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To my family, you always have my back and you keep me strong even when the Black Dog bites xxx




Prologue

December 1993

Layla sat at the dressing table applying a coat of red lip gloss. The light from the unshaded bulb exposed the room’s shabbiness. She paused, looking at the reflection of her two children in the mirror. They were leaning against the wall, a duvet wrapped around their shoulders at the top of the grubby single mattress that lay on the floor. An episode of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles was playing on the crappy telly that she’d positioned on an upturned box at the end of their bed. Her oldest was speaking. ‘I’ll be Raphael; you can be Donatello.’

‘You’re always Raphael. I want to be Raphael.’

‘But Donatello’s the clever one. Don’t you want to be the clever one?’

Head to one side, Layla’s youngest acquiesced. ‘Okay. But you got to call me Donatello or Don all night and I’ll call you Raph.’

Layla smiled. They were so cute, so beautiful it made her heart bleed. Their skinny arms holding the duvet under their chins, their too-small Ninja pyjamas riding up their little bellies, their eyes flitting across the screen, enraptured by the antics of the Turtles, made her sad. Why should they be content with so little?

She looked round the room, hating it. The grubby wallpaper peeled from the walls and the threadbare carpet offered no warmth to their feet in the frozen winter. The single-glazed window rattled and let in a force-ten gale when the wind was high. It was a dive and she was ashamed of the life she’d brought her babies into. Next to the children, a single bed was positioned underneath a window, which was shrouded in a scrappy curtain. She’d left the drape open a few inches to allow the amber glow of the streetlamp to illuminate the room when she was gone. Positioned near the mattress was another upturned box with a plate of sandwiches and two yogurts on top.

She placed her lip gloss back on the dresser and started applying cheap make-up to cover her bruises. When she was ready for work, she jumped to her feet and walked over to the mattress, grabbing her little turtles, tickling them mercilessly for a few minutes until he yelled up the stairs. ‘Shut the brats up, or I’ll come up there and do it myself, Layla.’

All three of them froze. She forced herself to smile as she leaned over and kissed them before pulling them close to her chest. I hate him, I hate him so much and I hate that bloody name – Layla. Why did I allow him to call me that? It’s just another way for him to scrape away my identity.

Who was she kidding though? She had no choice in anything. Her cheek rested on her eldest’s shaved scalp, the barely growing bristles scraping her skin. Her lips thinned and she closed her eyes tightly to stop her tears from falling When the kids had come home from school the other day with a letter warning parents to be vigilant about head lice, he’d grabbed them and, ignoring their protests, had shaved all their hair off, saying, ‘This will stop the brats catching nits.’

She ran her hands over their heads and whispered, ‘It’ll grow back soon.’

‘We hate him, Mummy. Why is he so nasty to us? We try to be good.’

A voice came roaring up the stairs again. ‘Get an effing move on – you’ve got money to earn.’

She inhaled and counted to three. One day she’d get away from this. One day the three of them would escape … one day. But, for now, she had to get a wriggle on. Cupping her oldest child’s face in her hands for a moment, before repeating the gesture with her younger child, she smiled. ‘Now, you know what to do. No noise, only the little light and don’t go near the window.’

They smiled up at her, their eyes filled with a love she didn’t deserve. ‘Don’t worry, Mummy. We won’t make a noise. No one will know we’re home alone. We’ll be good.’

She nodded once. ‘Don’t forget the bucket if you need to wee wee.’ From her pocket she took out a key and placed it beside their food. ‘Remember, don’t open the door for anyone except me, unless …’

Two small mouths opened and chanted in synchronicity: ‘… There’s a ’mergency.’

‘That’s right.’ She grinned and handed them a packet of Rolos. She rose. ‘Don’t forget to share.’ Walking to the door, she flicked the main light switch off, leaving the room in a dull glow. ‘Love you!’

As footsteps thundered up the steps, she slipped out of the room, locked the door and sneaked her key into her pocket before moving over to meet the grunting man who had now reached the top of the stairs. ‘Thank God you’re ready. Hope them brats are sorted.’

She nodded, avoiding his gaze. One of these days she’d kill him! No matter how long she had to wait, she’d kill him!

*

The children looked at the door after their mother left, Donatello’s lips trembling. ‘Why does she have to go? Why does he always make her go? He knows she doesn’t like it, Raph.’

By the time the Ninja Turtles’ episode had finished, the room had become colder. The creaking central heating had long since clicked off and the old radiators were making cooling-down sounds. Snow fell outside, illuminated by the orange streetlight. ‘It’s snowing. Shall we climb onto Mummy’s bed to watch the snow?’ Donatello’s tone was hopeful. If they moved onto the big bed, the draught from the door wouldn’t hit them and they’d be able to peek out the window. If they switched off the small lamp, no one would spot them.

Raphael grinned, and in a good imitation of the Teenage Turtle’s New York accent said, ‘All right, Don, but you’ll have to invent a screen so no one can see us from outside.’

They peered through a gap in the curtains, enjoying watching the layer of snow build on the pavements and on the few cars that were parked in their street. Car lights driving up the road made the snow glisten, but as the snow got heavier, fewer cars chanced the shortcut offered by their street, which was on a steep slope. Only a few well-wrapped-up figures braved the weather and the pretend Ninjas watched as their footprints disappeared under the snow.

‘Do you think Mummy’s cold?’

Raphael didn’t know exactly what Mummy did when she went out to work, though one of the lads at school had said their mummy was a slut. Not quite sure what a slut was, Raphael, in true Raphael Ninja style had punched the kid on the nose and had earned a beating from him afterwards for drawing attention to them. Mummy was probably cold, but there was nothing they could do. To distract Donatello, Raphael held out a fisted hand, then grinning, opened it up. ‘I love you enough to give you my last Rolo, Don.’

Cuddling together, they continued to watch the snow until a figure walking up the hill drew their attention as it weaved from side to side, slipping a few times in the slush and getting back to its feet again. As it got closer, Raphael saw that the person carried a bottle, which surprisingly hadn’t broken despite its owner’s frequent falls. ‘Who’s that, Raph? Do you think he’s drunk?’

