultures’ 'cause they'd swoop in on the men as soon as they had a pay packet. Gran and Mrs Lendon couldn't afford to get in deep with one of them, not if they were gonna feed a mob of children.”
“Not much money at home, then.”
“Gran scraped every penny to keep me and Joan in decent clothes.”
“Not to mention fed.”
That brought a smile to Bodie's face and a faraway look. “She always managed tuppence on Friday for some sweets, if we behaved.”
“Big Swiss roll fan even then, eh?”
“Nah, liquorice wands, bulls-eyes. No taste for blackjacks, though.”
Doyle snickered. “Big surprise. You don't like them now.”
“Bad idea in our line of work.” The two men nodded in unison.
Doyle spotted a pub down the street. “Fancy a pint?”
“Sure. Be back in time for dinner.”
“Right.”
------------------------------------
The smell of minced beef and onions wafted through the door as they returned to Mrs Lendon's at a minute to six. Mushrooms, too, and spinach, if Doyle's nose didn't deceive him. They stuck their heads into the kitchen, where she was preparing to dish everything up at the small table.
“Never knew William to miss his feed,” she observed tartly, with a mirthful glance to his waistline. “But you look like you've missed some in your time,” she said, giving Doyle a shove towards the nearest tatty chair. “Eat up, lad.”
Several plates of hearty food later, they all pushed back from the table. Feeling he should do something to repay the old lady's hospitality, Ray went to the sink and began washing up while Bodie dried. She put away plates and saucers until all the dishes were gone.
After taking off her apron and hanging it on the nearest hook, she turned to look straight at Doyle. At full volume, she asked, “You take care of 'im?”
“Yes. Every day.” Solemnly spoken, loud enough for her to hear.
She looked him up and down once more, then tugged him by the shirtsleeve down to her level. “Give us a kiss, then.”
Doyle kissed the weathered cheek. She smiled, though her eyes were a bit sad. He smiled in return. She patted his arm, as if he were a child.
“You'll do.” And she waddled off to the front room, where another cops and robbers show began blaring away.
Bodie leaned in, next to his ear, and mock-whispered, “She approves.”
“Good to know.” Somehow, Doyle wanted her approval, though he wasn't precisely sure what he'd done to deserve it. He asked Bodie that very question when they reached the top of the stairs.
The man looked thoughtful as he answered. “She's heard it all. Nothing shocks her.”
“You sure it isn't because she knew what you went through as a boy?”
“Maybe.” Bodie took his hand, pulling him toward the bedroom. He shut the door and took Doyle in his arms. “That doesn't matter now. All that matters is this.” The kisses started coming thick and fast, until both men lost track of everything but each other.
------------------------------------
On his way to the bathroom the next morning, Bodie called back over his shoulder. “Jacket and tie this morning, Ray.”
Puzzled, Doyle didn't understand. But that was normal for everything this week, and so far, he'd only benefited from letting Bodie lead. He slipped into his good shirt and jacket.
Even with a mirror to aid him, his fingers fumbled the tie's knot. On his third attempt, he got it right, just in time for Bodie to return, shaved, dressed, and ready to go.
They dutifully trooped downstairs in time for a quick breakfast with Mrs Lendon. When the dishes were done, she asked Bodie, “You're off today, luv?”
“After we go and see Gran, yeah,” he replied, loud enough for her to hear.
She nodded, then patted his arm. “Don't stay away, William. I may not be here much longer, y'know.” She looked over at Doyle. “It's been years since the last time, years. You remind him, y'hear?”
“Yes, ma'am.”
She laughed at that. “Yes, you'll do fine.”
At the front door, they each gave her a kiss, and she demanded a hug from Bodie. “You be careful.”
“I will.”
------------------------------------
The two men moved silently through the rows of headstones. Abruptly, Doyle had a flash of insight. “Last time you came here was a few years ago, right?”
Bodie faltered, then regained his stride. “Yes. When I was demobbed at Hereford. Before Cowley got me.”
At the end of the path, he turned left into a parallel row between two sets of tombstones. After ten graves or so, he stopped. A line of BODIEs waited there: Emily, John, Martha.
Bodie knelt, clearing some weeds away from Martha's grave. In sympathy, Doyle did the same for John and Emily. The dates, only a year apart, meant they must be Bodie's parents.
It was the work of only a few minutes. Finally, Bodie stood up, brushed the dirt from his hands, and settled into something like parade rest, gazing down at the three graves.
Doyle joined him. He looked at LOVING HUSBAND and BELOVED WIFE, not knowing what to say. The silence lingered until Bodie spoke.
“She knew it was her time.” Bodie was staring at Martha's tombstone.
Simple arithmetic told Doyle she'd been in her seventies when she died. “Think we'll last that long?”
“Probably not.” The voice of a realist.
Doyle winced. Sometimes he wished Bodie had a little more of the optimist in him. But then, he wouldn't be Bodie. “Do you ever—”
“I wouldn’t be here now, if not for you.” Bodie glanced at his partner, then back down to Martha's grave. “If she were here, she'd be grateful.”
“I'm the grateful one. Seems to me she did all right by you.”
Bodie turned to look his partner in the eye. “Grateful, huh?”
“That she taught you how to care.”
------------------------------------
With one last envelope to deliver, they left the cemetery and drove by turns from Liverpool to a tiny hamlet near Cardiff, pausing for coffee and petrol on the motorway. When they got to Dinas Powys, the Welsh village looked like something out of the nineteenth century, with its market spread out in the town square and picture-perfect window boxes of nasturtiums at the pub. Bright red tubes shot out of the greenery, which seemed at odds with the nippy breeze blowing in on a September day.
They found David Griffiths's mum at a small cottage, faded green trim on a faded white house. She too had nasturtiums growing, though hers were red flecked with yellow climbing a trellis at one end of the house. The woman looked like she'd burst into tears when Bodie explained his errand.
“He always spoke so highly of you, y'know. You were good to him, to the end.”
Bodie shook his head, disagreeing. “David was a good man. Got us out of a lot of tight spots.”
Bodie repeated his piece about wishing he could give the money to David in person, then patted her shoulder and made for the car before her tears began to fall.
Doyle felt that irrational spurt of jealousy flare again. Why had Bodie been good to David? But as soon as he thought that, Ray realized—did it really matter? The man was dead. He tried to strangle his jealous envy before it showed, and thought he did a good job of it, too.
Apparently not good enough.
As they climbed into the Capri, Bodie asked quietly, “You see the ramp on the side of the house?”
Doyle shook his head. He hated being unobservant, and he flicked a glance back to the house. There, the corner showing at the base of the hedge. When talking with David’s mother, the thing should have been bloody obvious if he'd half looked, which he hadn't. He was preoccupied with Bodie, Bodie’s past, Bodie’s lovers….
“After Belfast, David was in a wheelchair.”
That shamed him, jealous of a dead man and crippled to boot. But it didn't stop him from asking a question. He couldn't help it. “Why was David so grateful?”
Steering the car into the flow of traffic, Bodie replied tensely, “Because a man in a wheelchair doesn't get a lot of visitors. Especially when his so-called mates think he got another man in the unit killed.”
“Who?” Doyle knew all their names now.
“Dedham.”
The Brummie who carried his heart in his blade. “Was it David's fault?”
“No. But Dedham was still dead.”
“What happened?”
“Tripwire in a building we were told was an ammo dump.” A pause, then, “It could have been any of us. Anyone who took point that day. Wall crushed the first man, enough of it left to take out a second who followed close behind. The mob blamed Griffiths—we’d swept enough unsecure areas to spot a wire job.” Bodie manoeuvred the car around a lorry, adding, “I was behind Griffiths and I didn’t see it.”
And that's why you never blamed him. “You visited him.”
Bodie nodded, remembering. “When I could. Which wasn't often enough. Didn't stop him from swallowing a gun barrel to end it all, when he got the chance.”
