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Chapter
1

When I
walked into Anton’s living room, the world’s sexiest lemming expert was sitting on
his sofa, peering at his laptop, surrounded—as usual—by paper. He
looked up and smiled at me.

“Oh
there you are.” He shoved a pile of letters onto the floor, closed
his laptop and put it on the chair next to him. He patted the seat.
“What are you waiting for?”

“For you to stop
pissing around.”

He
growled in annoyance but put his arms around me as I sat beside
him. I kissed him, tasting him and satisfying my curiosity as to
what he’d had for supper. There was no secret as to what
I’d
had, of course. I leaned my
forehead against his, enjoying the cosiness of being with
him.

“Bad day?”

“Just
long. Looking forward to the weekend.” I kissed him again. “What
are you up to? It was OU day, wasn’t it?”

“No, not this
week. I went to the Natural History Museum library, and visited the
Mammal section.”

“Yuck. Dead
things again.”

He grinned.
“Sadly yes.”

I
grunted. “Explains why you smell of chemicals.”

He sniffed at
his shirt. “I suppose I do.”

I nodded at
the pile of paper on the floor. “What’s all this?”

“Um.
Letters.”

He was
blushing. Anton blushing is like catnip to me, so I nuzzled his
cheek. “Hmmm? Letters? What kind of letters?”


“Mumblemail.”

“I didn’t
catch that.”

“Fan mail, you
tiresome detective person. Letters from my fans.”

I hooted.
“You’re embarrassed.”

“Well,
it is
embarrassing. I’m just
me.”

“Sexy
Anton on the telly with all those impressionable young people
drooling over you. Should I be jealous?” I reached for one of the
letters. It was written in orange pencil on lined paper. “‘Dear
Anton Marber. I want to go with you to the artik. I have a good
coat and a hat and I am very good in snow. Please, can you ring me
when you are going to the artik again? I have a phone and this is
my number. Love Lucia.’ She sounds smitten.”

“She’s seven.
That’s about average.”

I raised an
eyebrow. “Your fans are all children?”

“No, the
letters I answer are from
children. Karl’s assistant filters out the ones from adults and
sends a generic thank you, but I always answer the kids. When I was
seven, I wrote to David Attenborough, telling him I wanted to study
mammals like he did and asked him if he could bring me back a lemur
from Madagascar.”

“Did he?”

“Of course
not. But he did write back the most charming letter saying that
because the lemurs were endangered it was best not to take them out
of the wild, but to look at the ones bred by zoos. He also gave me
advice on what to study if I really did want to learn about
mammals. He took my plan quite seriously, and no one had done that
before. It’s because of his letter that I became a zoologist.”

I leaned back
and looked at him. “You’ve never mentioned this.”

He frowned.
“Haven’t I? I’ve told a lot of people. Maybe it didn’t come up.
Sor— Oops.”

“Well done.” I
kissed him for remembering not to apologise unnecessarily. “I’ve
never seen you dealing with these before either.”

“I usually do
it on the train to Milton Keynes. But ever since ‘Arctic Spring’
was shown, the volume of letters, especially from kids, has gone up
five hundred percent. It’s a bit of a struggle to keep up. And I
didn’t go to the OU this week so....” He waved at the pile. “I
don’t like to make them wait.”

“You’re
adorable.”

“Why thank
you, Watson.”

I
pinched the end of his nose gently. “But you like to make
me
wait, don’t you?”