Raph did indeed think the figure was drunk, and noting worry in Don’s voice said, ‘Don’t worry. Nobody can get in here. Remember we’ve got the key. And you activated the magic screen didn’t you?’

Don, nose pressed to the cool glass, shuddered. ‘Is it him, Raph? Is it him?’

Raph knew exactly who “him” was, but as the figure drew closer, Raph relaxed. ‘No, it’s too skinny to be him.’

The figure tottered closer to their house and then stood in the middle of the road waving the bottle in the air. ‘Come out, you fucking pervert. Where are you? You’re a dirty fucking old perv. A nonce and a pimp, that’s what you are.’

The hood that was obscuring the man’s face fell back, but they didn’t need to see his face to recognise him.

‘It’s Dexy.’ Don’s tone was a weak gasp. ‘What’s wrong with Dexy?’

Raphael shrugged. Who knew, but whatever it was, it was bad. Without warning, Dexy made a staggering run towards the pavement in front of their house, arm raised as he propelled the bottle through the air and against their living-room window. The sound of glass shattering was loud. Dexy had fallen to the wet ground and was now trying to get on his knees, when Raphael noticed the door from the house opposite open and a man, pulling on a coat as he ran to help Dexy to his feet.

‘What you doing here, Dexy? You’ll get yourself in trouble. You can’t go about smashing windows. You can see nobody’s home. Look, the house is in darkness. Come on. Come in here with me and we’ll get you dry.’

But as other doors opened, Dexy’s voice rose in volume, and flinging a mis-aimed fist at his would-be helper, he ended up on the ground again. ‘You’re a pervert too. You dirty old git. I know what you did to me … and to my mates too.’ Dexy half turned towards his initial target, now with a broken window. ‘And he fucking organised it. You sick bastards need locking up. Every one of you.’

The erstwhile helper stood statue still, then glancing round at the other neighbours who had gathered and were watching him in silence, stammered, ‘He’s lying. The lad’s drunk. Talking nonsense.’

Sirens in the distance seemed to bring him to his senses and he took a step away from Dexy and, as if afraid to turn his back on him, walked backwards till he reached his gate, before spinning round and hotfooting it into the house and slamming the door shut. Within seconds, his house too was in darkness and the other neighbours were sidling back into their homes, leaving Dexy on the road as a police car drove down the street and parked up.

Dropping the curtain into place, Raphael and Don crawled up to the top of their mum’s bed. Pulling the duvet over their heads, they tried to block out the shouts from Dexy and the hammering of fists on their front door. If anyone found out they were home alone, they’d be taken from Mummy. Hands over their ears, they muffled their sobs underneath the duvet, wishing their mummy would soon come home.




Present Day

August




Chapter 1

With a pint of real ale in front of me, I wait in The Sparrow till night falls. I keep my head down; don’t make eye contact with nobody. Just another bloke having a quiet drink on his own. There must have been a Bradford City home football match as some of the other punters are wearing the amber and claret scarves. By the sound of their laughter they must have won. I don’t betray my disbelief, but bloody hell, Bradford F.C. winning. Must have been a right duff team they were up against.

I cup my pint in my hand, savouring it, and I think about why I’m here. It’s all for her. It’s always been all for her. For as long as I can remember all I’ve ever wanted to do was protect her – look out for her – even if she doesn’t realise it. She’s too good for that bastard, but she just doesn’t seem to get it, so all I can do is sit on the side-lines and make sure she’s okay. He’d never think of doing anything like this to protect her – never! Too bloody soft. Too selfish to make sacrifices or too stupid to realise that he needs to. I take a slurp and enjoy the malty flavour as it trickles down my throat. Usually I’d be off partaking in my little hobby. But that got hit on the head. Another reason I hate that bastard. Another reason she needs looking after. Never mind, I’ll sort out Peggy Dyson and make sure the shit doesn’t hit the fan.

The manager calls last orders and I watch as the city centre pubs throw out their last rowdy occupants and leave the streets of Bradford to the young clubbers, those intent on criminal activity, and the rough sleepers currently congregating under the arches near the Forster Square train station.

During the day, I’d sidled past, trying to spot Peggy … although there were plenty to choose from, I wasn’t one hundred per cent sure if she was one of the motley bunch of homeless people that laid their heads down in this little pocket of misery hidden from the mainstream Bradfordians. It would make my job easier if the old bint had OD’d – but knowing my luck she’d still be hanging around … It doesn’t matter either way; I’ve geared myself up for it now.

Pulling my hooded top more tightly round my head, I’m glad of the cooling breeze that accompanies the fall of darkness. It’s important that I get this right – even more so now that Liam is causing trouble, stirring up shit, and that good-for-nothing tosser just sits and waits for it all to land. Idiot! Peering into the tunnel, I exhale and contemplate the problem. I could just yell out her name and hope for the best. On the other hand, last thing I want is any of the blokes to come forward and challenge my presence. Some of them look harmless enough, but there’s a crowd in the far corner who look like they’d be up for trouble – probably coked up.

I’m not certain how Peggy’d found us, but I reckon that loser Liam had more than a little to do with it. Stirring things up, causing problems that were nothing to do with him. When the scratty note arrived, written in the clumsy hand of a child, I panicked. Peggy couldn’t have reared her ugly head at a worse time and now she has to be dealt with – just like anyone else who poses a threat. It isn’t ideal, but it’s the only way. I’m not a killer – just protecting myself. No sin in that. Anybody would do the same – well anybody except him – especially with so much at stake.

Any other time, I’d be all over the skinny young girls, bundled into layers of clothes that still don’t conceal their emaciated frames. Ripe for the plucking and probably still in their teens – just the right age for my tastes. Ignoring them, I focus on the four older women who seem to be in the right age range for the woman I’m looking for. Sixties, weather-beaten skin, lined with creases that could be filth or wrinkles – I’m not sure. I’d seen them earlier in the day. Followed each of them in turn as they begged for money in City Park, one eye always out ready to dodge the occasional police officer who strolled through the park. Most people gave them a wide berth, faces scrunched up in distaste; some were openly hostile and shouted verbal abuse, which the women shrugged off; a few even punched or shoved them; while some gave them a handful of coins or a sandwich that was scoffed down in almost one gulp. It was a sorry life for them.

