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    In memory of Sandra, a great friend who enjoyed the first three books and will never be forgotten.
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The main characters are from North Yorkshire, so British English is used. The dialogue is realistic, which means that they occasionally swear.
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All the characters in this book are fictitious from the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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November 2009

The wild weather sounded like someone was throwing pea gravel at the windowpane every now and then. She looked out of the pitch-black window of Plymouth University’s Student Union bar as her shift was ending. In her mind, she could almost hear her mum shouting “bloody rain is coming down like stair rods.” It was the perfect expression for the deluge outside. It was a saying from back home that she had not heard anyone use in this city. 

For the first time in months, her mind went to a certain scarlet red and titanium white fishing boat back home. Four hundred miles north, her instinct told her that it would be rough water in the North Sea. A gnarly wind and swollen sea would make piloting that boat tough. The catch was always abundant the day after wild weather. Her mind’s eye played out a rare scene in which she hoped Jack Barlow, as committed as he was, would hopefully bow down to Mother Nature. Only rarely had she seen him staring out from the lounge window through the ill-fitting wooden frames rattling in the wind, look over to his son who would be sitting in a brown threadbare armchair and utter with resignation. 

‘Force nine Andrew, I think we’ll give it a miss tonight.' Before finishing off with his favourite saying that she always associated with Jack solid work ethic. 

“...and tomorrow, we go again.”

She smiled at the memory. Her emotions had been all at sea with the bittersweet confusion at how the lifelong connections to home had been lost so quickly when she had left for university just the year before. 

She looked out of the window and thoughts went back to her love of art. It was a minimal nighttime pallet of ivory black, indigo and ultramarine blue and titanium white. Already on the canvass in her mind, since childhood she had a flair of knowing just what colours to use.

She was looking forward to her lecture in the morning. It had been a quiet night, so she had managed to catch up with some of her course work when she had not been serving up food and drinks, clearing tables or collecting glasses. 

Porky had produced the food from the bijou kitchen. He had been a catering student at the university and ended up staying there to work. Not that his skills were challenged. He had produced four burgers, two cheeseburgers, one chicken wrap and a bowl of chips. There had only been a group of eight lads in and they had left half an hour earlier. Not exactly a rowdy bunch compared to nights when there was a quiz, karaoke or a live gig that kept them on their toes. The group had enjoyed several rounds of shots followed by games of pool and darts. She knew them all only as regular visitors to the bar, but none were on her courses. She thought a couple of them were on catering courses. A couple of them had tried to get a date with her before lads had tried getting her to join them at their game of pool. She was used to the attention. The curse of being pretty her mum used to cry in mock protest, but she accepted that it went with the territory working in the bar. She could handle the banter, and she knew from earlier incidents that Porky had her back if ever someone got too intense. Just the previous night he had stepped up when she had told two lads to leave to light up some weed in the middle of the bar. They had tried to push their luck hoping she would back down. She had not and Porky had been at her side as soon as he heard the commotion. They had sent the unfamiliar faces out before anything had gotten worse for the rest of the students enjoying the night.

She had crammed her scuffed laptop into her already bursting rucksack that held her sketchbooks, pencils, her phone and notepads of all her course work. She looked out of the window into the cold blackness. The orange glow from the streetlight outside was like mixing cadmium yellow and vermilion red together. The light emphasized the rain lashing down and then bouncing back up off the ground. The rain was hitting the window with force from the random snarly gusting wind. She zipped her coat up and pulled her hood up then turned towards the kitchen and shouted.

‘Right then Porky I’m off. I’ll see ya tomorrow night!’

He slowly poked his head around the doorway with his red and white ‘Saints’ beanie hat that he never took off.

‘Hey Tyke, was that the Black-Eyed Peas you were just whistling?’

‘Yay!’ She clapped. It was their game. She would always whistle songs, and he tried to guess them. ‘Well done, I knew you’d get it sooner or later.’ She laughed

He smiled at her then as his eyes went to the window he winced.

