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           Chapter 1 
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    A thin flurry of snow settled on the roof of my dark-blue Ford Fiesta giving the appearance of icing sugar. Thicker blankets of white covered the pavement. I groaned. Picturesque it may be but practical it was not. A most unwelcome visitor on a Monday morning when I was running late for work.  
 
    Out came the scraper and the elbow friction and I set about clearing enough windscreen to make my journey possible. The sky was cloudless. More snow looked on the way. I crunched around my vehicle, boots thumping down as I cleared off as much as I could. The harsh and biting wind hit my cheeks. Jumping in the vehicle, I blew out and rubbed my hands together. A cloud of white air filled the windscreen. My hands tingled as I reached in my pocket for the gloves that I should have put on earlier. I slotted my fingers in and clapped my hands. Boy, this felt like Siberia. 
 
    Icy tracks imprinted the road as I inched up the avenue. The cold cut through my navy woollen gloves as I breathed out again and another spray of mist fell onto the front window.  I turned the radiator dial up a notch and shuddered. This was the end of March, supposed to be spring. There shouldn’t be arctic conditions and a fluttering of snow on the ground.  
 
    I crawled along the road, gripping hard on the steering wheel. As I waited at the T-junction and checked the rear-view mirror, I tapped the dashboard in time with the right indicator. There were three cars queuing behind, impatient to get out. We would probably be here for some time. The traffic was bumper-to-bumper in both directions across my path. A tiny bit of frost and snow caused England to grind to a halt. 
 
    I glanced repeatedly both ways. A car ambled towards me from the left.  I wasn’t going to risk bustling forward in this weather. A horn sounded. It was not a good move to chivvy me along.   
 
    “If you’re trying to push me out, I’ll dig my heels in, even more, mate. I’m not moving until I’m good and ready,” I said out loud to the car behind. Who do they think they are beeping their horns at me? I wasn’t going anywhere fast. The horns blasted again, longer and louder than before. I wanted to get out of the car to give them a good talking to, but the freezing temperature stopped any notions I had of an altercation. 
 
    “Get a life,” I shouted and swore under my breath. Of course, I was the only one who could hear my outburst, but it didn’t stop my chunnering. I increased the volume on the radio. Those imbeciles wouldn’t intimidate me that easily, plus I wanted to get to work in one piece. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on.” A few minutes passed. The impatience of the traffic behind impacted on me. I strummed my fingers on the steering wheel, finally easing my way into the middle of the road. The car approaching from the left flashed his headlights, letting me out and I manoeuvred the turn. 
 
    Hopefully, I should still make it to work on time even with the extra ten minutes it took de-icing the car. Ten valuable minutes that would make all the difference between smiles or tuts when I walked in the office. The journey took fifteen minutes on a good day. I wouldn’t achieve anything like that today. 
 
    The rush-hour traffic crept tentatively along. Our lack of experience of dealing with winter weather caught the Brits out every year. The roads were like an ice rink. I tried to ignore the fact I might now be late as I didn’t want anxiety pangs in my chest again. I took a deep breath. There’s nothing you can do about this, girl. I blew the air out through my mouth and turned the radio back down. I had this annoying bad habit of messing around with the dial when I was stressed or so Jack told me. At least he wasn’t here to complain. 
 
    Tower FM’s breakfast show kept me company every morning travelling into work. Rachel Platten’s “Fight Song” came on. I loved that track, so turned the dial back up again and joined in singing. I’d taken my life back in the last few years. It felt like a fight to get to where I was today. 
 
    Looking at the clock, I sighed. Now, I would definitely be late. Typical, today of all days. I was running a training course that started this morning. It was one I’d delivered many times before but there was still prep work to do. This was the first session of six, so it was important to be there on time. It was a stress management course – I needed to practice what I preached.  
 
    My mind churned over. Could anyone at work help? I could speak to Karen the new training officer, although I didn’t think she would be too keen. She only joined us last week, through the agency and already had her feet firmly planted under the table. I wasn’t sure why, but I sensed she didn’t like me. I phoned work on speed dial. No one answered. A few more rings and it went to answerphone. Drat. I left a message to say I might be late due to the weather. I would have to organise everything now. It was unusual for me to be late at my job at the women’s centre, so I hoped nothing would be said. My breathing was rapid and shallow. I huffed and bit my nails. I didn’t like having to rush things.  
 
    Fourteen ladies had booked on the course. They wouldn’t all turn up, with today’s weather. Facilitating training courses made a pleasant change from counselling all the time and I didn’t get as many stress headaches when teaching. Maybe Janet, the admin lady, might organise the teas and coffees and book the clients in. I looked across at my bag and thought about the custard creams and chocolate chip cookies inside and smiled. They should earn me a few brownie points with the attendees. At least I’d not had to organise a luncheon buffet. The charity’s budget didn’t run to expenses like that anymore. I had pre-warned the group to bring in their own or nip out for a sandwich at lunchtime.  
 