What I planned for the target is actually a blessing – an end to her debasement, an end to this non-life that she’d sunk to. I owe her nothing. She’s a parasite and if she gets her claws into me, she’ll end up destroying the only good thing she could claim responsibility for – and I’m not about to let that happen. No bloody way!

It’s midnight, and I still haven’t managed to identify which, if any, of the women is Peggy Dyson. My nerves are frayed, but my resolve strong. I have to do this tonight. Can’t come back another day. I’ve already taken a huge risk being here for so long. Anyone could notice me; take note of my interest in the inhabitants of the arches. No, to minimise any fallout landing on us, I have to do it tonight.

A skinny youth, backed up by a couple of equally skinny lads, arrives and struts towards the homeless and stands expectantly. His designer clothes set him apart from the inhumanity that lives rough under the arches. Even from the shadows on the periphery of the area, I can sense the change in the atmosphere. An eerie silence falls. Some of the rough sleepers, already huddled into their chosen makeshift beds for the night, hunker deeper beneath their layers, their eyes closed, their bodies still. The group of loudmouths settle down, watching with wary eyes as the skinny lout grins round at them. Then one of the women I’ve been watching drops her coat to the floor and sidles up to the lad, her non-existent hips gyrating in macabre enticement, her dress riding up her backside as she stumbles her drunken way over to the three boys. Her face is fashioned into what she presumably thinks is a sultry siren look; her greasy hair falls in rats’ tails to her shoulders. Embarrassed by her actions, I want to look away, but find my glance skewered on the scene.

‘Asif baby, looking for some fun, are you?’ Her voice, high and reedy, splinters the atmosphere. She reaches out a skinny arm with track scabs clearly visible and makes to grip the ringleader’s arm.

He steps back, watching her miscalculate her balance and stumble onto the floor. ‘Aw, fuck off, Peggy. You’re old enough to be my grandma – no my fucking great-grandma. I’ve told you before to keep your minging hands off me.’

‘Aw, Asif.’ Her voice wobbles with tears. ‘A lady’s got to make a living somehow. You know I’m cheap and give good service.’

He sniggers and aims a kick to the prone woman’s belly, eliciting a yelp. Lying there, her hair falling in front of her face, her entire body trembles. Asif looks at her, then round at the crowd who stand watching the scenario play out. He turns to one of his boys. ‘Give her a bag – not the pure stuff though.’

As the lout strides over to the group of loudmouths, his lieutenant tosses a bag at Peggy’s feet. After scrabbling for it, she jumps to her feet, scurries back to retrieve her coat, and limps away with a satisfied grin on her lips into the shadows.

Now I’ve got my target confirmed, it’s only a matter of waiting till the drug dealers finish conducting their business and leave. That’s when I’ll strike. Not for the first time, I slide my hand into my pocket and touch the tool concealed there. Through the moonlit shadows I study my target. Watching as she snorts her load. Watching her body relax. Watching her sink back into oblivion. What a life. I’m about to do her the biggest favour ever. For once, she won’t waken to continue her senseless existence.

A half-hour later, the skinny lout’s business complete, the area settles down bar the few hacking coughs and snores that break the silence. I creep through the huddled bundles of inhumanity, none of whom so much as twitch as I pass. When I reach Peggy, her coat is huddled round her, head flung back. Her open mouth reveals blackened teeth stumps and her chest, rising and falling, is the only indication she’s alive. Disgust floods me – not at what I’m about to do, but at what Peggy Dyson has become. Taking the tool from my pocket, I take a quick glance around to double-check nobody is watching.

Now the time is here, my heart speeds up, but I’m not scared. I’m excited and maybe after I’m done I will just visit one of those mangy girls. Coast clear, I allow my disgust and anger to drive the tool repeatedly into her body. I had expected her to scream – was prepared for it, but the only sound she makes is a quiet whoosh as the first hit penetrates her heart and begins to drain her life’s blood.

Job done, I retreat the way I entered, a shadow dressed in black.




Chapter 2

The drizzle made the crime scene more sordid somehow. Dingy and dark, with shadows hovering just outside the lit crime scene area, it had the appearance of an apocalyptic world – a lawless one. The very thought of that made DS Nikki Parekh shudder. Apart from that, the rain seemed to stir up a variety of eye-watering stenches, the origins of which were best left to the imagination. As Nikki looked at the blood-soaked body lying in a forlorn heap on the floor, an unexpected tear came to her eyes. She blinked it away and sniffed, heart heavy as the corpse was zipped into a body bag and transported away.

Her partner DC Sajid Malik placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘You okay, Nik?’

Nikki’s shrug was less than convincing. She knew this woman – Peggy Dyson. Dyson had been a friend of her mother’s from years ago and periodically she’d shown up at Trafalgar House, arrested for some misdemeanour or other. The woman hadn’t stood a chance in Bradford’s underworld. Getting older limited her options on how to make money, and no doubt she’d been stabbed by someone she was indebted to, or maybe even someone higher on drugs than Peggy herself had been – who knew?

Still, no matter how slim the chances were of finding the perpetrator, Nikki had to try. For all her lifestyle was dire, Dyson was always cheerful, always funny and surprisingly loyal to Nikki’s mum. Despite the fact that Lalita had escaped this world whilst Peggy had sunk deeper and deeper into it, Peggy had been pleased for her friend. It seemed to give her hope that perhaps one day she could escape too. Now, that hope had been snuffed out and Nikki didn’t know how she was going to tell her mum. No doubt she’d admonish herself for not doing enough for her one-time friend. That wasn’t true. Lalita Parekh had tried everything she could to help Peggy, but Peggy had lost too much, fallen too far and become too reliant on her various fixes to respond to Lalita’s overtures.

