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For my niblings, Matthew and Alexandra. I love you, believe in you, and will always be here for you.

And for my beloved, borky Dude, without whom this book wouldn’t happen and I would be a much lesser person. So very, very grateful to have you in my life.





meet THE PACK

[image: A silhouette of Niklaus (Klaus), Louise Mallory’s miniature dachshund.]
Louise Mallory and her miniature dachshund Niklaus (Klaus) moved to the neighbourhood after her divorce. Klaus is a pandemic puppy, and Louise’s introduction to the dog park community. Klaus thinks he’s a slightly short Rottweiler. Louise could be called the same. While stepping back from the company she founded, Louise has discovered a talent for sleuthing.

[image: Hamish the Scottish terrier sits alert with pointed ears and sturdy little legs.]
Irina Ivanova lives in the building next door to Louise. Despite working in law, her superpower is internet stalking. Her Scottish terrier, Hamish, is Klaus’s best friend and a canine trash compactor who will eat anything (and then get sick).

[image: Violet the small affenpinscher stands with a compact body and shaggy face, her scruffy fur and slightly grumpy expression giving her a mischievous look.]
Ex-convict Gav MacAdams looks older than he is, thanks to time in prison for GBH. He has a wonky hip but can still handle himself in a fight. So can his Affenpinscher, Violet. On a good day, Violet looks like a demented Pomeranian; on a bad day, she resembles Gru’s dog from the Minions movies.

[image: Luther the grey-and-white Staffordshire terrier stands proudly with tongue sticking out and tail wagging.]
Jake Hathaway recently moved in across the canal from Louise with his grey-and-white Staffordshire terrier, Luther. Jake is a dark horse, with no online presence. Louise is attracted to him, but can’t seem to find out much about him. He’s continued to defy Irina’s stalking skills, maintaining a consistent and (to Louise) frustrating air of mystery.

[image: Hercules the boxer lies on his stomach with a ball between his paws, his muscular body stretched out as he waits eagerly for someone to throw it.]
Ejiro is a soft-spoken gentle giant from Birmingham, who is often the voice of reason within the Pack. His smart-mouthed partner Yasmin is petite and energetic. They have a boxer, Hercules, who is ball-obsessed.

[image: Nala the long-eared cocker spaniel crouches low in a playful stance, her floppy ears hanging beside her face as her tail lifts behind her.]
Fiona (‘Fi’) is an Australian redhead who doesn’t take much seriously. Her cocker spaniel, Nala, is very fond of (and submissive to) Klaus.

[image: Tank the French bulldog sits upright with wide ears and a compact body, his attentive posture making him look alert and ready to react.]
Claire is a journalist for the local rag, The Chronicle. She’s Irish and has a French bulldog (‘Frenchie’) called Tank. They both have a tendency to brazen their way through stuff, even if Tank sometimes does randomly barf (it’s a Frenchie thing).

[image: Tyrion the spotted dachshund sits with his long body and short legs stretched beneath him, his drooping ears framing his curious face.]
Meg is an IT programmer, working in nearby Canary Wharf. She has a brown dapple dachshund called Tyrion. Because, you know, what better name would you give a feisty and clever little fiend? All dogs love Meg; she’s a goldmine for treats. She’s dating Ethan (aka ‘Cat boy’), who has a crotchety cat called Marlowe.

[image: Loki the energetic Jack Russell terrier runs forward with ears lifted and tail raised, his small body stretched mid-stride in lively motion.]
Local Lothario Tim Aziz has a Jack Russell called Loki. Tim has recently been dumped by his long-suffering girlfriend, who finally had enough of his infidelity.

[image: Bark Vader the black Labrador lies on his back with all four paws raised in the air, his relaxed body wriggling happily on the ground.]
Expats Paul and his partner Ella, are expecting their first child. Despite having good friends in the Pack, Ella’s fearful of the neighbourhood and keen to return to France. They have two black Labrador retrievers:

[image: Jimmy Chew the black Labrador stands with a stick clamped proudly in his mouth, his sturdy body angled forward as if inviting play.]
Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew. Jimmy is notorious for stealing other dogs’ toys (and breaking the squeakers). Vader likes mud puddles.

[image: Banjo the mixed rescue dog sits upright with a long muzzle and bushy tail, his alert ears and calm posture giving him a watchful look.]
Dr Indira (‘Indy’) Balasubramanian has a Romanian rescue called Banjo. Banjo looks to be part border collie, part corgi and 100 per cent street dog. He’s come a long way since he was adopted, but isn’t overly interested in engaging with the other dogs.

[image: Two rescue beagles, Perseus (Percey) and Andromeda (Andy), bounding playfully forward.]
Kate Marcovici is an artist new to the area. She has two rescue beagles, Perseus (Percy) and Andromeda (Andy).

Outside the Pack (but still of note)

Andy Thompson and Scott Williams are detective constables with the Met Police, who met the Pack last June while investigating the murder of Phil Creasy. Andy is smart, ambitious and, despite her blowing hot and cold, fancies Irina. Scott thinks Irina’s bonkers. Both, though, have a (sometimes grudging) respect for the Pack. They’re part of a team that includes Family Liaison Officer Nicole ‘Nic’ Saren and CCTV officer Doug ‘Harry’ Harriman. They report into DI Alf Badolato and DCS Richard Grieves.