‘It’s raining cats and dogs out there. I’ll be locking up in a few minutes. Are you sure I can’t give you a lift home Tyke?’ She ended up with the name because she was the only person he knew there from Yorkshire. They had heard it starting a couple of hours earlier on the flat roof of the bar, but it sounded ten times worse now. Her black parka went down to her knees, and she was glad for her Dr. Marten boots.

‘Nah I’m good thanks, I’m only a few streets away. I can run it in less than 5 minutes.’ She winked ‘It’s only a bit of water.’ She made a point of pronouncing it ‘watter’ because it always made him chuckle with her accent.

He wiped his hands, shook his head and smiled ‘Oh yeah I keep forgetting you’re a rock-hard northerner.’ 

‘Damn right and dead proud of it.’ She laughed again.

‘Someone’s got to be I suppose.' He shook his head and mumbled back at her in his droll manner 

‘I reckon I’m t’only one down here.’

He came back out of the kitchen untied his apron and sighed in despair knowing he would not change her mind

‘Okay then, I’ll let you get soaked...’ he looked out of the window once more as he dried his hands on a tea towel ‘but please go careful won’t you. I’m serious.’  

She was not the kind to be afraid by the attacks on students near campus in recent weeks.  ‘Don’t worry about me Porky I’ll be right and thanks for the extra shift.’ She appreciated the cash and gave him a quick high five that had become their customary thing after each shift together. With that, she stepped outside. The wind caught the door causing it to slam hard behind her. She pulled her hood up tight and strode out into the rain as it bounced hard off the pavement. 

It was difficult hearing with fabric of the hood brushing against her ears. The sound of the rain hitting the floor sending rivers of water gushing along the gutters and pouring into the grates. The wind buffeted around her ears and whipped the branches around on the nearby trees. She had not even heard the person on the other side of the road, but she felt the force from a rugby tackle into her side. It slammed her into the brick wall of a garden to her left. After that, it had been a chaotic scramble of shouting, screams, adrenalin, shock, then different levels of searing pain coursing all around her body. She was aware there were two of them. She tried her hardest to fend them off. She sensed it had been going on for a long time before she saw some headlights turned into the top end of the street. Pearlescent white flashed in her mind of the car despite everything. She had been so confused at how quickly and yet how long it felt she was fighting and losing. That approaching taxi had been enough to end the violence as her attackers disappeared into the anonymity of mars black.

She had barely heard the metallic clink of a knife on the pavement, as she lay there dazed and hurt. The only sensation was of icy cold water on her skin as rain-filled puddles soaked through her clothes. Her memories were sporadic after that. A man getting out of the car shouting something and looking at her with alarm. She remembered the frantic sensation of struggling to breathe and being unable to talk. The cobalt blue and cadmium orange flashing lights of the police and ambulance that hurt her eyes and which she had attributed to the blinding headaches. She recalled the bright white light over her bed as she laid in the hospital with excruciating pain down one side and being aware that her whole mouth felt agonizingly painful.

The reflection in the mirror of her distorted face, mouth and body over weeks had been an ever-changing ugly mishmash of swellings. For weeks her skin was like an evolving unpretty rainbow, as if she had spilled water on a palette of raw sienna, perylene maroon, burnt umber, lamp black, Prussian blue and deep red. 

She had not considered that negative incident would alter her life, but it did.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


9th April 2022  23.52pm

Sally Lavelle drove her arms and pumped her legs hard as she raced up the dark narrow alleyway of steep stone steps as if she was on a hard training session. For her though the run had been easy, in less than three minutes she had put good distance between herself and the harbour. She was now in the main town, already sixty meters higher and heading home. She took the last of the steps then stopped to look down at the harbour from her new vantage point. Her sense of euphoria at seeing the wildly flickering orange flames in the black night flickering wildly from the yacht ablaze was quickly curtailed. The fire she had caused was not exactly raging on Big Fish as much as she had wanted. 