Nikki looked round at the huddle of people watching the proceedings. She’d set up a team of uniformed officers to get statements from them, but the feedback had been that everyone in the area had become selectively mute and deaf. CCTV might throw up something, but Nikki wasn’t optimistic. Under the arches here was a safe haven for dealers, pimps and prostitutes to ply their trades and little was recorded.

Walking back towards the car with Saj, Nikki was aware that no matter how hard she worked this case and no matter how many of Peggy’s acquaintances she approached, she’d get no further. As for the official channels – a worn-out junkie wasn’t on anyone’s priority list.

*

‘What can you tell us, Langley?’ Nikki had thought that Peggy Dyson couldn’t look any more forlorn, but here, lying naked and skinny on Langley Campbell’s slab in the mortuary, she did just that.

Langley had finished his post-mortem and now, looking down at Peggy’s emaciated frame, he shrugged. ‘Not a lot to tell you, Nik. Malnourished, addicted, her tox screen was off the scale – but that was to be expected. The wounds speak of a frenzied attack.’ He shrugged again and met Nikki’s eye. ‘But that’s hardly unexpected – it could be drug-fuelled, it could just be frustration or anger – who knows. These sorts of attacks on the homeless and drug-addicted turn up too often for my liking.’

Sajid’s ultra-professional stance – the one he always took around his boyfriend Langley when interacting in a professional capacity – made Nikki smile. Who does he think he’s kidding?

‘Any useful forensics?’ Sajid’s tone was hopeful rather than expectant.

Langley’s snort told them all they needed to know. ‘She was a hive of forensic clues – semen on all her garments as well as traces of rat, canine and human faeces, urine, cocktails of drugs and more. The only thing I can conclusively link to the attack or the attacker is some paint scraps that were in the wound. I’ve sent them off for analysis.’ Feeling that they were getting nowhere very fast, Nikki and Sajid took their leave.




Chapter 3

Nikki waited till dark before heading back down to the Forster Square arches. She had told Saj to dress down and was now looking on in amusement at her partner’s idea of dressing down – Armani jeans and a Gucci leather jacket were not, in her humble opinion, dressing down for the occasion. Serve him right if he gets something on himself.

Trying to look unthreatening, Nikki made her way to a group of older women who crowded round a small fire they’d lit in a metal container. Indicating for Saj to hang back, Nikki extended her cold hands to the flames, without making eye contact with any of the women, whilst watching them from the corner of her eye. The woman she was hoping would talk to her glanced nervously in her direction and looked ready to run, so Nikki raised her head and, looking directly at the woman, flashed a twenty-pound note, so only she could see. The woman sniffed, her small nose scrunching up as she did so, and with a slight toss of her head, walked into a darker area under one of the columns.

Nikki gave her twenty seconds before following her. By the time she reached the woman, she was sniffing a line of coke from the back of her hand and Nikki wasn’t sure if that would knock her out or clarify her thoughts. ‘Jemmy, you know owt about Peggy’s murder, eh?’

Jemmy wiggled her nose to make sure she inhaled every last grain of the powder. ‘Murder? Humph. You call that murder, do ya? None of us do. Don’t know why you’re wasting your time – don’t know at all.’ She grinned, her few remaining teeth black, her breath putrid. She began singing tunelessly, arms out before her as if she was conducting an orchestra. ‘It’s the circle … Bradford’s circle of death.’ And when she’d finished she cackled like a witch at her own humour.

Playing along, Nikki grinned too. ‘I get you, Jem. I really do. But, you must know who had it in for Peggy. She was your friend …’

All at once, Jemmy’s smile disappeared and she drew closer to Nikki, who held her breath against the overwhelming stench that accompanied the woman. ‘Peggy didn’t owe anybody owt. You hear me? Nobody. Nobody had no reason to kill her – not Peggy.’ Jem’s hand wiped across her eyes as if scrubbing away a tear. ‘She was going to move away. Move to be with her kids. That’s what she was hoping for anyway. She was waiting for them to get back in touch.’

‘Peggy had kids? Where are they and how did she get in touch with them?’ Nikki was sceptical – she’d never heard tell of Peggy having any family at all, but Jemmy was insistent.

‘She had kids – she told me so. She saw one of them in the paper – a grandson or summat and she tracked them down.’

‘You have a name, Jemmy?’

‘Na, no name – she was secretive about it all. Said she had to keep quiet about them or they could all get in bother. Now – where’s my twenty?’

Sensing that she’d got her lot from Jemmy, Nikki handed the note to Jemmy and left, the woman stuffing it down her front, cackling to herself at her good fortune.




Tuesday 1st September




Chapter 4

‘You reckon it’s true, Nikki?’

Nikki frowned and looked up at Sajid. ‘What are you on about? Can’t you see I’m concentrating?’ She pulled her ponytail tighter and started to jab her fingers repeatedly on the computer keys. ‘Bloody thing. Why does everything have to be so damn hard in this shithole?’

Saj moved behind her and looked over her shoulder. ‘Holiday request form? God, Nik, it’s easy to fill in.’

‘Damn thing keeps bouncing around.’ She pushed her chair away from her desk, causing Sajid to jump out of the way to avoid being knocked over. She glanced up at him. ‘Don’t suppose …?’

‘If I do this, I expect breakfast at Lazy Bites tomorrow.’

Nikki gave an exaggerated eye roll. ‘Okay, you’re on. I want to book Christmas Day off.’

Grinning, Sajid stepped forward, typed for a couple of seconds and then stood back. ‘Done.’

Nikki’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re kidding, right? For literally two seconds’ work, I have to buy you breakfast?’

Grinning widely, eyes sparkling, Saj shrugged. ‘You agreed. There’ll be a confirmation email in your inbox shortly.’

She elbowed her colleague out of the way, muttering under her breath about how it used to be that colleagues helped each other out for nothing, instead of blackmailing them.

Sajid nudged her with his elbow. ‘You still didn’t reply.’

‘What?’ Nikki’s face was screwed up in confusion. ‘Reply to what?’

Elongating each word as if he was talking to a child, Sajid repeated his earlier question. ‘Do you think the gossip about the boss having a girlfriend is true?’