Gav’s mates Jono and Norma own a café in Poplar and have a mastiff-cross called Rocco.

[image: Rocco the large mastiff stands tall with a broad chest and strong legs, his serious face and steady posture giving him a powerful presence.]
Barbara (‘Babs’) Lane is Louise’s very capable second-in-command at the consultancy firm she founded.

Annabel Lindford-Swayne works for one of the property management companies developing the area around Partridge Park, thanks to her father Robert Lindford-Swayne’s connections. She’s Louise’s friend as well as her go-to person when Louise has questions about the official side of Partridge Park’s gentrification.

Caren ‘Not Karen’ Hansen and Benny Bryce are local hairdressers at the Hands-On salon. Caren is now in police custody following her involvement in local crimes.

Mo is the owner/manager of the News-N-Booze off-licence, and a good friend of Gav’s.

Angela is one of the local doggie daycare providers.

Hazel Carstairs has two Yorkshire terriers, Bella and Meeky. She often dresses them in animal print outfits that match her own.

Susan (‘Shih Tzu Sue’) has recently moved to the area with Bonnie the Shih Tzu. She’s not overly social with the Pack.

Dave Najafi owns Cluckin’ Good Chicken, the new chicken shop on the High Street as well as a string of cut-price perfume shops.







Sunday
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Prologue HAZEL CARSTAIRS

‘Meeks, you little ratbag, what have you eaten?’ Hazel Carstairs leaned over, wrenched open her Yorkshire terrier’s mouth and fished around until her fingers closed around something soft and moist. She threw it into the bushes without looking at it. Absently wiping her hand on her trousers, she leaned over to shout in the little dog’s face. ‘Why do you eat crap off the street? You’re gonna get sick. You’re gonna get sick and people are gonna think I don’t feed you.’

Meeky wagged his little tail and licked her hand, and Hazel felt herself melt. She had three grown children and a squad of grandchildren, but none of them held her heart the way her two Yorkies did. Unconditional love, given and returned, no matter what. That was the beauty of dogs, innit?

Hazel straightened Meeky’s zebra-print coat and frowned. There was no shortage of litter on the ground: a colourful assortment of discarded vapes, drinks cans, a few broken bottles and some chocolate wrappers. Chocolate, for heaven’s sake. Toxic enough to put a dog’s liver out of commission for good, and it was left around like it were someone else’s job to clean up after ’em.

Meeky’s sister, Bella, was eyeing up a discarded sarnie. ‘Don’t you dare,’ Hazel growled and toed the sandwich out of reach. ‘The people what leave this crap around, they’re the first to whinge about the foxes an’ the rats. Ain’t like it’s the rats’ fault, mind. They go where the food is. Better ’em than the trash. At least they’ll give you a chance to chase ’em.’ She looked at the two small dogs at her feet. ‘Bred to hunt ’em, your lot. Not like you’d know what to do if either of you actually caught one, though. Soft, you are. Both of you. And thank heavens for that. Last thing we need is for you to chase one of them rodents across a busy street.’

The idea of that scared the crap out of Hazel. Maybe the rats were more sensible than her Yorkies.

No, it wasn’t just that the trash were unsightly. It were dangerous to the dogs. And the kids.

Cos the trash wasn’t only on this side of the iron fence. The sea of rubbish flowed into the children’s play area. The basket swing swayed in the morning breeze, a denim-clad leg draped over its side. Underneath it lay a couple of energy drinks cans and a foil packet of crisps.

Hazel had read somewhere about a dog that had got its snout stuck in a crisp bag. Poor thing couldn’t get it off and suffocated. Fury began to pulse deep inside of her. Scooping a Yorkie under each arm, she strode towards the swing to give the young man a piece of her mind. She didn’t expect it to make a huge difference to the park, didn’t believe in that woo-woo crap her granddaughter spouted about ‘ripple effects’, whatever that meant. All she knew was that maybe one less person would be polluting her park.

One less person leaving crap that could endanger Meeky and Bella.

It wasn’t just anger; it was righteous anger.

Hazel picked up speed along with decibels. ‘Wot you think you’re doing, leaving this garbage here? You so privileged you think it’s someone else’s job to clean up after you? You think you’re too good to walk five farking steps to drop it in the bin?’

The leg continued to gently swing, but the opposite knee, resting against the side of the basket, didn’t move. The young man’s chin rested on his chest, like he was sleeping.

Sleepin’ it off, or maybe pretending to sleep so that he didn’t have to answer her.

Weren’t the first time, prob’bly wouldn’t be the last. Either way, he didn’t take any notice of Hazel.

‘Wot? You too stoned to listen to me?’ With a Yorkie in each hand, she couldn’t push the kid to wake him up. Not without putting one of the little scavengers down. Instead, she raised her foot and kicked the swing. ‘Farking fool!’

The man’s head lolled a little to one side, but otherwise he didn’t move. The energy drinks clearly weren’t worth their money.

‘Wake up and look at me when I’m talkin’ to you!’

His head lolled a bit further, and a sick feeling spread through Hazel’s belly; one that had little to do with the litter surrounding her. The man’s sunglasses slid off, bouncing on the pavement.

‘Oh no,’ Hazel whispered. His head really shouldn’t lean that far to the side. Not a’ that angle, like.

Her foot nudged the swing again, this time more gently. ‘Wake up, you clod. You can’t be dead.’