He grabbed my
hand and pulled it away from his face, entwining his fingers in
mine. “Not too long because that means I have to wait too. And
right now, I’m tired of waiting. Come upstairs now. A week without
you is too long.”

~~~~~

My
favourite part about making love with Anton is definitely the
cuddling afterwards. Orgasms are great, but they’re only a few
seconds of pleasure. I can snuggle with him afterwards for ages and never tire of
it. After the frustrating day I’d had, I definitely needed a
cuddle. Anton was happy whatever we did—fucking, kissing, holding
each other, or sleeping like spoons with me holding his hand over
his flat stomach. All he wanted from me was to be physically close.
Suited me just fine.

Snuggling after
a long, frustrating day was as good as a sleeping pill, and my
eyelids would not stay open, even though listening to Anton talking
quietly about this and that—his research, Karl’s latest ideas,
which scientist had come out with the latest outrageous theory that
he would have to respond to—was also one of the best bits of making
love to him. Most of it I let wash over me, because he’d tell me
again if he thought I really needed to know.

But then he
said something that sounded suspiciously like....

“Baftas? Did
you say Baftas?”

“Yes. Do you
want to go?”

I yawned. “Not
desperately. Are you going?”

“Yes.
The documentary was nominated, and Karl thought it would be good if
I showed up. He’s a member of the Academy so he booked the dinner
and ceremony ages ago, but the nominations just came out. Karl
thinks I should bring you.”

“Isn’t it
evening dress only?”

“Black
tie. You can wear a nice suit.”

I thought
about my one and only suit, the one I wore to court and funerals as
needed, and only when needed. I hated suits. “I don’t—”

“I’d love it
if you did come.”

I groaned to
myself. Anton was one of the least selfish, most giving people I’d
ever met in my life. He rarely asked for anything, and never for
anything big. Here, he was offering me an invite to one of the most
glittering events in London, and making out I’d be doing him a
favour. “I really don’t have a decent suit, Anton. You’ve seen the
one I own.”

“Yes.” He
managed to convey the depths of his horror at the memory with that
one syllable. “Let me buy you one? A really nice bespoke black suit
will fit you like a glove, and you’ll get a lot of wear out of
it.”

“Hang on, you
can’t buy me an expensive suit. I can afford my own clothes.”

“I know...but
I want to. I know a wonderful tailor, and you’d look fantastic.” He
squeezed. “If you insist, you could pay what you normally would for
a new suit and I’ll pick up the rest. Please, Nick? I’m dying to
show you off.”

I sighed and
kissed his cheek. “All right. But I’ll get so much crap from the
guys at work.”

“Sorry.”

“Anton.”

“I’m not
apologizing, I’m empathizing.”

“Hmmm. I
don’t want you getting into the habit of buying me expensive
things.” He’d given me an iPhone for Christmas. I’d given him a
waterproof housing for his camera that Karl had told me Anton had
been after. The camera thing probably cost close to what he’d spent
on the iPhone, but to me, the iPhone was extravagant because I
already had a phone. To
Anton, Apple products were a necessity. It was one of his few
flaws.

“I’m not. I’m
being selfish. I’ll be with the dishiest man there, and I want him
to be in a nice suit.”

Frankly,
I was the one who’d be with the dish. Harry’s sister said I looked
like a poor man’s Paul Bettany, and she wasn’t being nice.
Although, since this was after Harry and I had broken up, maybe her
opinion was a little prejudiced. “When? I better make sure I’m not
down to work.”

“Tell you
tomorrow.”

I rolled over
and pinned him down. “You’re going to make it worth my while,
right?”

He grinned,
his teeth glowing in the dim light. “Oh, absolutely. Thoroughly and
in great depth.”

I kissed him
and reached down for a friendly grope. “Well, that’s all right
then.”

~~~~~

I wasn’t
rostered to work on the night of the awards ceremony so I booked
myself as unavailable, though, as I warned Anton, if something big
went down in London that night, I’d be called and I couldn’t really
say I wasn’t able to go in. He understood, and said he had a couple
of friends he could call at short notice to take my place. One of
the things I’d liked so far about our relationship, now over a year
long, was that he did understand about my job, and forgave me for
cancelled engagements and interrupted nights together. I can’t
swear it never bothered him, but he never let it show if it did,
and he didn’t hold it against me the way Raj had done.

That
level of tolerance in a lover was rare enough, I well knew.
Divorces and relationship breakups were so normal on the job, no
one blinked an eye at them. Shift work and overtime sucked for
spouses, even without all the fun and games being a cop brought to
the mix. Anton was too easy going to take it personally. At least,
not yet. I very carefully resisted any temptation to move things up
to the next level or to increase the time we spent together,
because I didn’t want things to fall apart the way they had before.
I was on a good thing, and I wanted to keep it.

The tailor
Anton wanted to use actually had their suits made in Hong Kong
after taking measurements here, and since it could take six weeks
for the suit to be ready, I thought we were out of luck. But
Anton’s charm and the magic word “Baftas” did the trick and we were
assured it would be back in time. I refused to worry about it.
Anton was the one who wanted to dress me up, so if he wanted me in
a posh black suit, it was up to him to provide one. I honestly had
more pressing things to worry about.