Then she heard the distant sirens and less than 30 seconds later blue flashing lights already closing in on the flickering orange. Anger and disappointment were her first emotions that she appeared to have not wrecked his yacht. For years she had secretly dreaded the day her only son would leave for university. Her husband had left when Josh had been only three years old. The past fifteen years she had raised him alone. Any spare time beyond parenting had been dedicated to starting up Trailblazers, her ultra-running group. The club had been her sanctuary for many years as a focus and distraction. She made it a local success, which earned her a credible reputation among the wider running community. Empty nest syndrome was in full effect when Walter Johnson had contacted her for advice. Sally had been flattered that Saltby’s biggest businessman had sought her out. He had explained how he wanted to turn Ripsea Hotel into a luxury retreat with a spa, sauna, and gym. She had agreed to help without hesitation. It had not taken more than a couple of meetings before their affair began. They spent more time together, often away from Saltby and his grand plans for the hotel were forgotten during their secret rendezvous. 

Within weeks, she passed the hotel and saw Walter leaving with Debbie Fisher. Debbie had her own business as personal fitness trainer. She had a little van that she drove around town with giant photographs of herself on the side. The pandemic had played into Debbie’s hand because as soon as lockdown ended, she resumed outdoors, posting pictures on social media of herself and clients on Saltby beach. It soon attracted attention, people stood around watching and the rumour was she was having to turn clients away. Sally soon realized she was not the only ‘fit’ woman he was getting ideas from for the proposed hotel upgrade.  She had felt such a fool but also a hypocrite, fully aware she had behaved in just the same way as Debbie. In the full knowledge he was married and would have caused his current wife the same humiliation and emotional hurt she was feeling. 

Sally was a woman scorned but had acted on impulse. When she had seen the gang of young lads lighting the fireworks off the harbour wall towards the nesting birds, she had confiscated them. The irony was not lost on her that when she caught sight of Walter Johnson’s yacht just a stone’s throw away, she had deployed the remaining fireworks in a more damaging way than the nuisance kids. 

She was all at sea as to exactly why she had just committed her first ever crime as a highly respectable fortysomething. Sally went home to an empty house where nobody was waiting for her.
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11th May 2022  07.13am

DCI Mark Taylor was thoroughly enjoying the early morning commute. His passion and interest in driving had increased throughout his life and career. He was heading to work in the long overdue brand-new fleet car.  As he drove, he listened to another episode of the podcast he had become fascinated with. His younger colleague and friend Sean Duggleby had taken great delight in setting up the car’s audio system for him. As a joke Sean had set the ‘Old School Rules’ podcast up as Mark’s favourite. It was just another age-related jest that much of their banter seemed to be based on in recent years. Despite not always agreeing with the often-combative tone of the host, Mark discovered he enjoyed the podcasts short snappy episodes. There was also something about the host’s voice that triggered a reaction deep within Mark’s brain that niggled him. 

He was about to select an episode when the screen flashed up an incoming call. The podcast would have to wait because the big screen within the dash informed him that his Sergeant was calling. He hit the green button on the steering wheel.

‘Ey up Sean. How’s it going?’

‘Alright boss, are you driving?’

‘Yeah, I’m just on my way in, about to listen to ‘Old School Rules’ episode, if you must know.'

Sean laughed ‘He’s a bloody nutter whoever he is. I knew you’d like it! Hey, at least that means you haven’t mucked up audio system yet then.’

‘Haha not yet mate, I’m not sure any car needs more speakers than it has wheels.’

Mark heard a deep sigh of despair because Sean loved nothing more than a perfectly set up sound system.

‘Anyway boss, just wanted to bring you up to date on appeal we relaunched last night on social media this time.’

Mark hesitated as he tried to think, and he checked his mirrors ‘Remind me which one?’

‘Witnesses for that boat fire down at marina last month.'

‘Oh, aye gotcha...and?’

‘An uber driver from Darlington has emailed dashcam footage from that night. He hadn’t seen any earlier appeals l the one yesterday. Anyway, on the night of the fire he had a job picking up a couple from Jolly Sailor at near midnight and clip shows someone running away from marina at same time fire had just started. Clip is time and date stamped too.’

‘Is the footage good?’