She looked away from him – those cloudy, staring eyes; the gaping mouth; the thin red line across his neck – to her dogs, but they were focused on a half-eaten Mars bar a few metres away.

‘Please don’t be dead,’ she implored, knowing it was already too late. She did a quick scan of the area. Maybe she could leave him there for someone else to find?

Wi’ all the dead bodies around here, there’s gonna be someone, some CCTV, that puts you right here right now, Hazel, she told herself. You don’t do the right thing, someone’s gonna think you was involved.

Instead of the ‘why me’ that she intended, the words that erupted from her throat were ‘Jesus farkin’ Christ Almighty!’

The echo faded, and Hazel wondered if she could get away with one more angry kick to the swing. Deciding it wasn’t a great idea, she shifted Bella to her other side, pulled her mobile out and dialled 999.
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1 LOUISE


Sarah the Trainer



Hey, we’ve moved from Vicky Park to Wells St Common, just behind the People’s Pub. It’s a bit quieter, less distractions for the dogs.







Running late – sorry! Be there in 5.





Once upon a time, I was pathologically early. ‘To be on time was to be late’, and all that. Then I got a dog, and not just any dog: a dachshund. 6.5 kgs of shouty stubbornness. His legs might be little, but they were like emergency breaks. No matter how much time I left to get somewhere, I always ended up skidding in late.

Five of my friends were already at the Common, standing with their dogs in a loose circle, laughing with Sarah the Trainer. Today she sported a bright parka over leggings that had her Pomeranian dog’s face on them and a headband with cat ears. Her long dark hair was tied back from her face with a string of green poo bags. While I had issues with chicken bones left on the street, her bone of contention was the dog poop that people couldn’t be bothered to clean up. She’d even written and recorded a song called ‘Pick it Up’.

She was also a cracking good trainer and had been a massive help when Klaus was a pup and I didn’t have a clue what I was doing so it made sense to call her about running a scent training class.

I slid my rucksack off my shoulder and stepped in front of a contraption that looked like a lopsided flower pot. Klaus gave it a suspicious sniff, and readied himself to raise his leg on it.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ I said, holding him back. ‘Thanks for waiting, and for running this special session for us, Sarah.’

‘It’s not like our dogs don’t already know how to sniff out a dead body,’ Irina drawled. She wasn’t wrong; this past June, Klaus and Hamish, Irina’s Scottish terrier, had found a dead body in our local park, then a few months later our friend Yaz had stumbled on another one, posed on the canal path with a box of chicken wings. She’d credited the find to her Boxer, Hercules, but knowing Herc, he’d been more interested in the chicken than the dead man.

‘I don’t want to find a dead body, but I’d be happy if Tyrion could find me a few truffles,’ Meg said. ‘I read somewhere that dachshunds are the second-best sniffers out of all the dogs.’ Meg was the understated one in our group: petite and wide eyed, she gave out a little-girl-meets-Goth vibe, but if you were in a tight spot, she’d be the one you’d want in your corner.

‘That’s right,’ Sarah said, pointing at Meg and smiling. ‘Just after bloodhounds.’ If she saw Irina roll her eyes, she ignored it. ‘Here are some more fun facts. Your dog has up to three hundred million olfactory receptors compared to your six million. The part of their brain that is responsible for interpreting these is forty per cent larger than ours.’

I looked down at Klaus, wondering how all that could fit into such a small package.

‘They can smell a hundred thousand times better than us. Their noses are so sensitive that they could detect half a teaspoon of sugar in an Olympic-sized swimming pool.’

‘Yeah, and Hammy would try to eat it.’ Irina’s throaty Russian accent carried on the cold December air. ‘And then end up in Doggie A&E.’

‘Again,’ I pointed out.

She tucked a strand of fair hair back behind an ear. Where most of us were bundled up for the tundra, Irina’s jacket was open at the neck; this weather was nothing to her. She inclined her head toward me. ‘True.’

Sarah let the sidebar slide, and I felt like the kid in class who was not only late, but who then got caught goofing around. I would have blushed, but my face was already red from the hike to Vicky Park. ‘Dogs smell in 3D, just as we see in 3D,’ Sarah went on. ‘Our eyes see two slightly different pictures and our brain puts them together to make one picture. Dogs’ nostrils can work independently and their brain puts the scents together to help them figure out where the smelly stuff is.’

‘Cool, hey?’ Across the circle from me, Fiona was giving her cocker spaniel, Nala, an impressed look. ‘You’re more than just a pretty face.’

‘A dog’s nose can separate air so that one portion goes to the olfactory sensing area, which is responsible for distinguishing scents, and the other goes to the respiratory system for breathing. Also nifty: dogs can inhale and exhale simultaneously. Pretty useful for when they’re sniffing around. You’ll be unsurprised to know that we humans can only do one at a time.’

‘Next-level multitasking.’ Claire pulled her beanie hat off, refastened her blonde curls under it, grimacing at her French bulldog. She’d made no secret of her low expectations for Tank. He has, like, three brain cells, Lou. One is focused on food, one on humping and one, maybe, is on me. Maybe. And let’s face it, with a half-hidden nose, he’d have to get right up to something to find anything.

Tank was finding Nala just fine, and that second brain cell was definitely firing up as he edged closer to the pretty spaniel.

Who obligingly rolled onto her back.