Flooded with regret, Doyle promised himself never to doubt Bodie's loyalty again. When the man gave himself, he did it wholeheartedly. How could he have forgotten yesterday so soon? “Gonna be so busy making new memories, won't need to visit the past, will we?” Doyle took a deep breath and looked over at his mate. Time to change the subject. “You gonna tell me where we're going now?” Having fulfilled Bodie's wish to return the money, he didn't know what their destination was, except that it was north.
“Talybont-on-Usk. Pontsticill. Aberhonddu.” The Capri roared up the A470, flashing past a sign that read “BRECON BEACONS NATIONAL PARK.”
That made sense. The place where SAS men are made.
------------------------------------
Stopping just long enough to stock up on camping rations at the general store in Talybont-on-Usk, the two men drove deep into the heart of the Beacons, high peaks surrounding them most of the way. Doyle wasn’t surprised when Bodie pulled into a lay-by outside Llanfrynach and cut the engine. “Just enough light to get there, if we hike quickly. A hafod at the top of the glen here.” Bodie seemed to know the land like a native, though Doyle struggled to remember the last time either of them had gone to Wales for work or holiday. Both men began to pull items from the car boot, dividing the food between their rucksacks. Doyle swapped his shoes for thick socks and hiking boots, dumped his jacket and best shirt for a vest, heavy wool shirt, and waterproof from among his camping gear. The car locked, the partners shouldered their backpacks and walked to an opening between trees that led off the road into shadows. Bodie did have a map, Doyle noticed, which he glanced at quickly before tucking it into a side pocket and striding over to a narrow path that angled up a hill. Doyle trailed after him, calling out, “What’s a hafod?”
“Tiny hut. A sort of shack for the families that move their sheep up or down the valleys depending on the seasons. Late enough in the season, like now, it ought to be empty.” The words drifted down from Bodie’s back, as the man made short work of the hillside before him, picking his way up the rocky path among the lengthening shadows of the afternoon. In twenty minutes, the car was far below them. In forty minutes, the road they had driven in on was completely lost to sight. The ease with which Bodie zigzagged his way up the hillside spoke of knowing this trail well. Exactly why, Doyle wondered about.
Doyle kept his questions to a minimum as they climbed, though, saving his breath for the exertion his body was now making in the steep terrain. He set his feet where Bodie placed his, trusting his partner on this territory just as Bodie trusted him on the city streets. Ray focused on keeping his footing, which was getting trickier the higher they climbed. The higher they got, the more one question kept bugging him—Doyle knew a few of the cardinal rules from their survival training in mountain settings and Jack Craine’s relentless workouts. “Sure we’re gonna get there before nightfall?”
“We’ll make it.” The curt reply brooked no dispute.
Guess you know where you’re going, then.
After ninety minutes, Bodie called a quick halt where the path—and at this point it barely deserved the name of path—levelled out and allowed two people to stand side by side. The men shared a few swigs of water, while Doyle caught his breath. Bastard doesn’t even look winded.
“We’ve got another thirty minutes up to the hut, then we’ll want to gather deadfall to make a fire; if we’re lucky, there may be some wood along the side of the hafod we can use, replace in the morning with new. We won’t have to rig a shelter, fortunately, and with a fire you can rustle up some chicken for dinner. Okay?”
“Yeah. But if it’s only thirty minutes, why stop to rest?”
“You’re not used to this. A blow now will keep you sharp later on. Besides, the trail gets worse after this.”
Terrific. “Okay.”
Their climbing resumed. After a few more minutes, Bodie turned, angling his way between some trees and around a boulder. Doyle followed close behind, marvelling that the narrow path could grow even more rugged. “Guess these folks keep sheep in the upper pasture, not cattle, judging by this path, eh?”
“Yeah. Welsh Mountain sheep can manage this. A steer would be too big.” Doyle watched the powerful muscles in Bodie’s shoulders twist to one side, allowing body and rucksack to slip sideways through a tight spot in the rocks before he continued his upward trek. Doyle imitated him and pressed his chest to the rock wall, shimmying through the tiny opening to the other side of the rocks.
Another half hour of climbing up and in a few cases over fallen rocks along the now-disappeared trail, upward, always upward, and then Doyle turned a corner into an unexpected meadow. At the far end, a one-room shack nestled between tall trees. Bodie looked back at him with a wry grin—”Home sweet home”—before he set off across the meadow, allowing Doyle to catch up and walk beside him.
No longer forced to watch every footstep he took, Doyle looked around at the clearing, getting a chance to examine their mountain hideaway. The meadow’s grasses were drying out, and the trees surrounding the meadow were either evergreens or the kind that were starting to show their autumn colours. As they crossed the meadow, a sudden rush of wind reminded him how high up they had already come into the mountains; the wall of rock behind him seemed to funnel the cooler air across the meadow. “Another month or so and this place won’t be worth living in, right?”
Bodie nodded, striding through the grass. “It’s a spring and summer meadow, bring the sheep up to get fat on the high grass, then take them back down for autumn and winter. Shear them down there too.”
Ray kept pace with him, stride for stride. “So, this one of your SAS hideaways? Always knew they sent recruits to get a spa treatment, nails and a rinse job on those camping trips instead of roughing it.”
Bodie smirked. “Officers only, berk. It’s unplotted on the maps they give recruits going through Selection. Their trail’s on the other side of the ridge line. This is for SAS observers, plus medical evacuation if needed.”
“Don’t tell me they could carry an injured man down what we just hiked. I won’t believe you.”
“Nah, but you can get a chopper into this meadow.” Having reached the hut, Bodie walked around the side, with Doyle in his wake.
A short pile of firewood nestled between two posts adjoining the shack. “Our luck is in. We can gather deadfall in the morning. C’mon.” Circling back to the hut’s door, Bodie opened it and entered. The single room had a low ceiling, plank flooring, and a window facing west. The room’s contents did not overwhelm them. A table, chair, fireplace with a hanging pot, and a single cot made up the room’s entire inventory, leaving aside the single plate, fork, knife, and spoon on the table. Bodie obviously expected a bit better, muttering “Be living in Formby next” half to himself as he unslung his pack off his shoulders.
“Huh?” Doyle pulled off his rucksack too, letting it drop to the floor.
“Means you’ve had a promotion at work, can afford to move where the toffs live. Tired of slumming it.” Bodie gestured to the nearly empty room. “Six months of this, plus sheep? Doesn’t the idiot need some cards? A book? Something to pass the time?”
“Maybe he’s into nature.”
“Could be he’s just into sheep,” Bodie leered. Then he sobered. “This is ridiculous. Not even a tin of beans?” Bodie lowered his rucksack in one corner and began pulling out food, a canteen, clothing.
Doyle joined him, piling his sleeping bag and camping gear off to the side. “You take me to the nicest places,” he joked.
“I shall expect the Taj Mahal when it’s your turn to book ahead.”
------------------------------------
After eating a meal that Doyle mockingly dubbed ‘chicken chasseur’ from the single shared plate, the two men scrubbed their gear at the rainwater tub outside then piled pot, plate, and utensils to dry near the fireplace. The fire itself was drawing nicely, and Bodie kept the flames fed with wood drawn from the pile outside. Gradually, darkness fell, and the partners unrolled their sleeping bags in front of the fire. Doyle positioned them so that the two zippers were side by side. “We could put them together.”
Bodie didn’t even reply, just zipped the two bags into one big enough to hold them both. “We’re lucky it’s only late September. The weather’s changeable up here, but winter’s the worst. C’mon, sunshine, time to ‘conserve bodily warmth’ the old fashioned way.”
They crawled into the double bag and Doyle wrapped his arms around his partner, the firelight playing off Bodie’s eyes. “Ready to tell me about some of your mates? Or what it was like up here for Selection?”
Bodie sighed, then nodded. “Sure. Time you knew some of it,” as if preparing to relate the mysteries of the Orient to a complete novice.