So did he, of
course. The popularity of “Arctic Spring” had brought requests for
interviews, voiceover documentary work, invitations to appear on
Radio Four panel games—even an invitation to Jonathon Ross’s show.
Around all this—which he wanted to do to promote the documentary
and Karl’s production company—he had to write a book to accompany
another documentary coming out later in the year, prepare scripts
for two specials, and carry out his teaching role at the Open
University. Somehow he managed to do it all with a much better
temper than I would have managed, while still having a social life
and nookie with me whenever I could fit him in. I felt rather
inadequate with only one job to manage.

The suit
arrived with four days to spare, so we trotted out to Surbiton to
collect it. It fit, as promised, like a glove, and even though I’d
grouched about the cost of new shoes, a white shirt, and black tie,
I couldn’t help but think that Anton had been absolutely right
about the difference a good suit would make. Poor man’s Paul
Bettany or not, I’d do me wearing this lot.

“You look
quite edible,” Anton whispered as he helped me take the jacket
off.

“Behave,
Sherlock,” I murmured, nudging him back. The tailor’s assistant
didn’t comment on the bulge in my trousers as he helped me remove
them without creasing them. The train ride home was an exercise in
patience, which Anton’s impish grins didn’t make easier in the
least.

Once at
his house, I carefully hung up the suit and shirt in Anton’s spare
room before I pounced on him to punish him for being such a
provocative brat. I bit his ear as he grabbed handfuls of my
backside and squeezed. “You’re going to be impossible that evening,
aren’t you?”

“I promise to
be good.”

“You’re even
more impossible when you’re good.”

“That’s your
problem, isn’t it, Watson?”


Chapter
2

The
ceremony itself started rather early, so I’d never have managed to
work a shift and be on time, but by swapping rosters and juggling
shifts, I’d arranged to have the day of the awards off as well as
the day after for recovery. That allowed a luxurious lie-in with
Anton, a walk in the park and lunch in the pub, before we showered,
shaved, checked suits, shirts and shoes, and took the bus
into town. Karl, an old hand at
the Baftas thing, had booked two nights in a hotel behind Oxford
Street for himself and three of his team. Sounded extravagant but
the room slept four people if they didn’t mind sharing. His wife,
pregnant with their fourth child, was over the whole awards thing
and had elected to stay home in Bristol. She would watch the
ceremony with Karl when he arrived home the day after.

But the
room was also to allow two London-based members of Karl’s company
and us to change close to the venue. Like Anton, Karl wore a tux,
but unlike Anton, he didn’t cut a particularly dashing figure.
Portly and balding, he looked exactly what he was—a harried,
clever, family man with many responsibilities. He agreed with Anton
that my new suit was a wise choice, and spent some time admiring
the cut.

“I can’t wear
things like that,” he said with a sigh.

“Have you
tried?” I asked.

“Once. I leave
the fashion victim stuff to Anton.” Anton cuffed him lightly across
the back of his head for that. “Now, everyone. Are we ready?”

The
ladies, Raksha and Karen, glittered prettily, and we men were a
vision in sleek black and dazzling white shirts. I felt quite posh
swanning into the lobby of our hotel and waiting for the cabs. We
weren’t the only attendees staying there either, and cabs were at a
premium. Walking would have been much faster since it was just down
in Park Lane, but one did not simply walk into the Baftas, I was
informed. I didn’t care. There was already more glamour in my life
than I would see in a month of Sundays, and I was content to sit
back and watch it all unfold. Karl and Anton had already declared
they had no expectation of winning—not with a certain popular
science educator’s new series also nominated—and if Anton had the
slightest nerves over the thing, I couldn’t detect it. He’d never
been to the Baftas before either, but you’d never guess it from the
way he smiled and waved and chatted, apparently utterly relaxed and
glad to be with me and his friends.

He posed with
Karl on the red carpet, receiving a smattering of applause. When he
motioned me over to be photographed with him, the applause was
somewhat more enthusiastic, and he not only got requests for
autographs and a few wolf whistles, but one young woman in a dress
that would have made a skimpy shirt tried to grab him for a kiss.
He danced out of the grope, and I positioned myself between them
until one of the bouncers came to our rescue.

Karl
hustled us out of danger. “Well, that’s never happened to me,” he muttered in my
direction.

“He gets
a lot of fan mail, he said?”