And stayed there, despite Fi’s irritated hiss. ‘As much of a tart as her mam,’ Claire joked.

Sarah pretended not to hear the aside. ‘Dogs have an extra olfactory organ. This is called the vomeronasal organ – and don’t ask me to say that three times, fast. It’s also called the Jacobson’s organ and is responsible for detecting pheromones. This organ has helped dogs survive for thousands of years. It can help them identify suitable mates, discern between friendly animals and potential predators, recognise emotional states, notice when someone is pregnant, detect illnesses.’

A couple of kids, one holding a football, edged close to our group.

‘Some dogs are even being trained to detect cancer. If you were to roll out a human’s olfactory region it would be the size of an A4 piece of paper. If we rolled out your dog’s, it would be the size of a football pitch.’

Herc planted his feet and began to bark at the children. In short order, the daxies had joined in the fun. Got your back, bro!

The kids bolted. Which set off the remaining dogs.

‘Sorry,’ I said, aware of how often I was apologising. ‘They’re all bark, no bite.’ Which was true, but I wasn’t going to lie: Klaus always looked pleased with himself when he chased off stranger danger.

‘No problem. It happens in every class.’ Sarah gave us a few minutes to get our dogs under control before continuing. ‘I know this is the boring part. I’m just trying to give you a bit of background so you know what we’re going to be working with.’

‘It’s not boring at all,’ Meg protested. ‘We’re sorry. Please continue.’

Sarah reached into her pocket and pulled out a red rubber bobble toy. ‘Okay, so you’re probably wondering why I told you all to get one of these?’ Hercules took that moment to circle a few times, then squatted.

‘Jesus, Herc. You didn’t want to poop on the walk here, but you need to do it right now?’ Yaz fished a poo bag out of her pocket and knelt beside her dog. She made a gagging sound. ‘I don’t know what treats Daddy’s been sneaking you. It’s about the size of Tyrion.’

We all stared at Meg’s little dappled dachshund. ‘She’s not wrong,’ Meg said. ‘Sorry, Sarah.’

‘She’s not wrong indeed,’ Sarah said with an affable smile. If she was irked, she wasn’t showing it, thank heavens. ‘Now then.’ She held up the red bobble, waggled it from side to side and repeated, ‘Anyone want to guess why I asked you to start getting your dogs used to these?’

‘Because there’s some sort of statistic that they’re into sex toys as well as chew toys?’ Irina asked.

Yaz opened her mouth to respond.

‘Enough!’ I snapped before Sarah did. ‘Enough already.’

Yaz stifled a giggle, and turned to toss the poo bag into a nearby bin.

Sarah’s expression was a mix of amusement and gratitude. Irina’s observation wasn’t wrong, but it was out of place. I mouthed Sorry to Sarah and gestured for her to continue. Klaus gave me the side-eye, no doubt hoping I’d be distracted enough to miss him trying to wee on the wonky pot.

As a group, we’d agreed to do the training near Victoria Park instead of our local ‘Partridge Park’ to minimise distractions for the dogs, but having their best friends in the same area was turning out to be as distracting for them as Irina’s smart mouth was for us.

I didn’t envy Sarah; this was going to be a long hour.



By the time Sarah was done with us, most of the dogs understood the basics of searching out the red toy, primarily because it was either stuffed with treats or because they’d get praise and, well, another treat when they did so. Their food obsession made training easier, but there was a long way to go until they’d be able to put any truffle pigs out of business.

‘I didn’t know that we were using red because dogs can’t see that colour. Did you?’ Fiona asked, falling into step beside me. A tall Australian with long auburn hair, red was her favourite colour. Today she wore a red parka with a matching red hat and gloves, and she had Nala on a red lead. Not for the first time, I wondered why she’d gone for a blonde cocker spaniel instead of a red one. ‘I guess much of the stuff I buy Nala gets ignored because she doesn’t see it.’

‘Or see you when you’re trying to call her,’ Claire suggested, dragging Tank away from a picnic table as we walked home. There was a buzzing sound, and she dug around in her pocket to retrieve her phone. The others all pulled their own mobiles out and stared first at them, then at me, swearing softly.

‘What?’ I pulled out my own phone to see.




Partridge Bark


Paul (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Dad)



@Louise is losing her touch – someone else found a dead body in the ’hood today.







Kate (Percy and Andy’s Mum)



OMG – who?







Paul (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Dad)



Who died or who found him?







Ella (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Mum)



Arrête. Stop playing the fool, @Paul. We do not know who died. Not yet. Not who. Not how. Only that the old woman with the two Yorkies – I do not know her name – found him in the children’s playground in the corner of Partridge Park. The police have cordoned off the area… Again.





‘You really have lost your touch, Lou. And now that Klausi’s been all trained up on being a sniffer dog…’ Fi’s wink took the heat out of the statement.

‘I’m with Meg on this.’ I shrugged. ‘I’m just as happy for Klaus to find me truffles.’

‘Which explains exactly why you drag us up here on bloody freezing early Sunday morning, so the dogs can learn to search on command?’ Irina said. ‘Not many truffles growing in East London.’

‘Not that I usually agree with the, ahh… with Irina, but Lou,’ Yaz said, catching herself before referring to Irina as ‘the Tsarina’, a nickname based more on Irina’s attitude than her nationality. ‘Our local crops seem to be weed and dead bodies.’