Nikki’s confused expression intensified. ‘What are you on about?’

Shaking his head, Saj exhaled. ‘Aw, Nik, don’t you ever listen to the chat that goes on around you?’

‘Eh, no. Should I? It’s all a load of gossip, isn’t it? Can’t be bothered with that crap.’

‘Yeah, but this is important, isn’t it?’

Studying Saj’s serious expression, Nikki considered his question. In all the years she’d worked for him, she’d never known her boss, DCI Archie Hegley, to have a love interest. Besides, who would be daft enough to take her stubborn old boss on? Whoever it was would need to be one stalwart of a woman. She smiled. That possibility seemed very unlikely. ‘Still don’t see what’s prompted that gossip.’

Sajid groaned. ‘Haven’t you listened to what I’ve been telling you, Nik?’

‘Eh …’

‘For goodness’ sake – are you listening now?’

Resigned to having to endure this particular snippet of gossip, Nikki sat back, folded her arms over her chest and said, ‘Shoot.’

Raising his hand, Sajid began counting off on his fingers ‘One … he’s been different since he came back to work – less shouty – smiling more.’

‘Yeah, a heart condition might make you reassess your life. He was a grumpy old bugger before, but his little brush with death is a reasonable catalyst.’ Nikki knew this first-hand, as a near brush with death the previous year had helped her prioritise her own family more.

‘Two … aftershave.’

Inclining her head, Nikki nodded. ‘Yeah I’ll give you that. He’s been using a bit too much of the stuff. Between your eau de toilette and his, the place smells like a brothel.’

Ignoring her dig, Saj continued raising three fingers in the air. ‘Three … new suits.’

‘Aw, I can’t give you that one – he’s lost weight since his scare, so he had to buy new ones.’

‘That’s my point four … He’s coming into work with a “healthy lunchbox” with salads and stuff in it – you telling me Archie’s taking the time to make himself lunch every day?’

‘Hmmm – yeah, that seems unlikely, but you never know. People change. Look at me – I’m more outgoing – more sociable now.’

As Saj’s mouth fell open, Nikki narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t even think about bursting my bubble, Malik. I am more sociable.’

Presumably choosing to be diplomatic, Sajid moved on. ‘Five … all the mysterious phone calls that make him laugh and … the lunchtime meetings that go on for over an hour … You telling me that’s not conclusive?’

‘I’ve not noticed any of that.’ Nikki scrunched up her forehead. ‘Maybe you’ve got a point. I nominate you to ask him. Here he is now.’ She raised her voice. ‘Archie … Saj has something he’d like to ask you.’

Saj scrambled to his feet, face flushing, straightening his tie as he spun round only to see an empty office and hear Nikki laughing behind him.

‘Got ya!’

‘Cowbag!’

‘Oh yeah … now piss off home, I’ve got to go through my mail and then I’m leaving too.’

Sajid grabbed his jacket and headed out with a cheery, ‘See ya tomorrow, boss.’

Nikki still had some paperwork to do on the Peggy Dyson case. Not that they’d managed to find much in the way of evidence, and as for suspects – well that was a round zilch. It was so frustrating, but Nikki wasn’t ready to give up on the case just yet, regardless of Archie’s suggestion that she wind things down.

There was an A4 envelope sitting next to her computer, so before bringing up Peggy’s file, Nikki ripped it open and shook the single sheet of paper onto her desk. Puzzled for a moment, she frowned, for this wasn’t a letter. Instead, what Nikki was looking at was a photocopied newspaper article. She shook the envelope again, to dislodge anything else it might contain, but nothing came free. Stuffing her hand in the envelope, she wondered if an accompanying note had got stuck inside, but again found nothing. The headline of the copied article with its accompanying photo alerted her to its content. Prostitute murdered in drug-related crime! The photo accompanying the article that had been sensationalist enough to make the front page of the Bradford Chronicle the previous week, was Peggy Dyson’s mugshot. In it she looked like a depraved psychopath, which was probably exactly what Lisa Kane, the journalist responsible for the article, had aimed for.

An annoyed tut escaped Nikki’s lips. She was working the Peggy Dyson case, but despite her best efforts had got nowhere. Now here was some idiot taunting her for her failure.

Nikki’s mum had been upset when she saw the photograph and read the uncharitable venom spewed onto the pages. Venom that would no doubt make some Bradfordians unsympathetic to the plight of rough sleepers and their associated problems. This was irresponsible journalism at its worst and it was what Nikki had come to expect of her long-standing adversary Lisa Kane.

In anger, Nikki crumpled the article up and tossed it in the bin, not wanting to look at it a moment longer, and instead focused on her other correspondence. However, whilst responding to each, the absence of an accompanying note with the article niggled her. Why would anyone send her that particular article? The more she thought about it, the more she realised that only someone who was aware of her tenuous personal link to Peggy Dyson would bother. More to the point, only someone with malicious intent would send it anonymously – but who?

Her first thought went to Lisa Kane, the reporter responsible for the article in the first place. She and Lisa were definitely not friends. Nikki had no doubt that Lisa Kane had dodgy friends she could get to find out stuff – her sort always did. She wondered if she’d somehow got wind of her family’s links to Peggy Dyson and although she would rather keep her past where it belonged – well behind her – she was past the stage of allowing a low-life like Kane to intimidate her. As best she could, Nikki had pushed the somewhat unsympathetic article to the back of her mind and got on with her job.

Grabbing a pair of latex gloves – snazzy lilac ones according to Saj – she scooped the article out of the bin, and mindful of the fact that she’d probably contaminated any forensic evidence already, shrugged. Probably won’t send it off to the lab anyway. But best to keep it – just in case.

Laying it on her desk, she smoothed it out, then photocopied both the sheet of paper and the envelope before securing the originals in evidence bags and shoving them in the bottom drawer of her desk with the copies. She then decided to put the matter to the back of her mind.