“Ooh, can I have a fairy tale?” Ray retorted, imitating a child’s voice.
“Are you sitting comfortably? Then I’ll begin,” Bodie quipped before he sobered, turning serious. “Couple hundred guys show up at Hereford for each intake, from all the service branches. Everybody thinks they’re tough enough for the SAS. Selection’s designed to prove you’re not. 4am wakeups, eighteen and twenty-hour days with full packs, drills until your arms fall numb, climb this, swim that.”
“So, Jack Craine and Macklin are a Butlins holiday camp by comparison?”
Bodie shook his head. “No, they’re tough, but Selection is as much about mind games as it is about conditioning and endurance. Some guy who screams at you, ‘do it faster, do it again, ten more, squaddie, you’re a lollygagger’ over and over until you can’t stand it. But you do.”
“See when you’ll break?”
“Exactly. Where’s your breaking point? Too low, home you go.”
Doyle nodded. “So, that’s where you met the others?”
“Not at first. They weed out sixty, seventy percent, get it down to thirty, forty of the hard boys. You start to learn names then. That’s when I met Shorty and Mike.”
Belfast fatalities. “Was it obvious you’d all end up in Belfast eventually?”
Bodie nodded again. Behind him, a log dropped in the fireplace, sending sparks upward, casting a little more light into the room. “You remember what it was like after ’69 when the riots started. The IRA went on the warpath and Northern Ireland was the first stop for anyone enlisted. Besides, we all knew the assignments the SAS got: the toughest.” He paused a moment. “For some, Selection was the middle of a round trip. Paras were in Derry for Bloody Sunday, though I wasn’t.” His eyes drifted down, looking anywhere but Doyle’s eyes. Reluctance shaped his every movement.
Doyle sighed, letting his arms tighten around his partner’s shoulders. “You don’t have to talk about this.”
“I know. And no matter what I tell you, it won’t be enough.” Bodie lifted his eyes to Doyle’s, earnest, pained. “Half of my squad never came back from Belfast, Ray. Griffiths came home in that bloody chair.” His face concealed nothing: dead comrades were the least of what he’d seen. Doyle’s heart clenched in sympathy.
“That bad?”
“That bad.” Bodie leaned his head forward, Doyle’s shoulder a makeshift resting place.
Doyle nuzzled his face into Bodie’s hair and sighed again. “I remember what it felt like, to lose Sid Parker.” He picked his next words carefully. “It’s hard enough to lose a partner, a man I cared about as a friend. Not sure how I’d feel if I lost eight friends that way.”
“You don’t ever want to know.” Bodie tightened his grip around Doyle’s waist.
They lay together in silence for a time, Doyle comforting his old friend and new lover, until Bodie spoke again.
“They take the men who are still there, give them terrain exercises, short rations, full packs, the lot. Some guys wash out then, but the ones left are the toughest. Last Selection test is called ‘Endurance’, racing up and down Pen y Fan like a maniac against the clock, no matter the weather. That’s an hour from here as the crow flies, and about five hundred metres farther up.”
Doyle swallowed hard. They’d already climbed four hundred metres higher from the car, by his reckoning. “So you went fan dancing?”
“Yeah. In November.”
Christ. “Snow.”
“And fog, and a sixty-pound pack for my trouble.”
“And that’s how you joined the SAS.”
Bodie nodded, eyes still buried in Doyle’s shoulder. “Thought that was it for me, I’d joined the elite and that would be my life.”
Something changed, though. Keith Williams?
“When’d you meet the others, then?”
“After Selection. Squad training exercises. Initially we were assigned to groups of eight, dropped with a map in the middle of the night, told to get from A to B by dawn, that sort of thing. Later, they expand the groups to sixteen. That’s when I got to know Mattingly and Gardner. They were like me and Keith, no parents, only worse; they grew up in children’s homes. Glorified orphanages.”
Poor bastards. “But they became family.”
More nodding against his shoulder. “Some more than others. The ones without family ties clanned together: me, Mattingly, Gardner, Williams. A few of the blokes were married—you met the widows.”
“A few had kids, like that Robbins boy. Terry’s twin, you said.”
Bodie lifted his head, looked at Ray in the pale firelight. “A few. Joining the SAS meant that wives and kids took a back seat. I saw more of Terry than his real life family did.”
Doyle considered, then asked. “So, you met Shorty and Mike at Selection. Then they put you in a squad and that’s where the others came in: orphans, family men, a Quality Street assortment of every kind. How long before you went to Belfast?”
Bodie’s eyes closed. “Not long enough.”
------------------------------------
Into the night, Bodie shared memories of his younger SAS days with his partner. Only eighteen months between when the men passed Selection and were placed into squads until they were dispatched to Northern Ireland. During the brief span before their deployment to Belfast, they received additional training on water (“Jesmond could float like a duck”) or in the air (“then there was the time that we shoved Digweed out of the plane after we told him his spare chute was marked ‘defective’”). Bodie began to fill in the blanks about his squad mates (“Mitchum was so tight, he wouldn’t give you a fright if he was a ghost”) and how some practical jokes backfired (“the barber got the last laugh—trimmed us all so close, we looked like a set of rosary beads when we stood at attention”). Doyle found himself smiling as memories pierced the darkened room, voiced for the first time in years. He began to realize how an utterly self-reliant man like Bodie had created a new family for himself among this band of men. Then he remembered: they were all dead. All except Bodie.
After speaking so long, Bodie went quiet. Then, after a few moments, he whispered, “Can’t lose you, Ray. Can’t.”
Lost too many already, by the sound of it. “You won’t.” Doyle’s arms tightened around the man he had chosen above all others. “That climb wore me out. Let’s get some shut-eye. Talk more tomorrow.”
“All right. G’night, Ray.” Bodie’s arms encircled Doyle’s waist, his head resting at Doyle’s shoulder.
“G’night, Bodie.” But even as Bodie eased into sleepy relaxation, Doyle continued to stare at the ceiling of the tiny hut. How must it feel to be the last one alive, after all they went through together? The question ran round and round in Doyle’s brain, until sleep finally claimed him.
------------------------------------
Birdsong wasn’t what woke Doyle Saturday morning, nor a dewy sunrise. Rather, it was a pair of wandering hands coupled with a wandering mouth that belonged to his bedmate. Ray was still a bit foggy as he awakened to find Bodie’s head buried deep in the folds of their shared sleeping bag, and hands making fast work to push his vest out of the way. A tongue generously striped his stomach and was moving southward, at speed, toward an eager reception. Doyle’s pants had been pulled down around his thighs and his morning erection was already primed for action. “Bodie, were you planning to wake me up first?” Doyle asked groggily, as his lover continued laving away, drawing patterns around one hipbone before working back towards the centre.
“Mmm, maybe,” came the muffled reply. “The important bits were awake.”
Smiling, Doyle shook his head, and felt for Bodie’s shoulders just as a warm hand cupped his balls. “Eh, watch it. I’m a sensitive lad, I’ll have you know.”
“In more ways than one.” But the hand stilled for a moment. “Don’t you want me to touch?”
“Come up for air, Jacques Cousteau.”
Black hair, sticking up in places, emerged from the sleeping bag. Bodie seemed wide awake, too awake for this early in the morning. He still had not relinquished his delicate hold, though.
Ray spoke softly. “I want you to touch me everywhere, you prat. But I’d like to be awake when it’s happening, so I can play too.” Doyle’s hands were already moving, pushing down Bodie’s pants. “Don’t want to get left behind, do I?” A brief touch to Bodie’s cock caused his partner’s eyes to flare wide.
“The secret to a successful partnership, I always say,” he said softly, as Doyle drew his fingertips up sensitive skin toward his navel. “Work together.” Doyle was already pushing Bodie’s white vest up his torso using two hands, drawing it up and over the man’s head, then discarding it toward their boots.