‘No. It’s dark and there’s only about twenty seconds.’

‘Can we get it enhanced?’

‘Worth a shot. I’ll send it on to IT.’

‘It still might have just been an accidental firework but if it isn’t, we need to explore it. Of all the boats in Saltby why Walter Johnson’s? The most expensive yacht in town.’

‘Cos no one likes him?’ Sean sniggered.

‘Well yes maybe. If someone thought he was onboard at the time though, it could be viewed as attempted murder. Might be him involved pulling an insurance claim. I don't know really Sean it could be any number of things. Wasn’t it the same night that crap band you went to see set a load of fireworks off after their encore?’ 

‘Ha. Crap band! Give me them over your podcaster any day.' They both started to laugh then Sean carried on ‘Not my fault your tone-deaf boss. But yeah, it was that same night, but boat got hit well over an hour later.' 

‘It's possible someone found a firework that hadn’t been lit, picked it up, just bloody mischief. I want us to keep an open mind, Sean.’

‘I heard he hasn’t been seen around much since.’

‘Who?’

‘Johnson, maybe he knows more than he’s let on in his statement.’

‘I’m on my way into you now so we’ll have a look together at the video or image. Might need to pay Johnson a visit to give him an update to show him the case is getting our attention.’

‘And see how other half live!’

Mark laughed again as Sean carried on ‘Okay boss I’ll let you get back to listening to your grumpy old git and see you when you get here. Don’t crash that new motor.’

Mark shook his head as he disconnected the call. 
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07.21am

The woman was strikingly beautiful woman. A rare combination of brown eyes and long strawberry blonde hair. She was leaning on the brushed steel handrails glinting on top of the toughened glass balustrades that wrap around all four sides of the deluxe penthouse apartment. She is looking down on the modern marina. 

A model figure, high cheekbones and a flashing a perfect smile. The shorts and sun top highlight her athletic body and perfect tan. She lifts a toned arm and run her fingers through her long blonde tresses that looks like a top stylist has been creating magic. Her hand stops deep in her hair holding still just above her right ear as she holds a pose for the invisible photographer. 

To the impartial watcher, it could be a scene created for a fashion shoot portraying the epitome of cool success for a high-end glossy magazine. The interpretation from ordinary townsfolk is more as an act of aloofness. Looking down at the minions beneath her. Both assumptions were nothing like the reality. She was physically there but she was also an unwilling time traveler.
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07.24am

Relocating to Saltby had been great for Mark in the last decade or so. He had transferred away from the Met during the autumn of his police career after his divorce. The town had a different pace to London. Mark knew he would be happy living in this slightly faded past-its-best northern town. At his stage in life, he acknowledged he too was a little more faded and it suited him. He would never again yearn for a city in the ambitious way he had enjoyed in his early career and younger years.

Policing his patch of North Yorkshire covered urban towns, rural villages, tiny hamlets, and isolated farms. On any given day, his team could deal with tractor and trailer theft, gun licenses, livestock theft and quad bike robberies. A recent spate of gun thefts from farms was still an ongoing investigation that concerned him.  There were also the usual inner-city problems like any other town. Saltby’s other distinctive aspect was the unpredictability brought about by the thousands of transient people. The summer influx particularly swelled visitors. Boats came to moor up in the marina, the clifftop caravan and camping parks opened each Spring until late Autumn. Not to mention the towns many B&B’s and hotels that offered accommodation all year round. People could stay from a day to months at a time. 

As he negotiated a sharp bend the car’s handling impressed him. He reached up to pull the sun visor down to shield his eyes from the bright sun. Despite it being early, the sun was already powerful. The weather had been unusually hot for weeks and the forecasters were predicting a spectacular summer of scorching temperatures. He drove along the first sweeping bay where a handful of surfers looked to be catching a few early morning waves. Mark liked this time when it was mostly predictable. It was early morning runners, dog walkers, council cleaners, and window cleaners refreshing business frontages before the next influx of day-trippers arrived. He loved the calm but also the sense of anticipation for what the day might bring. He touched his brakes and laughed to himself as ahead of him he spotted the woman chaotically getting tangled up with 8 dogs on leads all wrapping around her. Sean had nicknamed her ‘Mrs. Maypole.'