Chapter 5

I expected to feel different – maybe guilty or something. I mean one day you’re going about your business as usual, saying hi to people, doing your job, and then the next you’re having to deal with shit and make decisions you shouldn’t ever have to make. Finishing off the old skanky cow wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. I mean it was time-consuming – but that was because I had trouble identifying Peggy Dyson initially. The actual act was easy enough in the end – enjoyable even. The only downside was that I couldn’t share it with her. Couldn’t tell her what I’d done to protect her. Couldn’t show her that I was the one that she should respect, the one she should love – not him. What the hell has he ever done for her? Drained her, made her sad, made her ill – that’s all.

I slam my fist onto my thigh. That’s enough isn’t it? He’s made her ill. She’s so frail now and it’s all his fault. If it wouldn’t kill her, I’d finish him off completely. Instead I have to clear up all this crap. Makes me mad that she can’t see what I’m doing. The sacrifices I’m making. Had to give up on a night with a pert little 14-year-old last week. I’m not complaining – not really. It’ll all be worth it in the end. Still, I gave it a few days to make sure there was no fallout. No comeback on me.

This next one won’t be as easy. It won’t be a quick in and out like before. No, this time I need information and it’s information that only he can give. He’s the one who’s been researching this shit. He’s the one been mouthing off to all and sundry. Now, before I end it, I need to find out who else I should add to my list. I’ve got a couple of names already, but I want to make sure I get them all. Can’t take any chances on this. Too much at stake. Glad I watched all those CSI programmes now. I took care of Dyson in a rush, but I’ve had time to think now. Time to work out all the precautions I need to take. I made a big mistake on the last one – hadn’t realised there’d be so much blood. Good job it was dark.

This time I’ll be prepared. Easy enough to buy one of them burner phones and leave my own phone switched on at home. No point in risking the police being able to trace it and link it to me. Changing the reg plate on my van will be easy too and I’ll just swap it back when I get home. I’ll snatch another plate from a scrapyard and when I get near to Cambridge I’ll put that to good use too. I’ll steal a van; change the plates and bongo. No point in leaving any forensic evidence in my own van. I smile. I’m well satisfied with my forensic measures. It takes time plus a lot of thinking time but it’s worth it. Bet that tosser Liam couldn’t have planned it any better, and now that I’ve had my trial run, I’m sure I’ve covered all my bases.

Slouched in the Costa coffee, I watch the passers-by through the smeared windows. I don’t much like Cambridge. Seems a bit too snobby to me. Mind you, this area is definitely not. Already seen two beggars, one with a dog, sitting in the street – can’t look after themselves, but they have a bloody dog, yapping at folk as they pass by. It’s not right. Not when the rest of us poor fuckers have to do hard graft to get by. Bloody nuisances the lot of them – just like that Peggy Dyson. A waste of space, no loss to society, them lot.

I take a slurp of my vanilla latte and then grin as another thought occurs to me. Maybe when this is all done and dusted, I’ll do a bit of community service by getting rid of some of the parasites for free. Yeah, I won’t even charge anybody – free and gratis – my service to humanity.

I’d expected to see a whole load of posers wearing them black university gowns with them stupid hats. Liam had told me not to be a twat – cheeky bastard. Just cause he’s all up with the posh gits. Hobnobbing with the hoity-toities. Yeah, Liam Flynn could do with being taken down a notch or two. Mind you – that’s exactly why I’m here.

A quick glance at my phone and I’m off. Need to intercept him at just the right place. I’ve already sorted it. Reconnaissance they call it. Well, I’ve reconnoitred the area and found the only freaking blind spot in the whole of Cambridge – okay, so that’s a slight exaggeration, but it’s the only blind spot on his regular route … and I need to time it when a double-decker bus is parked up at the stop. I’ve already parked up the stolen van. Changed the plates and all – I’m not a fool. I’m not taking chances.

He’ll come with me. I know he will. He’s angry right now. Hell, maybe he has a right to be, but that doesn’t mean he can go mouthing off, causing grief to everyone. Don’t understand why he can’t just keep his fat trap shut. If he did, none of this would have happened. It’s all his own fault and I’m fucked if I’m going to feel guilty about sorting out the mess he created. No damn way!

*

Never thought you could feel the blood pumping through your veins like you’re gonna pop a blood vessel. Not till now anyway. I’d decided that it was better to coax the details out of him, so that’s what I did. Pretended to be on his side. Pretended to agree with him and bit by bit he spilled it all. Sucker! For all his brains he was bloody thick as shit. His fancy education didn’t save him from the same fate as Peggy Dyson.

He struggled a bit at first. But I’m bigger than him. Said he works out at his poncey gym, but I reckon all he did was go there to eye up the other guys. I might need to research ways of drugging the next one – maybe chloroform or summat. The internet will tell me. The initial wound didn’t slow him. Must have miscalculated that first blow – it were meant to give me the upper hand, but instead he turned and swung at me. He didn’t have a weapon, but as I was all pumped up on adrenaline I just let loose. Each thrust made me harder. The taste of his blood as it spatters onto my lips is oddly erotic. Sweat drips from my forehead, and then with my last ounce of energy I send a final thrust through his chest and, with a judder, I come … Made a bit of a mess in the van, but what the hell – it’s not mine, so who cares. The lay-by on the A605 was deserted. Well it would be, at three in the morning, so dumping him was easy. Didn’t even have to bother about the mess in the van.

I drove back up North, dumped the stolen van where it wouldn’t be found for a few days – why these posh golf clubs don’t have CCTV covering the entire car park puzzles me – but I took advantage of it anyway.

Now all I need to do is wait and see what happens. Bet that dozy bloody partner of his will report him missing – aw well, nothing I can do about that. Just have to see where it all takes us.




Chapter 6

Freddie Downey in his stained, faded T-shirt and worn blazer, wearing his baseball cap backwards, was given a wide berth by people around him. He merged in with Bradford City Park’s great unseen and that suited him just fine. Blending in had been his aim today and he hadn’t had to do much to his overall appearance to make it work. Greying stubble and scruffy clothes tended to be enough. He sat on a bench next to an elderly woman in an M&S matching outfit, who reeked of expensive perfume. He didn’t bother to silence his satisfied chuckle when she screwed up her nose and edged further away from him before finally hefting her bags up and moving to the empty bench nearby. He could have chosen that bench himself, but there was something so satisfying about annoying silly old cows.

