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      This work contains the following:

      
        	Murder – it’s not graphic but it does take place on the page

        	Themes of domestic violence throughout

      

      

      The Vigilauntie Justice books are cosy(ish) noir(ish) stories set in London. They do have on-page violence, including murder, but it’s never graphic. There’s minimal swearing and no romance or sex – but there’s heaps of queer content and found family.

    

  


  
    
      This story takes place two years before A Bit of Murder Between Friends, in the autumn of 2021.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            in which peggy explains how things are going to work

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Don’t you go looking at me with those big hopeful eyes, mister. You’re not my type. I shan’t be falling for you.’ Peggy fixed him with one of her glares – and if anyone on this earth knew how to give an effective glare, it was Peggy. People had been known to run home crying for their mummies. Men cowered. Women burst into tears.

      Men and women alike found Peggy intimidating; she was a septuagenarian with fuchsia hair and spiked jewellery and punk band T-shirts. Today’s top featured Siouxsie and the Banshees.

      She didn’t mind being thought of as intimidating.

      But the recipient of today’s glare was not a man. Nor a woman. In fact, he seemed to be entirely immune to her tactics. Instead of fleeing or cowering, he continued to study her.

      Peggy harrumphed. ‘You might be unaffected by me, mate. But rest assured, I am equally invulnerable to your charms.’

      The great beast of a dog opened his mouth, letting his ridiculous pink tongue loll out. She couldn’t bring herself to call the dog by the name he’d been given.

      ‘This is only a temporary arrangement.’ Peggy turned away and rested her fingers back on her keyboard. ‘I’m glad you’re no longer with that bastard. But you can’t stay here. A few days is one thing. But only until we find you a proper home.’

      Peggy thought the dog might be an Alsatian or possibly a German shepherd, not that she knew the difference. He responded with a single tentative wag of his tail and then continued standing in front of her, watching her.

      Diane had shown up at the door of their flat just after ten that evening and deposited the dog on them. ‘I need him to disappear.’ Apparently, she’d dealt with his human – who was definitely a wrong ’un. But that left the dog. ‘Plus, I worry about you, Mum. You could do with a big, strong man about the house.’

      Peggy shook her head at the memory. She’d never needed – nor wanted – any men about the house. Not since she’d moved out of her parents’ home more than fifty-five years back. And, naturally, her indifference to the charms of men had left her with no progeny who might drop by at odd hours, depositing unwanted pets, begging for a babysitter, or just needing a good cry.

      Carole, on the other hand, wasn’t quite so unencumbered. Diane was Carole’s eldest. Carole had been married to Harvey even longer than she’d been with Peggy – though not by much. Carole and Harvey had four kids together. Kids who were now fully grown and had children of their own.

      Tina, Carole’s youngest, had been fifteen when Peggy and Carole first got together. Tina knew full well the two women had no need of a big, strong man – or any kind of man. Peggy and Tina got on just fine.

      But Diane was different. Diane made it clear she resented Peggy’s presence in her mother’s life. She’d been referring to Carole’s relationship with Peggy as ‘Mum’s midlife crisis’ for eighteen years. The fact her mother was now in her mid-sixties seemed entirely lost on Diane.

      As Carole herself had once put it, ‘Diane isn’t exactly the brightest stick in the bunch of sticks.’ That was the sort of thing Carole said – she found herself hilarious.

      Diane still called Peggy her mother’s friend. She’d once overheard Diane tell one of her brothers that Peggy was ‘not our kind of people’.

      Peggy harrumphed again. The dog continued to study her.

      ‘Well, go on, then. Carole’s gone to bed, so you may as well sit with me on the sofa.’ Peggy lifted a tentative hand to pat the beast – only to see him flinch and cower. Her heart sank. She didn’t like dogs. But she didn’t want to see one harmed. ‘I’m sorry, fellow. I hope you understand I’d never hurt you.’

      Instead of hopping up on the sofa, the dog turned three times and then lay down on Peggy’s feet.

      ‘We’ll find you a good home – I promise.’

      The dog said nothing, as dogs are wont to do.

      Peggy spent another hour working on her next novel before closing her laptop for the night. ‘Oh.’ She looked at the dog again. ‘I suppose you’ll want a walk. It’s going to be a short one, though. My legs aren’t what they once were.’

      The beast stood up and wagged its tail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            in which we learn the history of wellbeloved

          

        

      

    

    
      It had rained overnight but now it was dry – a lovely October morning. After the women finished their breakfast, it was time to head out. Except … everywhere Peggy went, that blasted enormous dog was sure to follow.

      ‘We should teach him the game of seven,’ said Carole as she pulled her shoes on.

      Half of what Carole said made no sense. Most people assumed that because she talked so much piffle, Carole must have dementia or diminished capacity. Those people would be wrong. She just … had a vivid imagination.

      Peggy imagined realities of her own as well – though she wrote them down instead of living in them. Still, to each her own.

      ‘We’re not teaching him anything, dear.’ Peggy sat down to lace up her Doc Marten boots. She should probably consider swapping them for something easier on her arthritic hands at some point. But she’d been wearing DMs for decades. She tried envisioning herself wearing an elderly woman’s orthotic shoes and scowled.

      Peggy slid her laptop into its carrying case. The dog seemed to think he’d be joining them. ‘Oh, no you don’t, mister. You’re staying here.’

      Undeterred, the dog – who weighed almost as much as Peggy – pushed past her to the door, wagging his tail. She raised her hand to point back towards the living room, forgetting how he responded to a raised hand. Shaking, he cowered and ran back into the living room.

      ‘Oh, bring him with us,’ said Carole. ‘If
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