“Oh yes.
Sarina, my PA, wants to hire a temp to deal with it. It’s good for
business but sometimes I wish he was a little less gorgeous.”

Anton,
still pink-faced with embarrassment, came abreast of us.
“He’s right here,
you two. And I’m not ‘gorgeous’.”

“Who’s the one
some pretty young thing just tried to snog?”

He wrinkled
his nose at me. “And you were worried about me behaving. Bet you’re
glad I made you get a new suit now.”

I was,
but damned if I was going to admit it. “No one even looked at me.
God, is that Daniel Craig? Anton, you didn’t say he’d be
here.”

“How
would I know? Oh and Sir David’s here after all. Over there,
talking to Bill. Karl, Nick’s a huge fan. You must introduce
him.”

“No, don’t,” I
said hastily. “I wouldn’t know what to say.”

“Simple.
‘Hello, Sir David, loved your new series.’”



“It’s a waste
of his time.”

“Viewers
pay our rent,” Karl chided. “Anyway, he’s a very nice man, even if
he doesn’t suffer fools. I’ll introduce you if I see him at the
reception. We better find our seats.”

Though
I’d already resigned myself to enduring two hours of tedium, star
spotting entertained me pretty well. Being with Anton with no
prospect of being called into work, was enjoyment enough. The
category that Karl and Anton were nominated for was announced about
an hour in. It was one of the few where I’d seen all the items
nominated, and Sir David Attenborough was the presenter, so even
without Anton, I’d have been interested to see who won. Sir David
spoke about the high standard of the nominated programmes, and the
importance of fact-based entertainment not just to children, but
also to society at large. Then he read the list and the clips were
played. The cameras flashed on Anton and Karl, but lingered
somewhat longer on the popular science educator to our left, the
hot favourite.

“And the
winner is, ‘Arctic Spring’, produced by Marber Creative
Workshop.”

Anton froze,
his head whipping around to Karl, equally shocked. “I don’t have a
speech,” Karl hissed.

Raksha nudged
him. “Doesn’t matter. You won. Go!”

I squeezed
Anton’s hand. “Go.”

He gave
me a shaky smile, and clambered past me, dragging Karl with him.
Raksha and Karen grinned at me. I might have grinned
back.

Karl
patted his forehead with a large white—thankfully
clean—handkerchief, and though it was partly for comic effect, the
poor man was still obviously struggling with profound surprise. Sir
David handed Karl the gold mask statuette and exchanged handshakes
and private words with the brothers. Then Karl came to the
microphone.

“Uh. I
know everyone claims not to expect to win, but we
really
didn’t expect this. That means
I don’t have a speech prepared, which is better news for you than
for me.” He got the expected laugh, and relaxed a little. He
thanked his staff and camera team, Anton, and finally his wife and
children, before stepping aside to let Anton speak.

I
straightened up a little. Watching Anton on the television when he
was reading a script was one thing, but this was a new challenge.
How would my overachieving boyfriend handle it?

“Considering
who we were up against, I think I should ask Karl to pinch me.”
Karl obliged, and Anton faked pain, pouting as he rubbed his arm.
“Ow. So it’s really true.” He paused for a ripple of laughter.
“This is a tremendous honour and pleasure, not just because of the
company we were in, but because Sir David is my lifelong hero, and
this is a dream I would never dare have. Thank you.”

The crowd
loved that. To the side, I saw one of the stage crew making “hurry
up” gestures at Anton. “I’d like to thank Karl and his wonderful
team, our parents for being an endless source of love and
encouragement to the two of us, and last but not least, my partner,
Nick, for being here tonight to support me, even though he hates
wearing suits.”

The
camera obligingly picked me out of the crowd, showing my frozen
smile to several thousand strangers. What on earth had possessed Anton to say
that?

Karl lifted
the award as the audience applauded, then he and Anton made their
way back to us. I let them in, still smiling manically in case the
cameras came back our way. Only when the presenter for the next
category came on stage, did I feel safe enough to look at Anton and
frown. “You sod,” I whispered.

“Yes.”
He was still grinning like a loon, so high on surprise and delight
that he couldn’t be considered in his right mind. I took his hand
and he gripped it, holding it tight until the end of the ceremony.
I decided I wouldn’t take him to task. He and Karl had worked hard
for this moment, so I’d let them enjoy it.