Doyle’s lips pressed against Bodie’s seconds before mutual groans sounded, and Bodie pressed Doyle over onto his back, thrusting his tongue into Ray’s mouth. Once again, Doyle learned how Bodie’s lips, tongue, and body caused the world to contract to only them, only their desire, only their heat. A broad chest rested atop Doyle’s, its rising and falling rapidly increasing as the kisses turned passionate. Learning through touch, Ray spread his hands along Bodie’s ribs and then wrapped strong arms around his partner, stroking his back, sweeping palms up and down, shoulders to arse, pausing to caress wherever Ray wanted, fingers gently and then firmly studying his lover’s body with total dedication. Bodie might try to command their kisses, but Ray’s hands attempted to fuse the two men into a single flesh. Abruptly, Bodie lifted his head, looking down at the dazed man beneath him, and exhaled, “You’re magnificent,” just before diving back in for another prolonged kiss.
At the next pause for breath, Doyle replied, “You’re that and more.” Then he pushed Bodie onto his back and began tracing a line of kisses down Bodie’s throat, chest, and stomach with single-minded determination.
Bodie raised his head just as Doyle’s fingertips began tracing faintly around the crinkled skin of his balls. “Hey, that’s what I wanted to do.”
As he breathed warm air over the exposed tip of Bodie’s cock, Ray paused to say, “Not stopping you.” Then he lowered his mouth and closed his lips around the thick cock, gently moving his mouth up and down in tandem with fingertips that teased Bodie’s ball sac, circling, stimulating, restrained strokes that barely whispered against his skin.
Bodie’s head thunked back against the floor. “Later’s fine too,” as he began floating away on a rising tide of blissful sensations. The cock in Doyle’s mouth was already erect when he began, but he licked, sucked, and kissed it as if encouragement were needed. Beneath him, he could feel Bodie’s legs tense each time Ray drew him closer to climax, then the thighs relaxed when Ray slowed down his movements. He paused, tending to the ruddy prick long enough to tongue his way around both balls a few times, drawing clear moans from his partner each time he pressed his tongue flat against the pair of them. Then Doyle resumed giving Bodie’s cock all the loving attention he could muster, working his tongue up and down along the ridged underside in between taking it into his mouth for some vigorous sucking. Every time his nose nudged into the black curls at the base of that cock, Ray inhaled the strong musk he associated with his partner. Every Bodie-centred dream he’d suppressed in those CI5 showers came back to Ray one hundred times stronger now that he could actually splay his hands on Bodie’s hips and take that cock in his mouth, deeply, hungrily. Doyle moaned as his lips took in inch after inch of the man he’d secretly yearned for.
Doyle’s moans began to mingle with Bodie’s, who thrust his fingers into brown curls and stroked them tenderly. The passion that Ray put into this act was not lost on Bodie, who could feel the tense desire flowing from his partner’s hands and lips straight through his skin. No one had ever worshipped his cock as if it were the be-all and end-all of existence, but Doyle might as well have used skywriting to make his feelings plain. Bodie responded as best he could, fingers spread against his lover’s scalp. Bodie wanted more time, more of everything, but Doyle’s intensity was hurtling him toward the edge with no way back. “Christ, Ray, you’re…” he began, as his balls tightened, pulled up taut against his cock. Clenching fingers in Ray’s hair was all the warning Bodie could offer before his body gave out, spurting his pleasure into the warm mouth that surrounded him, lips sealed tight around his blood-warm skin.
Swallowing, then gently pulling his mouth away from the over-sensitive skin of his lover, Doyle moved upwards enough to rest his head against Bodie’s stomach for a moment, pleased that he’d succeeded in giving Bodie an early morning diversion. Then he moved back up, wrapping an arm about his partner, placing his head next to Bodie’s where he could watch him, a face gone lax with abandon. Thick lashes finally lifted, and languid blue eyes turned his way. “Diolch yn fawr.” At Doyle’s puzzled look, Bodie leaned over to kiss him, pulling him close as he lightly nibbled at one lip, and whispered, “’Thank you very much’ in Welsh.”
“You’re welcome,” Doyle replied, just as a now-familiar warm palm pressed against his cock, fingers wrapping around his flesh.
Bodie’s response drove Doyle to the brink two times, pausing between kisses to gently tweak an earlobe or lick Doyle’s neck, tormenting him by slowing down just when Ray desperately wanted something faster. “You in a hurry?” Bodie asked, after a second round of watching Ray’s face scrunch up at being so close, so very very close—and denying him.
“No, turnabout’s fair play, I made you wait for it,” came the response, though with a ragged edge to Ray’s voice.
Bodie kissed Doyle reverently. “Just want you to feel as good as you made it for me. Indulge you a bit.” His fingers, curled to encase his lover’s cock, resumed their strong pumping motion, putting Doyle right back on edge in an instant.
Doyle began keening, tiny sounds as if he were in pain, but he leaned closer to Bodie even as he pressed his forehead against Bodie’s cheek, his skin hot to the touch. The tautness in his muscles, every one gone rigid as climax approached, was apparent.
“Now?” Bodie asked as his hand became a blur around hot, tight flesh, working Ray’s cock within his rounded palm. His answer came when a head bobbed quickly up and down against Bodie’s cheek, an insistent yes. Bodie redoubled his efforts, moving the taut skin up and down as quickly as his hand could manage. Then, just as his stamina seemed to be flagging, a series of rapid pulses within his hand and warmth around his fingers signalled the end of his labour. Ray’s body drooped, every muscle freed from its tensest torment, release flooding every nerve.
“Wake me up however you like,” Ray mumbled next to his ear, as he draped himself half over Bodie and promptly drifted off to sleep.
Bodie smiled slightly, arms wrapped around the man, kissing his temple and pulling the edge of the sleeping bag up to cover their exposed shoulders. “I might at that,” he replied quietly, and closed his eyes once more.
------------------------------------
The second time he awoke, it was birdsong that roused Doyle from slumber. His body had achieved that deep sense of relaxation that only comes after a satisfying orgasm, and he wasn’t eager to do much. On the other hand, who knew what Bodie needed to accomplish before they left Wales? Have to drive back to London tomorrow, or Cowley will have our hides. Rolling his head to one side, he gazed blearily at his partner, who was likewise slowly waking. Their eyes met.
“What’s the plan?” Ray asked.
Bodie rolled his shoulders, then turned on his side, head in hand, to answer. “Hike, build a fire, drink some scotch, hike back, sleep it off.”
“Easy-peasy, except for the part where we’re hiking after we drink too much. Not keen to break a leg up here.”
“Never said we’d drink it all in one go.” Bodie snorted. “Hike, build a fire, drink some scotch, hike back, drink the rest,” he amended, “and sleep it off.”
“Any reason we can’t stay here and drink the lot?”
“’Cause we have to do it there, not here.”
“Do what where?”
“Drink the first toast on the other side of the ridge line.”
Oh. “Returning to the scene of the crime, so to speak.”
Bodie nodded. “Build the fire, make the toast, and get back here before nightfall. Can sit up to drink the rest if we want, safe inside the warm.”
“And that’ll satisfy the pact?”
“Didn’t have to come back to Wales to drink it in the first place. But I wanted to,” he said, a bit stubbornly.
“Right. Well, we’ve let part of the morning get away from us, so we’d best get moving. How far, there and back?”
“Ten miles, give or take. There’s a gap we can use, won’t have to go much higher, but the terrain gets rocky on the other side.”
“Worse than yesterday?” What does he think I am, part Welsh sheep?
“Worse.”
Fantastic.
------------------------------------
Morning rituals were performed in haste: clothes donned, coffee downed, and rucksacks repacked with barest essentials meant the two were out of the hut and on their way before long. As they crossed the meadow towards the mountain ridge, they ate the first meal of the day, sharing apples, cheese, raisins, and water between them. Bodie kept looking skyward, thin gray clouds wrapped around the mountain ridge ahead of them, moving slowly eastward, with bits of sun breaking through at intervals.
“Rain later?”