A motorbike pulled alongside then they both moved off smoothly once the dogs were on the pavement. Mark understood he was approaching the winter of his police career but was not relishing the prospect of retirement. He was convinced he still had a lot to offer and intended to extend his career if the force would have him. At the beginning of the pandemic and on a whim due to uncertainty, he had won an eBay auction for a 1970’s motorbike, the same model he had once owned as a teenager. It was his idea to have something parked in the garage to give him a focus to help him ease into retirement. Unfortunately, when the bike got delivered, he discovered there was a lot more to do than just some serious polishing to restore it to its former glory. It had sat in the garage ever since. As far as he was concerned, it could wait under the sheet until he had nothing better to do. Only then would he find the time reliving his youth. He thought about Poppy Dawson. She was a registered ‘appropriate adult’ who would voluntarily give up some time to sit in with unaccompanied youngsters if the police called her. Her business though was as a custom bike builder. He was aware she had the welding skills he needed to get the rebuild project started. Her enthusiasm for working on bikes would give him the push to take the cover off. 

Mark slowed down again behind a recycling truck collecting from the Marina apartments. The marina was finished a decade earlier; Mark always thought it added cool modernity to the town. It was around a hundred meters away from the old harbour but a million miles away in appearance and investment. He glanced over as his eye caught a movement on the top balcony. Despite the early hour, he presumed Walter Johnson, or his wife, was already making the most of the early sun. The road was dry, the sun was already high, he checked his mirrors, overtook the car in front for the remaining drive to work and tapped the icon on the big touch screen and tapped the podcasts familiar thumbnail and scrolled to an episode he had not listened to before entitled ‘Hands Free’ and tapped to play.

Welcome to ‘Old School Rules.' 

Sponsored by the UK’s No 1 Collagen supplement, for those of you with thin skin.

Mark smiled to himself at the clever twist the advertiser had used.

This time I’m talking Hands-free kits in cars. Legal yes, but let’s be honest, they are not exactly hands-free are they. 

Can we just take a moment to think about drunk or drug drivers and what brings them to our attention? Apart from a crash. It is poor road positioning as they drift left and right. Slow at reacting to traffic lights or traffic situations. Suddenly changing lanes. Randomly speed up and slow down for no reason. Any of these things cause accidents. Nowadays these examples of driving are continually happening and its almost guaranteed the drivers are under the influence of a phone more than a substance of some description. Some drivers even have two or three devices surrounding them which they prominently give priority too, directly in their line of sight on windscreens and dashboard. Potentially preventing them from seeing a small child in the road. Sometimes these drivers save one hand for driving but what good is it if both eyes are watching the phone instead of the road ahead? 

I don’t see the suction thing stuck to a windscreen or dash as all that much safer. Smartphones offer far more than just a satnav as a driver aid. Now drivers’ eyes and hands are still all over the screen opening emails, replying to emails even, ordering takeaways, swiping for a date, or to set the destination on the satnav. I see them using the camera to take a Facetime calls, upload something to TikTok or Instagram. They are even Googling stuff as they sit in their half ton metal box travelling at fifty feet per second. I have even seen a driver watching the previous evenings EastEnders on the BBC app on it. Are any of those things worth ending a life and a prison sentence?

It is twenty years since handheld phoning was made illegal and yet it is just as rife as ever. The hands-free kits do nothing to stop drivers from being distracted and certainly do not make drivers concentrate more on the road.

After the opening minute came an advert promoting a well-known branded cream to help ease aches and pains for over 50’s. Mark took the time to acknowledge his agreement to what he had just listened to. He had attended far too many RTA’s where phones were a contributing factor to deaths and life changing injuries. The advert finished and the speaker resumed his monologue.

I regularly see drivers grabbing the thing, turning it left and right, tilting the angle up and down and even swiveling it from portrait to landscape. I have lost count of the times
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