Karl and Anton
posed with their people and the award at the photo wall—I wasn’t
needed, fortunately. Then the fun part of the evening, as Anton
described it, could start. A dinner I could only nibble at followed
a champagne reception where I tried to look very cool and not
squeak in excitement every time I passed one of my favourite famous
faces. Karl did manage to introduce me to Sir David, who expressed
polite interest in the fact I was a police officer and Anton’s
companion, and somewhat warmer congratulations to Anton and Karl.
He did thank me for saying how much I loved his documentaries, and
didn’t look bored at what he must have heard thousands of times in
his long life. I think I managed not to look too idiotic before
Karl led us way.

The
serious hob-nobbing took place at the after-party, but by then, I
was over the whole celebrity-spotting thing, and intent on enjoying
my evening with Anton, who, it turned out, was something of a party
animal. I knew he loved music and played the guitar beautifully. I
hadn’t realised that he loved to dance too, and did that as well as
he did everything else. I struggled to keep up with him as he flung
himself about to Prodigy and Lady Ga Ga, and when I begged for
mercy, he happily swapped me for Karen. Raksha danced with Karl and
other members of the team, and me, when the music slowed a
bit.

The only
times Anton stopped was to grab something to drink. Though he
carefully paced himself, we both drank more than was wise, and
certainly more than either of us usually had. During one of these
breathless breaks, the roving photographers caught us embracing—or
rather me holding up a giggling Anton. A woman in a fiery red dress
came up as we were still blinking from the photographer’s flash,
introducing herself as a reporter. She asked if she could have my
first and last names, and what I did for a living.

“I work for
the Met,” I said, hoping that was enough.

“Oh, you’re a
policeman?”

“Yes. A
detective constable.”