“Hard to tell up here. But if it starts, we’re turning right around and going back to that hut. We can come back in spring if we have to.”
“You know the weather here better than I do,” Ray admitted.
Bodie shook his head. “I know what Griffiths taught me, but even David could make a mistake.” He glanced over at his partner. “It’s just us, Ray. No backup and no room for error. I won’t risk us, not even for me old mates.”
Ray reached out a hand in reassurance, laid it on Bodie’s shoulder briefly as they continued to walk to the meadow’s edge.
Bodie said, “It’s about ninety minutes to the crest, then thirty minutes to descend the other side to where I want to go.”
“Need to take any firewood with us, or will there be what we need when we get there?”
“Nothing there. We gather what we need on the way.” And true to his word, as the meadow gave way to a small grove of trees, Bodie gathered twigs, some larger sticks, and a few drier pieces of deadfall, placing them in his rucksack. Doyle did the same as the two men continued forward to the rocky slope. As they began their ascent, moving between the rocks, Doyle could see the worn spaces of footsteps where Bodie took them. Observers, he remembered. He addressed his question to Bodie’s back. “Do observers watch the recruits in every phase of Selection?”
The answer returned faintly, as Bodie continued picking his way upwards through the rocks, slowly ascending the side of the mountain. “Pretty much. Recruits don’t know it, but the SAS plants observers at intervals; they radio in the progress being made, watch for men developing physical or mental weaknesses, problems like that.”
“So when the men are told to go from A to B, they are watched all the way?”
“Depends. Some plots they assign, there are observation posts practically built in to the terrain. Dug out, suspended, camouflaged any number of ways. One-man tunnels. Treehouses rigged at thirty feet up. Recruits are too busy meeting the timing requirements to figure out where the watchers are. This one’s a little different, though.”
“Why’s that?”
“It’s far above the tree line, so not many places to hide. There’s a high ledge above the place where recruits usually call it quits for the night and set up camp. It’s sort of like looking down from a balcony. But there’s no camouflage on that ledge. It’s exposed on three sides. You’ll see.” With steady, repeated steps, Bodie led them higher and higher along the faint observer path, one used over many years to reach the top of the ridge line.
After an hour, he called a halt. “Less oxygen up here. Have to refuel, too.” He passed Doyle a Cadbury’s and tore the wrapper off of one himself, then looked upwards again at the clouds swirling overhead.
Doyle shook his head. “Any excuse for some sweets.” But he bit into the chocolate bar and began eating his with relish. The climb thus far had not been easy.
Bodie looked back at his partner. “Gotta mix slow and fast burn foods, Ray. The cheese and raisins we ate before, they’ll keep us going to midday, but this”—brandishing the remains of his Fruit and Nut bar—”is actually ideal. Nuts burn slow, but chocolate burns fast, it’ll give us a boost for the last part of this climb. Eat up!” And Bodie chewed his way through the remaining squares of chocolate before pulling out his canteen and taking a few swigs of water to wash down the rest.
Five minutes further up the trail, Doyle could feel the extra energy surging through his body. Next thing you know, he’ll convince Macklin to hand out bonbons. But the added power made reaching the top seem easier.
The gap in the ridge was not one Doyle could see until they were practically on top of it. “How the fuck did anybody find this?” he marvelled, pausing to crawl over a particularly awkward set of rocks, imitating Bodie’s movements.
“Probably the shepherd family from the meadow below, chasing a lost sheep,” Bodie replied, as they began the ridiculously steep descent down the other side of the mountain. But Bodie paused when he no longer heard Doyle’s feet moving, edging down the rocky terrain. Gazing upward, he saw his unmoving partner looking mildly stunned at the surrounding peaks that made up the range, and the series of ledges they still had to negotiate.
Doyle’s face turned a bit pale, as the emptiness of the space all around them started to become overwhelming. Why the hell am I here? He gripped his handholds a bit tighter but made no effort to move.
“The trick is to look at the rocks around you, not out into the air. Focus on the rock, ignore the air, Ray.” Bodie reached up and grasped Ray’s hand, squeezed it with his own, and Doyle’s brief moment of vertigo burned away just as sunlight peaked through the clouds once more. He took a step or two down, nodded to Bodie, and the men resumed their cautious descent through the stones, scree, and rubble dotting the faint trail downwards.
The trip downwards was slow, as Bodie tested every step before he committed his weight to the rock-strewn pathway. More than once he sat down rather than try to walk upright, edging his way along a section before standing again. In all things, Doyle imitated him. At last, they turned a sharp corner to their stony footpath, and Doyle immediately understood how observers could see but not be seen from below.
Before him, a deep fissure had been worn into the rock face, creating an opening much like a ‘mouth’ set into the mountain wall. As he and Bodie moved into that mouth, they had to crouch at first, but then the roof curved up over their heads eventually allowing them to stand, but just barely, if they were close to the mouth’s widest opening. Towards the back, the fissure narrowed again, as the roof gradually sloped down to meet the floor of the shelter. The track they had followed entered the shallow cave from one side, and apparently exited out the far side.
Bodie turned and smiled at him, slowly lowering his pack to the ground, then rubbing his hands together in satisfaction. “Cosy, eh? All mod cons.” He started to help Doyle out of his rucksack before Ray could answer. Doyle could only stare at him.
“So this is where you go when you want to ‘get away from it all’?”
“Leave your pack, my son, and come take a look.”
Ray dropped his rucksack next to Bodie’s and followed him over to the lip of the shallow cave’s mouth, taking care to stand back from the edge. But then he could really see what Bodie meant.
One hundred metres below lay a bare patch of ground, ringed by stony walls. A narrow path curved around the mountain below them, leading to the flat site on one side. Beyond that space, a few low bushes gave way to a sheer cliff face that disappeared around another corner. From their position in the cave’s mouth, Doyle realized that the SAS could watch as men below set up camp for the night and, with the curving mountain walls, probably hear every word spoken, too. But Bodie was pointing out, not down.
“Look, Ray.” And Doyle looked toward the horizon. Smoky clouds blotted out bits and pieces of the view, but the Brecon Beacons were now laid out before him in all their glory. From their current stopping point, he could see many peaks, most of them lower, and only a very few at nearly the same height. About a mile away, one was higher. Bodie pointed toward it. “Pen y Fan.”
“Where you went fan dancing in the snow.” Doyle looked across at Bodie, expecting a grimace, but a wide grin met him instead.
“Never been so happy to get off a mountainside in me life.”
“Thought you liked mountain climbing?”
“Not that kind of climbing. Give me the Pennines or the Alps any day. Leastwise there you have clear lines of ascent, safety harnesses, a partner to climb with. Fan dancing is a one-man op, and the timed element means safety lines are impossible.”
“They have many fatalities?” Doyle wondered at Bodie’s willingness to risk his neck for a job.
“Every so often. None for the past few years.” Bodie turned away from the cave mouth and moved to open their backpacks, pulling out the sticks and deadfall they’d collected. With twigs in hand, he settled on his haunches and used dry leaves plus matches to get a tiny fire going, though he was careful to shield it from the breeze blowing by the cave’s entrance. The flames caught, and he added more twigs before he sat down on the ground beside the fire and pulled his rucksack nearer. Doyle sat at Bodie’s left, crossing his legs as he joined Bodie on the cave’s rocky ground.
“Grub first.” Bodie pulled sandwiches, fruit, cheese, and water from Doyle’s pack, handing over some to Doyle before tearing into his own food with a will. Doyle wondered what the fire was for, since they didn’t need one for their food.
As if in answer to Doyle’s unspoken question, Bodie reached into his pack and pulled out the bundle of envelopes that Doyle recognized from the solicitor’s office, all addressed to ‘The Last Bastard’. He also had the photograph of his squad, which he placed on the ground. He flipped through the envelopes, setting aside a few based on the handwriting, and looked ready to consign the rest to the flames. Of the ones destined for the flames, one on top had a spiky handwriting that Doyle knew so well.