From his prime position he observed his surroundings. Well, well, well. Bradford was coming up in the world – who’d have thought it? Gone was the manky old Central Library building, replaced by a swanky new one right in the heart of this bustling little place they called City Park. All posh fountains with screaming kids playing in them, Wetherspoons filled to the ginnels with Bradford’s all-day drinkers, quaint cafés nestled under the watchful gaze of City Hall, and tucked round the corner was Sunbridgewells – yep, things had changed in his absence.

But for all the changes, Bradford was still a city of contrasts – an architectural smorgasbord of modern concrete buildings juxtaposed with the Gothic-style town hall and Victorian builds, an ethnic melting pot representing a range of races and languages, an economic divide illustrated by the disparity between M&S lady, the rough sleepers hovering on the fringes and the cheap and cheery working-class families gathered round the Big Screen watching some crappy cartoon or other. Bradford: the lost city rising from the ashes like a crass, flamboyant phoenix. His meandering thoughts amused him. He was a people-watcher – always had been – and it was particularly satisfying to observe, from the distance of time, the city he once knew so well.

Today though, he had one particular focus, one special person to monitor. From his position in the warmth of the sun, he watched his prey inside the Starbucks, chatting to the barista, laughing and smiling. Little did she know that he’d be wiping that smile off her face before too damn long. For the first time in twenty-five years, he could see her – so close he could almost smell her perfume. He’d waited for this chance for a long time. Many years with only the thought of seeing her to keep him going. Hard years. Cold years. Years where the softness of a woman’s body was all he craved. He’d sometimes wake up in the middle of the night, hard as wood, the scent of her in his nostrils, the feel of her on his body – only to have it drift away, replaced by the smell of stale farts, snoring and guards and screaming.

‘Layla, Layla, Layla. What am I going to do with you?’ He spoke the words under his breath. For what seemed like forever, he’d kept an eye on her from a distance. Reports and photos hadn’t done her justice though. The years had been kind to her. Smartly dressed, she hadn’t succumbed to that middle-aged spread many women of her age developed. Hair still black although shorter than he remembered. Bet she could still give a man a good time – she was made for it. Ripe for the picking then and damn well still ripe for the picking now. Busy woman, she was – always off somewhere, always chatting to folk – popular, with the men too. Wonder if they knew that in the past she’d slide her mouth between their legs, those lush lips of hers all over their dicks for little more than a fiver? Or spread her legs in an alleyway off Thornton Road for a tenner. Bet they didn’t. Bet the whore kept that secret. Trying to act all respectable now – her and her damn kids.

That had been his mistake – letting her keep the brats. He should’ve got rid of them soon as she told him she was up the duff, but she tricked him. Bitch! Promised she’d do anything for him – well that was a fucking lie, wasn’t it? Mind you, he taught her a good lesson or two then. Didn’t work though, she still managed to push those two little scrotes out, screaming and yelping like piglets ripe for the slaughter.

He should have punched her in the belly harder – till she bled the little fuckers out. He thought when she fell with the second one that they’d tie her to him. Didn’t fucking give her credit for being a good mum. From the start, the bitch put them before him. He should have known after the first one came. The way she pandered over it – little fucking creature – smelly and snotty and loud. Then the second came along and again the witch convinced him to let her keep it.

‘Go on. They’ll be company for each other. Look after each other and then I won’t be so distracted.’

He slammed his fist onto his thigh and lit up another cig. Well, she’d better laugh while she could, for when he finally made his move the last thing she’d be doing was laughing – her and those fucking sprogs of hers. They’d all pay. Especially the older one – yep especially that one.




Thursday 17th September




Chapter 7

‘Early this morning the body of a young man, later identified as 25-year-old Liam Flynn, was discovered in the field behind me, not far from this lay-by on the A605 near Peterborough. It seems clear that the death is being deemed as suspicious although no one from the Cambridgeshire constabulary has yet made a statement. Flynn was first reported missing by his partner, Daniel Lammie, two weeks ago. Behind me the crime scene investigators comb the area for clues to the death of this young man; a Cambridge University researcher with a bright future ahead of him, which has been cut so very tragically short …’

Nikki Parekh’s attention was drawn to the large-screen wall-mounted TV, which was on mute, but with subtitles, when she saw the subheading from the corner of her eye. Now that the young lad’s body had been discovered in suspicious-looking circumstances, she wondered if it was, perhaps, time to confide in her partner DC Sajid Malik. Not that she had anything to confide … not really. A couple of anonymous letters containing an online newspaper report from two weeks ago about Peggy Dyson’s murder, the one with the clipping from a news report relating to the investigation into the murder of the Cambridge lad that was on the news right now and another missive this morning containing extracts from a diary. None of it necessarily directly related to her, as far as she could determine. Still, it made her nervous.

Ignoring the hubbub of Saj attempting to drum up support for the bet he was trying to set up for the detective inspector interviews that were finally being held today, much to their boss DCI Hegley’s disappointment, Nikki continued to watch the news report. They were back in the BBC newsroom now with two news presenters talking about the case.

‘… whilst DCI Jones from Cambridge CID is keeping remarkably quiet, the discovery of a body will lead the investigation in a new direction.’

‘Of course, that’s inevitable. Already the media have been speculating about the involvement of Flynn’s parents, from whom he was reportedly estranged and who have declined to comment. In such circumstances often the partner is scrutinised to eliminate him from the investigation …’

A series of images of Flynn’s family and his partner made the background to the interview and Nikki was all too aware of the tension along her shoulders as the two reporters continued with their uninformed hypotheses. Gosh, the media truly were a nightmare.

‘Hey, Nik, wakey-wakey. You gonna make a guess as to what sort of DI we’ll end up with?’ Sajid bounced in front of her. His turquoise shirt was completely crease-free with a tie that picked out the exact same shade of blue in its pattern.