‘Want to bet that it’s one of the hounds that passed on today’s session that finds the next body?’ Claire paused to allow Tank to lift his leg for the 258,373,466th time on that street.

‘That why you’re here, Claire? Find a body and get the inside scoop?’

‘If I’m a part of it, I can better report on it.’ Claire winked. ‘Although with Tank’s nose, the chances aren’t high. Speaking of which, anyone fancy taking the scenic route home past the kiddie park?’

Yaz shot Irina a look. ‘Kill two birds with one stone?’

‘What do you mean?’

Yaz grinned, unrepentant. ‘Claire can get the scoop. And you can get another date with PC Andy. Assuming, of course, that he’ll be working this case. He does tend to catch the ones that happen around here.’

‘He’s a detective, not a PC,’ Irina snapped. Yaz knew that, of course. She just got a kick out of calling him that to wind Irina up. ‘And he doesn’t get to choose what cases he gets.’

‘Well, we do get our fair share of crime.’ Yaz drew out the last word. ‘And I guess you haven’t scared him bad enough to have him recuse himself from anything that happens in the neighbourhood.’

It was a valid question. There’d been an almost instant interest between Irina and Andy when we’d first met him, over the body of our murdered friend Phil Creasey, back in June. From there it had gone up, down, side-to-side and backwards, yet, as far as I could tell, not forwards.

‘So, do you want to go then?’ Yaz continued. ‘We’re almost there.’

‘No.’ Irina shrugged, pulling Hammy away from a half-eaten sandwich on the sidewalk. ‘You go if you want to.’

‘Great,’ Yaz said. ‘We’ll give him your regards, shall we?’

I slowed down, studying Irina until she demanded, ‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ I lied. Truth was, there was something off in her tone. Almost as if she didn’t need to see Andy… because she was seeing him later?

Or worse, had she reverted back to her situationship with Tim Aziz? The local Lothario had been cut loose by his long-term, long-suffering girlfriend when she’d finally had enough of his cheating. Just because I hadn’t seen the telltale signs – Tim’s Jack Russell, Loki, keeping Hammy company on Irina’s balcony while he ‘entertained’ her inside – didn’t mean it wasn’t happening.

‘You’re not back on with Tim are you?’ I whispered at her.

Irina’s eyes narrowed and she shook her head.

So, maybe there was something reprising with Andy. After her jerking him around for so long, he’d have to be nuts to have any sort of relationship with my crazy Russian friend, but stranger things had happened.

‘Louise?’

I blinked at Meg. ‘Sorry?’

‘I live by the park anyway. Why not come over for a coffee? At least you can warm up.’ And see what the police were up to.

The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. ‘Sure, why not.’
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2 ANDY

Andy watched Mrs Carstairs walk away, clad in a zebra-print coat that matched her dogs’ jackets. She’d tried to come across like an old-school moll, but he suspected that finding a dead body in the kiddie park hadn’t just thrown her off her game, it had deflated her.

‘All mouth, no trousers,’ Detective Scott Williams said, agreeing with Andy’s assessment. ‘Kind of like her little dogs. Speaking of which, it’s more than an hour in, and no sign of Marple and her Pack.’

Williams stood, arms crossed over his chest, while the coroner strapped the dead man to a gurney. Around them, the crime scene was being processed, fingerprinted, photographed. They’d check for witnesses and CCTV, but this neighbourhood was a black hole for both.

‘Wrong.’ Andy jerked his head behind Williams. ‘No sign of Marple, but her Pack are watching from the balconies. I can see the French guy with the two black Labrador retrievers in the brick building, third floor. I’d bet that every move we make is being relayed to their group chat. Kind of surprised we haven’t seen them, though. They usually walk their dogs here.’

‘Want me to check? Far as I know, I’m still in the chat.’

Andy was unsuccessful in suppressing a grin. ‘Irina hasn’t kicked you out yet?’

‘Hasn’t found me. No reason to – I wasn’t the idiot who gave her my number. Profile pic’s a close-up of my neighbour’s dog’s snout. Has been for years, so that people can’t find me if I don’t want them to.’

Andy hummed a response, and Williams pushed his point. ‘Not that I’m not glad that you managed to convince Irina to add you in in the first place.’ He winked, knowing full well that Andy, worried about the danger the Pack might attract, had added himself and Williams to their group chat when Irina had left him with her unlocked phone. ‘Shame that she kicked your skinny arse out.’ He paused for effect. ‘Of the chat, that is. As well.’ His grin was unrepentant.

Andy shook his head, and stared at the sky. It was the red button that Williams kept pressing. And he wasn’t done yet.

‘Anyway, looks like you spoke too soon, Andy. Here comes the paw patrol.’

Andy turned, realising that he had to twist further than usual to see past the white paper hood he wore.

‘Don’t worry. There’s no sign of your girl, or her little dog,’ Williams cackled, and Andy wondered if his partner was trying to sound like the Wicked Witch of the West.

He craned his neck, watching a group of women coming down the canal path. They were bundled up for the cold, anonymous in their beanies and puffer jackets. What gave them away were the dogs in front of them: two miniature dachshunds wrapped up like floppy-eared burritos, a French bulldog that looked angry (even when he wasn’t), a pretty cocker spaniel that flirted with everything they passed, human, canine or rubbish bin, and a black-and-brown boxer that was bigger than all the others put together, but who seemed to think he was the smallest.