“Wait a minute. I want to see what you wrote.”
Bodie looked at him curiously. “Why?”
“Because it’s from you, your younger self.”
Bodie looked ready to argue, then changed his mind and handed it over with ill grace. He seemed prepared to burn most of the rest, when Doyle laid a hand on his arm.
“Why not read them all? Aren’t you curious what they say?”
“They’re from dead men, Ray. Not sure I want my last impression of them to be what they wrote when we were all so green.” But Bodie was considering it, Doyle could tell, so he pressed the matter.
“How about, you read them to me? You’ve been telling me stories about these guys for days, this would let me ‘hear’ their voices for meself.”
Slowly, Bodie nodded in agreement, and he took one from atop the thick bundle. Slicing open the envelope, he pulled the paper out. “From Griffiths.” He scanned the letter, a moment of pain flashed across his face, then cleared his throat and began. “Well, whoever you are, you’d best remember us all. Don’t know how I went, but I hope it was quick and painless.” Bodie paused, and they glanced at each other, knowing Griffiths’s end was anything but. “If you get the chance, send me Mum a card to tell her you knew me once. If it’s you Dedham, reading this, you still owe me twenty quid from that bar outside Karachi. If it’s you Mitchum, you’re a right bastard and I’m glad I finally told you so.” Bodie grinned, concluding, “And Bodie, if you’re reading this, I hope you’ve finally learned when a man’s bluffing with a pair of threes.”
Doyle smiled as Bodie put the sheet of paper down. “Griffiths cleaned you out at poker?”
“Yeah. He won most times, even when he had a crap hand. David could’ve taken Mrs Lendon on a good day, he was that sharp. Learned a lot from him about bluffing.”
“Let’s have the next, then.”
Bodie opened the envelopes one by one, feeding the fire with the envelopes but putting the sheets of paper to the side after reading them. Mitchum’s was so mean-spirited (“hope you recall the better men who died before you”) that it made Doyle wince. Others simply resorted to name-calling that Bodie took in his stride: Dedham called the man reading his letter a wanker, Jesmond claimed the 'Last Bastard' had to be a prick, Robbins called him an imposter (“since it ought to be me reading this, you ponce”), and Digweed went for “twat”. The worse the insult, the happier it seemed to make Bodie, for it made vivid his old comrades and their casual profanity.
The rest of the letters were tough to get through with their pleas to call or contact wives, girlfriends, children, parents—something Doyle and Bodie had already accomplished, but now were reliving in requests from dead men. Doyle found himself remembering every house they had visited, every envelope Bodie thrust into a reluctant hand. The request from Robbins to visit his son caused Doyle and Bodie to go silent, simply looking at each other. Finally, only four letters remained.
Doyle had figured out the authors by process of elimination: Shorty Thompson, Mike Jennings, Keith Williams, and Bodie himself. He watched as Bodie slit open the first. He unfolded the paper and sat there, reading it to himself. Twice, he paused to look away, out the mouth of the cave to the mountains beyond. His pauses made Doyle wonder what the paper contained. Without speaking, Bodie handed the letter over to his partner. It wasn’t long.
Spend the money on something that matters, but don’t look back. We’re in the past. You still have a future. Grief is wasted on the dead—we had our younger days and they were grand, but we made our choices and don’t need your pity. Enjoy life while you have it. I have. Mike
Doyle asked what he’d been wondering for days now. “How’d he save your life, Bodie?”
Bodie looked down at his hands and said slowly, “Though he was behind me, Mike saw the wire just as Dedham tripped it. He threw me toward an open door but it meant he took the brunt of the falling wall across his back. Blunt force trauma to the skull and two broken vertebrae. If he’d lived, he’d have been like Griffiths.” Bodie swallowed hard and lowered his head some more.
Doyle reached out a hand, resting it on his partner’s knee. Nothing he could say would bring Bodie comfort. After a time, Bodie lifted another letter from the short stack, opened it, and let the envelope fall from his hand. His mouth curved in a smirk as he read the looping words, and again, he passed it to Doyle once he was done.
Dear Last Bastard, I know one thing about you: I put you on your arse at least once. Don’t forget what I taught you about breaking choke holds and if you have any brains at all, you’ve found a sensei to keep you sharp in hand to hand. Don’t get sloppy, or I’ll come back from the dead and put you on your arse again. Shorty
PS Slogans are cheap. Life deserves better.
The PS puzzled Doyle and he glanced over to Bodie for an explanation. “It’s something Shorty always said about the SAS slogan, or any slogan. What he meant was, words can be… misleading. Don’t be fooled by a few words thrown together by some ad agency.” He cocked his head to one side and added, “What he really meant was, reality is what counts. Nothing else. Shorty couldn’t escape his nickname, but he reminded us more than once that a name didn’t define him.” Doyle found himself nodding, understanding.
Bodie put the letter aside and opened the third one, swallowing as he did so.
Doyle watched him read the last words Keith Williams had to communicate, wondering how they would affect his friend. It took only seconds to find out: Bodie’s fingers crumpled the edge of the paper, before he passed it over to Doyle and turned away, staring out at the blue sky.
Bastard, Tradition is we all write these things. So I have one message for you: goodbye. Keith
Doyle’s first thought was that the brevity was cruel, almost cutting. But then, Keith didn’t know who the Last Bastard would be. Had he known it would be Bodie, he might have written something different. Still, it was probably the shortest message of any left by the men. “Keith was a man of few words, I take it.”
Bodie looked back at him, gnawed on his lip a little, thinking. “He was. Every squad’s like that, a mix of talkers and clams. Keith was the quietest one of all of us. Don’t think I ever heard him tell a joke. He fit the stereotype, strong and silent.”
Doyle wanted to ask more about Keith, but he saw Bodie getting ready to dump the letters into the fire. “Hey, wait, what about yours?” The one unopened letter among the rest contained young-Bodie’s thoughts and Doyle really wanted to know what that envelope contained.
“Seriously?”
“Seriously. Come on Bodie, it can’t be that embarrassing.” Doyle held out a hand palm side up, expecting it to be filled. Bodie’s cheeks flared pink but he passed the envelope along. Doyle sliced the flap open, pulled out the paper, and started reading.
Last Bastard, In Selection they taught us to prepare for contingencies, so I’m putting that into practice.
Jennings, buy hearing aids and go help your dad. You’re lucky he understands you.
Shorty, character isn’t measured by height. I appreciated learning from the best.
Williams, Gardner & Mattingly, family is not just who you’re born with. Thanks for teaching me that.
Farraday, if you’re still enlisted, for the love of all that’s holy, stop whistling.
Jesmond, learn to buy the next round. Friendship is worth it.
Mitchum, stop being a prick.
Wilson & Dedham, thanks for telling me where Cadbury’s finest comes from. Think of me when you’re enjoying some nuts and caramel, eh?
Morecambe and Wise, take your kiddies to Anfield and give ‘em a red scarf from their Uncle Bodie. Liverpool for the Cup!
Robbins, get your son to stop rooting for Manchester City. It’s embarrassing. Ta.
Digweed, always check the chute yourself. Take it from a jump master.
Griffiths, you Welsh bastard, thanks for telling us about the Beacons. Still owe you one jumper with holes fixed.
Doyle looked up from the spiky handwriting to see Bodie with his head drooped into his hands. “What?”
“Can’t explain,” came the muffled reply, but Doyle could see his partner rubbing his cheeks with the palms of his hands, scrubbing away moisture. Lifting his face to stare at the tiny fire, Ray could make out the pale pink rims surrounding his eyes. “Hard to believe they’re not going to make camp on the patch below, all of them together again.” Bodie shook his head slightly. “You can’t know, Ray, but they seemed indestructible to me. I was younger than most of them. Doesn’t seem right I’m sitting here. The Last Bastard.”
Ray put a hand on Bodie’s knee. “None of us are indestructible, mate.”