The past few months had been hard for the team, dealing with the aftermath of the organised modern-day slavery ring they’d busted before Easter, so she was well aware that Saj deserved a bit of light relief. And the distraction of the detective inspector interviews for the entire squad, including her partner DC Sajid Malik, had provided it. However, for Nikki it was unbearable. Not only was she being teased for not going for the job, but Saj was running this damn sweepstake, guessing which candidate would get it: a high-flyer, fast-tracker fresh from university and green to the gills; an uppity git from some posh area who had no idea about Bradford; someone from another station in the district with a hard-on for tough policing and intent on setting their minions to be tough on their behalf; some upstart from inside the station full of good intentions, but with no balls. The list went on ad infinitum and was making Nikki more and more nervous.

She hated change and dreaded the necessary “getting to know you” conversations that were inevitable with a new team member. Unlike Saj, she clammed up when it came to other officers, and she’d more than likely put her foot in it and insult them in some way. She’d been acting DI on the chilling modern-day slavery operation, which had rescued hundreds of victims as well as having far-reaching consequences for the City of Bradford. The mere thought of it now deepened Nikki’s frown. Her boss DCI Archie Hegley was annoyed with her for not taking the job on full-time, but Nikki hadn’t wanted it. She had a family and although the extra money would have come in handy, she was too aware of how much her job already impacted on them. Besides, she was better with just the one partner. Heading up an entire team would force her to talk to other officers – be part of their lives – be approachable, and Nikki wasn’t up for that. She didn’t know how to be that person.

Agitated, the need for fresh air and space to think had Nikki grabbing her bag.

‘You okay, Nik?’

Nikki’s smile was tight, but she nodded. Saj was aware that things were tense between her and her mother at the moment and although he didn’t know the reason behind that tension, he was worried about them. No way was Nikki about to confide that her mum had clammed up when she’d asked her about Peggy. She’d refused point-blank, in a way that was uncharacteristic of her mum, to discuss her past with Peggy. Even when Nikki had mentioned that Jemmy had suggested Peggy was waiting for her kids to contact her, Nikki’s mum had tightened her lips and yelled at Nikki to quit interrogating her like a common criminal.

In response Nikki had stormed out of her mum’s house and the two hadn’t spoken since. Nikki’s mum was like a second mother to Saj, particularly since he was recently estranged from his own family.

She waved a hand in Saj’s direction, and made her escape.




Chapter 8

Despite the late September sun beating down on her back as she walked from Trafalgar House police station to the Lazy Bites café, Nikki had a deep frown on her forehead. Although she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, she kept a more than usual alertness about her as she walked. The anonymity of the letters unsettled her, whether or not that had been their intention. Every passing stranger could be her letter writer and the thought made Nikki more vigilant than ever.

It wasn’t only Sajid’s banter that had driven her from the station. It was the letter she’d received that morning. It was the third of its kind and she’d been reluctant to discuss it with her partner until she’d had a chance to make some sense of it. Until today she’d seen no reason to – with only an online newspaper article from the local rag in an envelope, followed by a completely unrelated one about a national investigation, it seemed irrelevant. However, the news report she’d just heard, combined with the strange mail that arrived today, made it more imperative that she share it with Saj. So, she’d vacated the open-plan office on pretence of visiting the loo and hotfooted it over to the café.

Lazy Bites had only been open a few months but was fast becoming popular with the locals and the employees of Trafalgar House alike. It was run by a charitable trust and its main aim was to provide apprenticeship-type experiences for young adults with learning disabilities to help them into employment in the hospitality industry. One of the trainee chefs, a lad called Thasavar, who rarely spoke but was a dab hand at making curries, had already been snapped up by the Trafalgar House canteen.

Nikki loved the relaxed atmosphere, the variety of tables with hard-back chairs, comfy corners and some more private booths. A few tasteful paintings of cobbled Bradford streets and old tramlines were interspersed with vividly coloured paintings of chameleons and butterflies. As she entered the café, the jaunty bell tinkled, and before she’d even closed the door, Elaine the waitress hurried back over to the serving counter, leaving her cleaning spray and cloth on the table she’d been cleaning. Dressed all in pink down to the two bobbles that held her hair in pigtails, Elaine was a breath of fresh air, always ready with a smile. Nikki’s frown faded as she grinned in response to Elaine’s enthusiastic greeting.

‘Usual is it, Nikki?’

Nikki grinned. Grayson, one of the tutors, had warned her that Elaine used this phrase in lieu of a greeting whether she knew your “usual” or not. ‘Yeah. A large cappuccino and …’ Nikki moved along the counter, studying the array of scones, brownies and cakes displayed behind a glass case. ‘Ooh, who made the scones?’

A voice from near the cooker, which could be seen beyond the counter area, chimed up. ‘Me. It was me. I learned today; Grayson showed me. They’re good. Have two.’

Nikki nodded. ‘They do look good, Billy. Tell you what, since you made them, I’ll have one now and four to go. Marcus and the kids will love these.’

Billy’s round face lit up and he turned to Grayson and high-fived him. ‘Best scones in Bradford, eh, Gray?’

Grayson grinned and winked at Nikki. ‘Better than mine, Billy, better than mine. I’ll have to keep an eye on you or you’ll be the next one being poached to Trafalgar House.’

Billy sniggered, clearly pleased with himself as Elaine rang up Nikki’s order and counted out her change precisely, checking it twice. ‘I’ll bring it over to you, Nikki. Have a seat. But not at that table – I’m still wiping it.’

Looking round, Nikki settled on the furthermost corner booth, where she could slide close to the window and hopefully not be seen by anyone coming into the café. She waited till her coffee and scone arrived and chatted with Elaine for a few minutes before being left alone. Sighing, she took the A4 envelope from her bag and pulled the first photocopied item out.

Then, the following week, another envelope arrived. This time it contained an online newspaper article with a photograph, again without a note. The envelope, a bog-standard white A5-size one, carried a Manchester postmark, and was addressed to DS Nikita Parekh at Trafalgar House. Nikki photocopied it
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