Andy let his breath out slowly. There was no sign of the black Scottish terrier, though he knew that the women striding towards him were no less determined than its owner.

‘Seriously, Andy. Keep the hood up. It suits you, and hides your fair form from the gentler sex.’

‘You’d call that lot gentle?’

‘Nope.’ Williams grinned. ‘Not a single one of them. But you got to admit: cases are never boring around here. Think that’s why Grieves still goes all hands-on every time?’

‘He’s the DCS. I doubt he does it because he’s bored,’ Andy said.

The women were stopped by a uniformed officer outside the taped-off perimeter. ‘Frank’ll move them on,’ Andy said, with a sliver of hope, all the while knowing that it was only a matter of time before his mobile phone began to buzz.
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3 LOUISE


Partridge Bark


Paul (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Dad)



@Louise @Claire @Meg @Fiona @Yaz I saw you talking to the police. Any new intel on our latest dead body?







Sadly no – they moved us on pretty quickly.








Claire (Tank’s Mum)



‘Nothing we can share with you at this point’ yada yada. [image: Emoji: Frowning face.] 





Claire put her phone down and reached for mine, reading aloud the news article I’d found in one of the national papers.


MAN AND DOG STABBED IN EAST LONDON PARK

A man and his dog were stabbed as fighting broke out over the weekend in Victoria Park.

Two men and a woman were arrested in the wake of a violent confrontation, which followed an incident involving two dogs in the popular, dog-friendly East London hotspot.

Police and paramedics were called to the Grove Road entrance of the park at just after 9:45 on Saturday morning and found a man in his forties with several stab wounds. A golden retriever was also found wounded, and another two individuals and an additional dog nearby had sustained dog bites. The man’s injuries were deemed serious but not life-threatening, and he was taken to a nearby East London Accident & Emergency department while the dog was conducted to an emergency veterinarian clinic. A crime scene cordon has been put in place while the police continue to investigate.

This comes just weeks after three young children and their fifty-six-year-old grandmother were rushed to hospital with life-threatening wounds after being mauled by an XL bully dog in South East London.

A thirty-two-year-old man was arrested and taken into custody on suspicion of having dogs dangerously out of control.


‘This to me proves that humans, not dogs, are the issue. I know I’m generalising here, but responsible dog owners would never put their dogs in dangerous situations,’ Meg said, putting a tray of coffee mugs on the table. She’d changed into a unicorn onesie while the kettle boiled, and tied her hair – long black curls with a good six or eight inches of blues and purples at the bottom – into a ponytail. ‘Hell, I’d rather put myself in danger than risk T. Any day.’

‘Totes. I know I’m biased, what with being a journo, but speaking of getting a bad name for a few bad apples, can I say how much I dislike that random blurb at the bottom about some other dogs in some other location mauling children?’ Claire said. ‘There’s no evidence that the cases are similar, and it’s not even clear in the last paragraph if that man was arrested for today’s incident in Vicky Park or the one in South East London.’

‘True. But getting back to the point, nothing on our dead guy this morning?’

‘Not yet,’ I said and put my phone away. ‘That’s the only East-London-park-related crime I can find for this weekend.’

‘Don’t worry, Lou, there’s still the rest of the day to get through. It is interesting though that the dog-related barney – which I’d bet started when the humans argued, then involved the dogs – gets national coverage but they were pretty much silent when that woman was killed there last week.’

We all turned to look at Fiona. ‘What?’

‘Yeah. I only found out because I was walking Nala up there not long after it happened. Silly, really – I forgot we’d changed the date for the training session. Anyway, that part of Vicky Park was cordoned off when I got there.’

I considered myself a news junkie, keeping an eye on the local as well as international apps, yet I hadn’t heard about this. Glancing around the table, neither had most of my friends. ‘Oh, didn’t you hear about it?’ Fi asked.

The rest of us looked at each other. At least I wasn’t the only one to have missed it. ‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, see, this is my point. No one knows, but it didn’t sound like suicide.’ Fi took a mug of hot coffee and put it at her elbow. ‘Let me try to find the police statement.’ She fiddled a bit, then passed her phone around.



DEAD WOMAN FOUND IN VICTORIA PARK

Shortly before 10:00 a.m. on Sunday, police attended a wooded area inside Victoria Park, Tower Hamlets, finding the body of a deceased person at the scene.

The identity of the woman is yet to be confirmed and next of kin located, but the Metropolitan Police have confirmed that the Homicide Command have opened an investigation into the death.

The area has been cordoned off, and will remain so for several days to allow the forensics team to continue gathering evidence. The rest of the park remains open to the public and there will be increased police patrols in the area.

Anyone with further information is encouraged to contact the police on 101, or Crimestoppers on 0800 555 111, giving the reference number listed below.


‘Shit. Homicide?’

‘Yeah. There wasn’t much else in the news that I saw, but then I avoid the news these days.’

Claire and I exchanged a glance: we didn’t. And yet we’d missed this. Victoria Park wasn’t our local park, but it wasn’t all that far away either.

Fi took a sip of coffee. Winced, added a spoonful of sugar and blew on it. ‘Someone I bumped into at the scene was speculating that the dead woman was part of one of the homeless camps, but I don’t think that was ever confirmed.’

‘Homeless camps? In Victoria Park?’