“I know, I know. I was greener than most, to believe something that daft.” He shifted, to look Doyle squarely in the eye. “You wanted to know how they died. So I’ll tell you.” But Bodie paused, feeding the fire more sticks and small pieces of wood, pulling the bottle of Macallan from his backpack.
“You already know how Dedham died, the tripwire that killed him and crushed David’s legs. It would’ve killed me but for Mike being an idiot, shoving me out of the way, getting killed instead.”
Thank you, Mike Jennings. Thank you.
“Shorty went back into the building and pulled David from the wreckage. No one thought he was alive but Shorty wasn’t budging until we checked. Buildings with one booby trap usually have more than one, but Shorty wouldn’t leave without seeing for himself.”
With odds like that, he probably would have died for nothing.
“Not sure whether David thanked him or not, given how he ended up.” Bodie stared at the flames as he went on. “They moved us from Belfast to Derry after that. Sniper fire took out Shorty, on patrol in the Bogside one night. Never found who did it.”
Out of the curling smoke, Doyle seemed to see hints of men’s faces that burned off in the midday sun.
“Wilson was helping a civilian who’d taken a bullet to the leg a few months later. Crouched over, covering a wound with gauze, y’know?” Bodie glanced up, the pain written across his features. “Fucking helping a civilian. Bullet through the carotid.”
Doyle stared back at him, unable to stop watching as Bodie soldiered on.
“Mattingly and Gardner died in Armagh. Firefight with an IRA cell near an old barn we were tipped off about. They both bled out before anyone could get to them.”
And that left you and Keith of the orphans on the squad. Good god.
“Farraday and Robbins died when they cycled us back to Belfast. Two bloody days before we got to leave hell, and a car bomb killed the pair of them as they were walking out of a pub in a ‘safe zone.’ Safe my arse. No place safe in Northern Ireland.” The more names he spoke, the more pronounced Bodie’s accent became, until the Scouse was thick and broad.
Eight men dead, another stuck in a chair, and nightmares to chase the rest of you for a lifetime.
Slowly, Doyle asked, “Did they keep the squad together, after that? Or break you up?”
Bodie went back to tending the fire. “Together. Morecambe and Wise died near Mirbat, in Oman. We always talked footie, y’know? Three lads from Lancashire, all rooting for the Reds whenever we got the chance. Cheering like mad for Keegan.” He pulled the Macallan over to his knee, adding, “After they died, Jesmond and Mitchum decided they’d had enough of a ‘shilling a day’ for Queen and Country. They didn’t reenlist, high-tailed it for Africa and tried my old line of work, soldier of fortune. Got some work on the Libya-Egypt border. That’s where Mitchum died, and good riddance.”
“How’d you find out about him?”
“Jesmond came back to London, I ran into him on the street. Had a drink for old time’s sake, he filled me in. Then Williams heard Jesmond bought it in a traffic accident. Silly sod.”
“Yeah, must seem a stupid way to die after all you’ve seen.”
“Dying is dying, Ray. You’re still dead.” Bodie’s voice seemed quieter. He reached in his pack and pulled out a pair of small silver cups and twisted open the seal on the bottle of scotch. “Digweed survived it all, stayed in longer than any of us, but he got a good offer to become a foreman in a construction firm in Liverpool. Remember that crane accident, a year or so back?”
Doyle dredged it from memory. “Something about a crane’s arm shearing off, smashing down through some scaffolding on a building that was nearly finished. The men got knocked off?”
“Yeah. That was him. And then Keith.” Bodie’s voice had gone soft.
King Billy’s biker gang hellbent on violence. “You didn’t see much of him, did you?”
“Nah. Every time I looked at Keith, I saw Mattingly or Gardner. Got so’s how I didn’t return his calls, even when I had the time.” Bodie shook his head, disgust twisting his lips. Then he glanced over at Doyle, offering, “We weren’t together long. He liked birds better than blokes, really; always knew I was second skimmings, like.”
Impulsively, Ray leaned toward Bodie, taking his weight on his hands so he could put his face close to Bodie’s. “More the fool him, may he rest in peace. I know quality when I see it, and you’re not second skimmings to me.” He planted a kiss on Bodie’s cheek, then leaned back, his earlier jealousy washed away with Bodie’s words.
“So that’s the squad. Scoundrels and scallywags, the lot of them.” Bodie poured a splash of scotch into both silver cups then passed one to Doyle.
“What’s your toast, Last Bastard?” Doyle waited to be told, smiling across at the man he now thought of as lover.
Bodie raised his cup slightly, in the direction of the cave’s mouth, and said, “Only one way to toast all of them together. Who dares wins.” And he drank off the liquid in a single gulp.
“Who dares wins.” The liquor burned, but then the sweetness hit—a full, rich taste, fruits mixed in with something that reminded him of caramel. He tried to see if Bodie was tasting the same thing, but the man’s face was hard, not pleased with what he’d drunk, so Doyle said nothing.
After stowing the bottle and cups back in his rucksack, Bodie gathered up the sheets of paper, ready for one last bonfire.
“Sure you want to do that?”
“I’m sure. I won’t forget them, even if the words are gone.” Bodie dumped the letters into the fire, and the flames briefly flared. He prepared to do the same with the photograph.
“You should keep that, y’know. I like seeing how you looked back then.”
Bodie looked at him, as if to ask ‘are you serious’ but he must have seen something in Doyle’s face that stopped him. He tucked the photograph into his rucksack, though, instead of consigning it to the flames.
The two men gathered some loose dirt from the rear of the cave and dropped it on the fire, smothering it. Bodie took another look out of the cave mouth, down to the patch below, then out toward the mountains in the west. “We’re going to have to move, Ray. That line of clouds doesn’t look good. Want to make shelter while we have the chance.” He paused, though, and kissed Doyle, wrapping him in strong arms for a moment. “C’mon.”
The two men picked their way back up the trail to the ridge line with care, turning to watch the approaching cloud bank at intervals. As they started descending the other side in the direction of the hafod, Doyle asked, “How’d you learn so much about weather in Wales? SAS teach you?”
“Some, but most of it came from David. He loved climbing the Beacons, even as a young nipper. He had better outdoor skills than any of us.” Then Bodie began to tell a story about a jumper stolen from Griffiths that he’d snagged on some barbed wire behind a barracks, and the rest of the descent passed as one story gave way to others.
------------------------------------
They reached the hafod as the afternoon light was beginning to fade. It hadn’t rained on their descent, but two climbs in one day made both men hungry. Dinner was stew, thick with vegetables and a tin of tomatoes added for flavour. While Doyle was chopping and adding things to the pot, Bodie stripped down to an undershirt and jeans then went outside. Soon, a steady thunk-pause-thunk-pause began to sound nearby. With the stew simmering, Doyle went outside too. There he found Bodie replacing firewood on the pile they had borrowed from, next to the hut. A light sheen of sweat turned the hair on his forearms dark, and the top part of his vest was wet from exertion. Doyle’s cock took a distinct interest in the picture presented. He took the axe out of Bodie’s hands and replaced it on the sheltered hook above the replenished stack of wood. Doyle wound his arms around Bodie’s waist, burying his nose into the crook of his lover’s throat and inhaling deeply. He muttered, “You need to come inside.”
“Dinner’s ready?”
“Soon. But you still need to come inside.” Doyle lifted his head, letting Bodie see his eyes for a moment, before he leaned forward and claimed the man’s lips, hungry. All he wanted to convey was in that kiss.
When they next surfaced for air, Bodie wordlessly grasped Ray’s hand and tugged him toward the cabin door.
------------------------------------
Their ‘appetizer’, as Bodie called it, made the meal that followed somehow taste better. Eating stew mopped up with thick slices of bread, followed by hunks of cheese for Ray and more chocolate for Bodie, allowed Doyle some time to think about all he’d seen and heard that day.
“How’d you know about that cave?” he asked, as he rebuilt the fire and heated water for coffee.