She wrote that
down, smiled, and wandered off to someone more interesting. Anton
tugged my hand, demanding that I dance with him again. I followed,
since resistance was futile, and hoped that if the photos appeared,
I at least didn’t look ridiculous.

~~~~~

The cab
dropped us at Anton’s place around two in the morning. A tired and
tiddly Anton shushed me in a cutely drunken way as I dropped the
key and tripped into the door picking it up. We didn’t make it to the stairs, at least
not at first. Instead we collapsed onto his sofa where I was able
to give into my need to snog him while he was dressed to the nines.
He apparently had very similar ideas and only the fact I was a good
deal less intoxicated than him let me win in the ‘undoing the tie
and shirt buttons’ stakes. He gave up fighting me in less than a
minute, resting his head on my shoulder and letting me fondle him
without resistance.

“What a night,
eh?”

“Pretty
amazing. Still high on winning?”

“Mmmm? A
little. It was more meeting so many wonderful people, and being
with you. It was perfect.”

“How
incredibly mushy.”

He snorted.
“Yes, I know. I’m drunk, forgive me.”

I kissed him.
“Forgiven. And thank you. I had a great time. Much more than I
thought I would.”

“Even though I
made you wear a new suit.”

“Even though.
And now the whole world knows I’m a grub.”

His forehead
wrinkled in confusion. “Sorry, I think I lost reception there for a
bit. What?”

“Your speech.
Telling everyone I don’t like wearing suits.”

“But you
don’t.”

“No. But now
everyone knows.”

“Oh.
Sorry?”

I poked him.
“You’re not.”

“No, I’m not.
Do you want me to be?”

He was so
drunk. “Not really. Come on, pretty boy. Time for bed.”

I hauled him
up. “Sleepy,” he murmured, wrapping his arms around me and
leaning.

“Too
bad. I am not carrying you
up those stairs.”

By dint
of shoving and poking, I managed to push him upstairs ahead of me.
He fell on the bed, and I resigned myself to the dreadful task of
taking his clothes off. Truly a sacrifice, let me tell you.
Fortunately a naked, giggly, tiddly Anton was more than enough
reward for any hardship.

“Leave
the suit on. It’ll be like being fucked by James Bond.”

“Hardly.
Anyway I’m too tired to fuck anyone in a suit or otherwise, so
you’re out of luck.”

He grabbed my
lapels. “Make it worth your while?”

I kissed him.
“I never have sex with drunk people, Anton. Even gorgeous drunk
people. Now let me go so I can undress.”

“Meanie.”

“Whiner.”

He released
me, and I stripped, regretting my ethics. My lovely new suit went
on a pile with Anton’s tuxedo, both to be dry-cleaned. I vowed to
wear it again soon when Anton was sober as well as appreciative. I
threw myself down next to him, tugged the covers over us, and
pulled him firmly into my arms. “Stop being tempting, you
devil.”

“I’m just
lying here.”

“Exactly.”

He laughed and
snuggled closer. “I love you so much, you know.”

“I know.” I
could never bring myself to reply as I knew he wanted. To me, that
was the next step. Did I mention I was a dirty rotten coward when
it came to relationships?

“Are you angry
about what I said? At the awards?”

“No, I’m not
angry. I wanted to strangle you for about two minutes, but I’m not
angry.”

“Just
strangly.” He chuckled to himself and squirmed when I tickled him a
little.

“Silly
scientist. Why did you call me your partner? Why not
boyfriend?”

He
yawned. “Dunno. Spur of the moment. ‘Boyfriend’ sounds a bit high
school.”

“Oh. It’s just
I think of ‘partner’ for people who are living together.”

He looked up
into my eyes and I wondered just how drunk he really was, because
his dark gaze was entirely clear and piercing. “You could live here
anytime, Nick. Entirely your choice.”

“I know. You
know why not.”

“I know your
reasons. But whether you live here or not doesn’t change your
importance to my life.”

I didn’t
know how to reply. Anton had accepted me in every way that I could
ever want to be accepted. My being a vee was so not an issue with
him, neither was my job. I’d met his friends, his family—his
parents had even invited me over to celebrate Hanukkah with them,
and I’d attended their Passover Seder before Easter—and so far as I
know, no part of his life was off limits to me. I’d introduced him
to some of my friends, like Harry and Charlotte—Andy of course, and
he’d met Phil a couple of times. But I didn’t want him anywhere
near my family at holiday times, because I didn’t want their
toxicity to infect our relationship. Christmas at my parents had
been awful—Mum and I had got into a fierce row about the role of
the police, and I’d left early. I didn’t want Anton to ever see
that. I didn’t want to
see it.

I wasn’t
trying to keep Anton quarantined for my sake, only to protect him.
I didn’t have any secrets from him, but I didn’t spend my precious
time with him moaning about my job either. If we lived together,
would I feel I should? Did he think he was missing out?

“Go to
sleep,” I said, stroking his hair and trying to put the tenderness
into my tone and my touch that I couldn’t verbalise. He sighed and
rested his forehead on mine, and was out like a light in two
seconds.

Anton deserved
more and better, but he seemed happy with me. I didn’t want to give
him expectations I couldn’t meet but I couldn’t bear to lose him
either. What I wouldn’t give for his trouble-free attitude to life,
and to me.

“I love you
too,” I whispered, knowing he couldn’t hear.

I was such a
coward.


Chapter
3

We slept in,
and went across to Chelsea for brunch like the minor, hungover
celebrities we were. Or at least, Anton was. After the third call
from a reporter wanting to interview us as a couple—which got a big
thumbs down from me—Anton turned off his phone. “Fame’s wearing a
bit thin,” he said, grimacing over his orange juice.

“Bet you’re
not going to give up the television work.”

“Well,
no, but that’s education. The personal attention is an unwanted
side effect.”

“Whatever wins
viewers, Karl said.”

He made
another face. “The only person I want watching me because they
think I’m hot is you.”

“I think that
monkey is out of the cage.”

“Most likely.
Oh well.”

At that
point his food and my pot of tea arrived, and we stopped talking
about the price of being famous. With nothing active to promote,
Anton said he was looking forward to concentrating on his writing,
research, teaching—and me. I could only smile and tell him I hoped
he’d find it worth it.

His little
joke about me made it into the reports online about the ceremony,
with slightly more prominence given to it on gay news sites. He
didn’t insist on watching the whole ceremony again on TV that
night, but we did watch the bit where he and Karl accepted the
award. Anton looked wonderful—poised, handsome, funny. I looked
like someone he’d dragged along because he couldn’t find a carer. I
hit him with a cushion when he had the nerve to laugh at my
embarrassment.

“It’s not you
who’s going to work tomorrow with a dozen evil-minded police
officers.”

“How many of
them pay the slightest attention to the Baftas, Nick? I mean, I
don’t usually watch it and I’ve actually known people up for awards
the last few years.”

Good point,
but I wasn’t reassured.

With
good reason, as it happened. I arrived back at the station to find
my desk buried under football shirts, shell suits, and a donkey
jacket. As I stood surveying the mess, wondering where the fuck I
was supposed to stash all this crap, Andy popped up, took a photo
of me with one of the SOCOs’ Polaroids, and asked chirpily, “Can I
have your autograph, Mr Guthrie?”

“Piss off, you
twat.”

“Is that
any way to speak to one of your fans? Wait until I put it on
Twitter. And Facebook. They’ll love it on Facebook.”

I stomped out
to the tearoom. Cops.

My phone
rang. Harry. “Look, sunshine,” I snapped, “if you’re calling to
give me crap about the Baftas, you can fuck off.”

“What crap
about the Baftas? Oh, did you go with Anton? Not my beat, love, you
know that. Wish I’d seen it.”

“So what do
you want? I’m in no mood—”

“It’s Julie
Nelson, Nick. She passed away last night.”

I sucked in a
breath. Julie was a gay social worker who’d done a lot of work with
abused teenagers. I’d met her when she’d done some tutoring on my
degree course, and re-encountered her when I’d joined the force.
Harry knew her through me. He’d done a lot of work on disadvantaged
GLBT youth with Julie, and was fast friends with both her and her
wife, Sandy. I’d seen Julie just three weeks ago at a workshop on
bullying. “What happened?”

“Brain
haemorrhage, apparently. She died at home yesterday afternoon, but
Sandra didn’t call people until late evening. She had other things
to do, as you can imagine.”

“Yeah. Fuck.
What a bloody shame. Will you give Sandy my love when you speak to
her again? And when’s the funeral?”

“A week or so,
she said. It’s not finalised. You’ll go?”

“Of
course I’ll go.” Looked like I’d be using my new suit sooner than I
though. “Could you give me a lift?”

“Yes, of
course. How are you and Anton? Did you have fun at the Baftas?”

“We’re fine,
and yes. Look, sorry about how I answered the phone....”

“Being teased,
are we?”

I relaxed, and
even managed a grin. “You know cops.” Andy, walking in just then,
heard me and gave me the finger which I returned.

“I know
some. Courage, mon brave. I’ll call you about Julie’s funeral when I
know.”

“Thanks,
Harry.”

I hung
up and glared at Andy. “Some of us have work to do, you know, so I
expect all that shit off my desk very soon.”

“Don’t
blame me. It was Phil’s idea.”

“Like
fuck.”

“Go and ask
him.”

“Piss off.” I
got up to fetch a teabag for my mug, and poured boiling water into
it. “So what’s happening? Any movement on the Keifi case?”