‘In any park, Lou,’ Claire interjected.

‘There was some talk of secret tunnels in the park too, but I think that’s just a myth,’ Fi went on.

‘Secret tunnels?’ I leaned back and looked at my friend, intrigued. It wasn’t impossible that she was winding us up now, but how cool would that be?

Fi twisted her long red hair into a topknot, fastening it with a pencil, and stretched like a lean cat. ‘Yeah, every so often, someone talks about secret tunnels under the park, but I’m pretty sure they’re animal burrows or made up, to be honest.’

‘Maybe the remains of an old World War Two Anderson shelter?’ I guessed.

Claire stood, placing her empty mug in Meg’s sink. ‘I hate to be a downer, but do we think the dead woman or the dog-on-dog-on-human – or whatever it was – in Victoria Park have anything to do with the body in the Partridge kiddie park?’ She reached for Tank’s harness. The Frenchie was snoring by the radiator, his head resting on Nala’s back, while the sausages had burrowed under blankets on the couch. He opened one eye as Claire approached, then quickly closed it.

You could almost hear him: If she thinks I’m still sleeping, we won’t go outside.

If Tank thought that was true, he underestimated Claire’s determination.

‘Going back to the crime scene, Claire?’ Meg asked.

She shrugged into her coat. ‘Yeah, see what I can learn. Doubt they’ll tell me anything, but a girl’s gotta try. You want to come along, Lou?’

I was already shaking my head. ‘No thanks.’

Three sets of eyes fixed on me, in varying degrees of shock and surprise. ‘Seriously? That’s not like you.’

‘Not my circus, not my monkeys. I didn’t find the man. Probably don’t know him. And, last but never least, I’m not a cop.’

‘But you’re so good at hunting down murderers!’ Fi laughed.

‘So good that I paint a bullseye on my forehead?’ I shook my head wryly. ‘Don’t forget: since June I’ve come close to being run down twice, my flat’s been broken into and I’ve been attacked by a crazed killer on the towpath.’ I settled back into my chair, hands firmly wrapped around my mug. ‘No thank you. I’m sitting this one out.’

I hadn’t expected them to laugh quite that hard.

‘Bet you a tenner that Lou finds a way to get involved,’ Fi said to Claire.

‘You’re on.’

‘Let’s make this more interesting,’ Meg suggested, winking at me. ‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Lou, but whether you get involved is a foregone conclusion. How about we discuss the “when”?’ She adjusted the neckline of her unicorn onesie like a man tightening his tie. ‘I’ve got a tenner on it happening before the end of the week.’

‘I’m in. I think it’ll be before Wednesday.’

‘Me too. I’ll take Tuesday.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘So good to know that my friends have faith in me.’

‘Oh, we do, Louise. We do. That’s why we’re betting on you getting involved.’ Meg grinned. ‘Oh, and I’ll put another tenner on Irina worming her way back into Detective Andy’s good graces, only to piss him off again. Any takers?’
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4 CLAIRE


Chron Tom



Hey Tom, I saw what looks like a murder scene in Partridge Park this morning. I’m going over there now to see what I can find out.







What is it about you and your local park, Claire? You’re not a suspect in this one, are you?







Not this time. Just a journo trying to get the scoop. And trying to give her editor the heads-up without catching any aggro.







Haha, fair enough. Good luck – let me know what you find out.





‘Berk,’ Claire muttered, although that didn’t feel strong enough. She’d known Tom wouldn’t be able to resist the jibe, the little toerag. Yeah, she’d been questioned by the police in October: she’d been seen on CCTV with her friend Jonny Tang not long before he’d been murdered. They’d done their job by asking her their questions – she would have done the same – but while they’d caught the murderer eventually (okay, the Pack had caught the murderer), she still missed Jonny.

Every. Single. Day.

She scowled at the message again. ‘You’ll find out when I submit the text, ass hat.’

Tank looked up at her, blinking into the sun.

‘That’s what The Chronicle gets for going cheap,’ she explained. ‘Sure, go ahead and recruit an external editor, instead of hiring from within. Total incompetence. One of these days, we’ll find out he’s someone’s nephew or something.’

He wasn’t, though. Claire’d already checked. But a family friend? A godson? A secret toy boy? Nothing was impossible.

It was a short walk from Meg’s flat to the children’s playground, but the journey was delayed by Tank’s insistence on stopping to wee on every rubbish bin, as well as every third blade of grass. ‘Next time I’m getting a female dog,’ she told him, not expecting him to believe her.

He locked eyes with her and lifted his leg, squeezing out a few drops at the base of a tree. See? I can do what I want, he seemed to be saying. I know you wouldn’t trade me for anything.

He was right, of course.

It didn’t matter. There was no rush – the Murder Investigation Team would be there for hours, even if the dead body wouldn’t. And the chances of seeing the victim were pretty slim anyway. The police had already set up a tent over him when they’d passed earlier.

What was she after? Claire didn’t know. Maybe someone would find something interesting. Maybe she’d be able to overhear one cop sharing a theory with another? Slipping and calling the dead man by name?

Tank let out a challenging bark, and Claire followed his gaze towards a pretty young woman with mousey blonde hair walking a grey-and-white Shih Tzu, both of them wedged into too-small pink puffer jackets. The last time she’d seen the other woman around the park, the dog, Bonnie, had been in season. Tank, still intact, was interested, but the young woman had been fierce about maintaining a safe perimeter around her girl.