“Was an observer myself, once I made sergeant. Try sticking it out in that cave in November some time, you’ll never take being warm for granted ever again.” At Doyle’s curious look, Bodie reminded him, “No fires. So the men below don’t know you’re there.”
Doyle asked about another thing that had bothered him. “Why didn’t we go down to the patch of ground where your squad made camp? Instead of staying up top, looking down?”
Bodie shrugged, pulling the Macallan out of his pack, the cups and photograph too. “It’s another hour to descend there, which would’ve meant adding two hours to our day. Lose the margin for error if we did that. Besides, if it rained, we could shelter in the cave until it blew over. No real shelter down there.”
Doyle remembered what Bodie had said earlier, “Didn’t have to come back to Wales to drink it in the first place. But I wanted to.”
“And why that patch of ground? Your squad must’ve camped a dozen places up in these mountains during training.”
Bodie nodded. “True. But that’s where we made the decision to have the tontine.”
Ah. Curiosity made him ask, “When was the snap taken?”
“Just after we came back from that training run. The brass had decided we’d do as a unit, so we were stuck with each other from then on. Must’ve had observers on us for a few weeks, realized we wouldn’t kill each other—though it was a near run thing with Mitchum in the squad.” He passed a cup of scotch over to Ray, and the two of them settled in front of the fire for the night.
“Do you plan to drink to Mitchum? Seeing as he was a horse’s arse?” Ray pulled the photograph over and asked, “Which one is he?”
Bodie poked at a face on the left, and answered, “Yeah. ‘s tradition. To Mitchum, a right prick.” And they swallowed their drinks, before Bodie reloaded the cups.
The toasts continued, interspersed with feeding the fire and a few protracted bouts of kissing. After the second lengthy silence filled with caramel-sweet kisses, Bodie murmured, “Not sure they’d imagine a Last Bastard snogging like this between toasts.”
“Does it matter?”
“Not really. C’mere.” And Bodie drugged himself with Doyle’s lips once more.
------------------------------------
It was quarter to one before they reached the end of the bottle, both of them a bit worse for wear after enjoying the contents. “Think we should keep it. For your mates,” Doyle slurred. He’d been keeping his eyes open only with great effort for the last hour. He was slumped inside their joint sleeping bag with an arm across Bodie’s chest.
“Nah,” Bodie replied. “Don’t need it to remember.” His words were slow with all the exaggerated precision of the mostly but not completely drunk.
Doyle’s cup rolled over to rest against Bodie’s, in the shadow of the empty bottle. “G’night, Bodie.” He leaned over to kiss his mate but missed his mouth and hit an ear instead. “Love you.” And with that, his head rolled on to Bodie’s shoulder and he began breathing heavily, limbs gone boneless in sleep.
His soft words made Bodie look at his curls with widened eyes. Could Doyle really mean it? Before Bodie had much chance to ponder what his partner’s last words meant, the combination of fatigue and alcohol finally caught up with him. A long and dreamless sleep carried them both through until dawn.
------------------------------------
Sunday, and the last day of their leave before Cowley would go back to commanding all their time. Just after daybreak, Bodie crawled out of the bag long enough to relieve himself outside, then crawled back in next to Ray. The brown curls covered half his partner’s face, but what could be seen showed a man completely relaxed, at ease with himself. Bodie kept watch over his lover until a faint curl to the man’s lip gave away his secret. “You’re not asleep anymore.”
Doyle opened his eyes to slits and looked at Bodie. “Makes two of us. Whatever shall we do with ourselves?” The suggestion in the depths of green eyes was part promise, part dare.
Bodie leaned over and kissed the man with nonchalant ease. “Two options come to mind.”
“Yeah? Will I like ‘em?”
“Hope so. Fuck-breakfast-drive, or breakfast-fuck-drive.” He gave Doyle a hungry glance that suggested either way, Doyle was on the menu.
“What’s for breakfast?” Doyle teased, already reaching for Bodie, pulling him against his chest.
“Same as yesterday,” Bodie replied, just before Ray rolled him on his back, pinning Bodie beneath him, rubbing their hardening cocks against each other. Bodie gasped and reached up to pull Doyle’s mouth down for a thorough investigation. “God, I want you,” were the last words spoken by either man after that.
Breakfast was late.
------------------------------------
Ray took a long look around the spartan room, embedding the details in his mind before they departed. The cabin fire out, the woodpile restored and even augmented a little, and their packs loaded up, ready for the trip down the mountainside—all was in readiness. He looked over at Bodie, who was glancing at his watch.
“It’s barely ninety minutes back to London, even on a Sunday. No rush,” Ray reassured him.
Bodie nodded. “I know. But we’ve got some talking to do.” He shouldered his way past Doyle, heading for the outside.
“It’s 10am, and my head is still a bit tender from all that scotch. Go easy, okay?” Doyle shut the door behind him, and the two set off across the meadow for the last time. “What’re we talking about?”
“First, what’re we going to tell the Old Man?” Bodie risked a sideways glance at his partner. “He’s canny like a fox. He’ll figure it out.”
The ‘it’ in this case needed no definition: the new dimension to their partnership, most recently explored through the morning in their combined sleeping bag. Doyle’s stride lengthened to match his partner’s, falling in beside him. He let out a long sigh. “He might not care. Remember the Pellin business? Hates injustice to any group.” But even Doyle realized that was optimistic. “CI5 is his baby. Not going to let it get tarred with negative associations, is he?”
Bodie pursed his lips, then blew out a breath. He looked over at Ray. “The Cow took me, knowing I’m bisexual. Nairn told him flat out when he recruited me.” Then he added, “Gave me a chance, Ray. He deserves the truth.”
The break in the mountain wall where the downward path started was coming into view ahead of them. “Dunno as he deserves anything. ‘S our private lives we’re talking about, yours and mine, not his,” Doyle replied.
Bodie put a hand onto his arm, pausing them in the field of dying grass. “Then maybe I want to tell him.”
Ray stopped, reviewing the conversation in his head. Bodie might be contrary when he was taking the piss, but not for something that really mattered. This mattered. “You really want him to know.”
Bodie nodded, a sharp downward jerk of the chin. “No hiding. He doesn’t like it, we leave.” He turned, resuming his way to the mountainside.
“And do what?” Doyle asked, his contrariness getting the better of him.
“Set up on our own, business and personal security or something else. Mattingly and Gardner and my shares, that’s 750 quid. With the 500 in interest, we’ve got nigh on £1300 from the tontine to see us right. Give us time to get established, drum up a little business, spread the word around.”
Doyle caught Bodie’s arm, just before they reached the mountain and they were forced to hike in single file. He turned his partner and asked, “That what you want to do with it? Set us up in a shop?”
Bodie paused, then shook his head. “I’m hoping the Cow will still want us, keep us a team, keep sending us out for CI5. I’d rather put the money in the bank, use it someday to buy us a place for our golden years.” He smiled at Ray, a hint of persuasion in his eyes. “Sound good?”
Forever. He wants us forever.
Ray’s face split into a toothy grin. “Sounds perfect in fact.” He gestured back at the hut they’d just left. “Wonder how much they want for that place?” Bodie grinned widely, then turned back to start his descent along the trail to the car.
Doyle wasn’t ready to go just yet. “You gonna break it to him?”
Bodie whirled, indignantly quirking his eyebrows. “Me? Why should I break it to him?”
Green eyes taunted him. “You’re the one who propositioned me in Liverpool.”
Bodie briefly crossed his eyes in mock disgust. “Like you didn’t want me to! You’ve been avoiding me in the showers at CI5 for years, mate. This one’s yours.” He took the nearest steps downward, leading them ten feet along the trail, then he paused, looking back over his shoulder, his lips curling upward. Ray stopped too. Neither man could stop the smiles from breaking into full-blown grins.
“Tomorrow morning? Together?”
“Together.”
------------------------------------
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