~~~~~

After
all the excitement, Anton and I settled back into our usual
pattern—me working and staying at Charlotte’s on nights when I had
duty the next day, but
sleeping over at Anton’s when I didn’t. He continued with his
ridiculous workload without a complaint, always making time for me
when I showed up. How would he manage if we were living together, I
sometimes wondered. Maybe shared housework and stuff would make his
life easier, but another person in his little house would have to
be a distraction. It wasn’t something I dared bring up, in case he
thought I wanted persuading. I didn’t. Things were too good as they
were.

Julie’s
funeral was held exactly two weeks after Harry’s call. Anton
offered to come with me but as he had never met Julie, I didn’t
think he needed the hassle. I had Harry and other friends to share
the grief with. A lot of people had loved Julie, and Sandy was
equally beloved. Sandy looked dreadful. Losing your spouse at fifty
meant a lot of lonely years ahead, and even though Anton and I
weren’t married, I couldn’t help thinking about what it would mean
to lose him. Funerals did that to a person. The way Harry looked at
his boyfriend Angus during the service told me he was thinking the
same thing too.

Julie’s
family organised a wake at a church hall near the crematorium.
Musician friends of Julie and Sandy who played at the funeral, also
played at the wake, and we were encouraged to sing or dance as the
mood took us. Julie had loved to dance. Sandy led on that front,
taking Julie’s father by the hand and encouraging him to sway to
the music. It was the first time that day I’d seen either of them
smile.

I talked to a
lot of old friends that day, so it wasn’t for an hour or so that
Harry circulated in my direction. Angus was dancing with Sandy, so
I said, “Want to step out?”
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