Claire didn’t blame her; as hard as it was having an unneutered male dog when a female was in season, it had to be a thousand times worse having that female and trying to keep hopeful suitors away. That said, the young woman was a little standoffish. It wasn’t personal, Claire knew. She kept the rest of the Pack at arms-length too; not unfriendly, per se, just not overly interested in engaging. She pretended she didn’t see Claire. Kept her head down and walked away.

‘Huh,’ Claire said to Tank. ‘Did you do something to offend her?’

Tank didn’t have an answer.

Claire watched the woman go, then readjusted her scarf, pulled her beanie further over her forehead, and plotted a course towards the crime scene.
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5 ANDY

‘They’re coming back,’ Williams said.

Andy felt his blood run cold. ‘Already?’

‘It’s been a couple of hours. Guessing they’re keen.’

‘Which ones?’ The small hairs at the back of Andy’s neck prickled.

‘Relax, just the journalist.’ Williams’s smile grew a little. ‘By herself. The one we brought in for the Tang murder right before Halloween?’

‘Yeah, I know who she is.’ Andy hoped his relief didn’t show. Claire was single-minded, but didn’t seem the sort to hold a grudge.

‘Detectives,’ she said by way of greeting, ignoring the PC’s attempts to move her on. ‘I heard there was a dead body found here this morning. Anything you can share?’

‘You know we can’t, Ms Dougherty.’

Claire nodded and smiled politely. ‘Right. Well, I know you’re part of the Murder Investigation Team. And I can see you’ve got blue police tape here, around the play area, but red around the swing. Guessing that’s where the body was found?’

‘Ms Dougherty…’

‘Can you tell me if it was male or female? I heard it was a youngish male.’ She gestured towards the buildings overlooking the park and Andy stifled a groan. The Frenchman with the black Labs was still out on his balcony, wrapped in a blanket, binoculars pressed against his face. Andy hoped he couldn’t read lips.

‘You know I can’t.’

‘That’s okay. I’m sure I can ask Mrs Carstairs. I heard she was the one who found him.’

Andy struggled not to grit his teeth. ‘Is there anything you’d like to share with us?’

Claire blinked. ‘Why would I? I wasn’t here. And, as far as I know, I don’t know the victim. This time.’ She tilted her head to the side, looking genuinely horrified. ‘Or do I?’

‘I have no idea. But the last time we found a body in the park, your dog people were able to help us narrow down the time it was dumped there.’

Claire shook her head. ‘Can’t help you. That time it was summer, so the windows and balcony doors were open. The dogs could hear everything. They went nuts, so we could pinpoint when it happened.’

Their sense of smell wasn’t the only edge they had on humans; they could probably hear everything now, they just couldn’t be bothered to go outside in the cold.

‘Isn’t establishing that sort of thing the coroner’s job, anyway?’ Claire asked.

‘Nooo!’ The shriek split the air. A woman in her fifties raced towards them, dragging two brown mongrels in her wake. Claire tightened Tank’s lead before he could challenge them.

‘Christ,’ Williams murmured, not without sympathy.

Claire watched the flailing juggernaut approach.

‘It’s Eddie, isn’t it?’ The woman halted in front of them, eyes wide, chest heaving. She was average in height, with a long thin nose, stubborn chin and bits of lavender dye jazzing up her blonde-and-grey hair. One of the mongrels snarled at Tank. Claire moved him to her other side, but stood her ground. ‘Edward Morley. Is that him? Is that my boy?’ The woman craned her neck to see, and Andy stepped in front of her, trusting Williams to get Claire out of the way. This was the part of the job he hated most.

‘No formal identification has been made yet, Mrs…?’

‘Carr. Caroline Carr. Let me see my son.’

‘The coroner has already taken the, ah, victim away, ma’am.’

Caroline fumbled in her pocket for her phone. With shaking fingers, she opened her Photos app. Scrolled back, and back further. Andy’s heart clenched. He’d seen this sort of thing before: a parent who had lost touch with their child, only to find out they were dead. Too late for goodbyes. Too late for any chance of reconciliation. All that lingered were memories of angry words and slammed doors. Andy didn’t know what it would take to get to that point. He didn’t see much of his own son, but he did everything he possibly could to keep the relationship good. Not only with the boy, but also with his mum. Andy’s ex. Not because of any residual feelings, but because it made it easier to be a good parent.

Tears streaked down the woman’s face. He didn’t have it in him to tell her to stop scrolling, that he couldn’t tell her whether it was her son or not. Not yet, at least.

Finally she stopped and presented the phone to him. The picture filling the screen was from summertime, although whether it was this past summer or years before, Andy wasn’t sure. The young man in the picture was in his late teens, with brown hair and light blue eyes. The same long nose. But where Caroline’s cheeks were red, flushed from the cold, the boy’s were sallow, and his chin was more sulky than strong.

Andy handed the phone back. ‘I’m sorry ma’am, I can’t confirm anything – a yes or a no – at this point. But if you give me your details, I’ll contact you know once we know more.’

From the corner of his eye, he saw Claire, head down, walking towards the canal path. If he could have, he’d have breathed a sigh of relief.

Only, some intuition pitted deep in his belly told him that he’d be hearing from her again. Soon.
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