    The lyrics quiz came on the radio and I answered the questions correctly. David from Greenmount got the answer to Beyoncé’s track right and won a pair of cinema tickets. I should try it sometime. The next song was Amy Winehouse’s “Valerie.” It brought back memories of when I used to go to bars and out clubbing. That was back in the day when I worked at Salford Quays and behaved like one of the lads. I laughed as I remembered singing that song on karaoke. I didn’t have the best singing voice. What an embarrassment I’d been. I shook my head. Another memory flashed past when I once took the mike off my old boss and ex, Simon on a works night’s out. I shuddered at the reminder. The only person who heard me singing these days was my bloke, Jack. I liked to join in with the songs. My voice grated on him, but I did it all the more if he mentioned anything.  
 
    “This is Tower FM. It’s nine o’clock.”  A jingle sounded. Oh dear, I was now officially late.  
 
    “Let’s go over to the newsroom for the latest news update,” said a man’s voice. A female voice followed. She came on and spoke. 
 
    “Detectives have launched an investigation after being called to the scene where a woman’s body was found on waste ground near Fairfield Hospital. A GMP spokesman said further details would be revealed once they have established the exact circumstances surrounding her death.” 
 
    Poor woman. A couple more news items came on, but I was more interested in listening to the weather forecast. 
 
    “An icy start in places. Sunny spells and scattered showers will develop later. There may be further sleet and hail at low levels, with snow falling on the hills. The northerly wind will make it feel colder than usual for this time of year.” Yeah, tell me about it. 
 
    I parked up and shivered as I opened the car door to climb out. I was grateful I had the good sense to wear my winter boots as I tried hard to grip the pavement. Two people passing by slid along the icy surface. Arriving at the centre in one piece, I dusted down my grey puffer coat to clear the snowflakes resting on my shoulders. The weather was the major talking point when I walked into the warm office. No one mentioned me being late although Karen checking her watch didn’t go unnoticed. I wasn’t the last to arrive. 
 
    “Jean’s got stuck over the tops. She said it’s a few inches deep where she is.” She lived in Holcombe village. It was lovely and scenic up there in summer but devilish if we got a frosty winter.  
 
    “Who’d have thought snow in March,” I said. 
 
    “I know, it’s terrible,” came a reply whilst I was busy collecting the folders. I took them through to the training room. The tables and chairs were in place. My heart beat fast as I scurried around trying to get everything organised. I checked through the paperwork. The paper was there but no pens. I rushed out of the room into our small office. 
 
    “Pens, pens,” I said hurrying through in a similar vein to the white rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. 
 
    “I’d have thought you’d have sorted this beforehand,” Karen smirked, with her eastern European accent coming through. “Haven’t you organised many training courses?” Inwardly, I wanted to punch her lights out, but I reacted by ignoring her. “That’s how you make mistakes, rushing around like that,” she jutted out her chin. My eyes narrowed, and I felt my toes curl. I would have loved to have said something equally cutting back to her, but my mind went blank.  
 
    With my best rabbit impression, I said, “No time, no time, hello, goodbye, I’m late, I’m late.” I heard a chuckle but knew it wouldn’t be coming from Karen. She lacked any sense of humour. The only nice thing about Karen was her shiny chestnut-brown hair, cut in a shoulder-length bob. I glanced over and saw her serious expression and pursed lips. I shook my head then went out to the kitchen where some of my candidates were waiting and I showed them through to our room. Normally, Jean did that, but she still hadn’t arrived and there was no way I would ask for Karen’s help.  
 
    Nine women trooped into the conference room. Five missing, so it wasn’t a complete disaster. I could still run the course. I introduced myself, then started off with the icebreaker session. We were soon in full flow. By lunchtime, the group seemed settled and interacted well. A few brought in pack lunches while others went out for food. I opened my bag and took out a container full of homemade soup which I warmed up in the microwave. 
 
    I sat in the kitchen reading after sending a text to Jack, asking him how his day was going. He didn’t reply so he was probably with a client. He only worked half a mile away from me and some days I went in to see him at lunchtimes. I wouldn’t call in his office today though. It was far too cold and slippery, and I didn’t want to chance walking out in such treacherous conditions. I could wait until tonight. He was coming over to mine for something to eat. 
 
    Most of the time, Jack worked on his own. A young female student came in once a week to do his admin work. He couldn’t afford to pay for more than that, so I helped him out when I could. He was a private investigator which wasn’t the most lucrative of jobs. 
 
    I flicked through an old Prima magazine on the table. It was the November edition so some of the winter clothing being modelled seemed appropriate for now. My soup pinged, and I brought it back to the table.  
 
    “That smells good,” Barbara said. 
 
    “It’s cheese and broccoli, homemade,” I grinned and hunched my shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, get you, Gordon Ramsay, I wish I could make my own soups,” she said. 
 
    “I’ll give you the recipe.”  
 
    “Thanks, Sophie.” I tore a piece of my bread roll off and dunked it in my soup. The radio was on in the background. The news jingle came on. 
 
    “Can you turn it up, please, Barbara?” I asked. She flicked her long straight blonde hair out of the way and leaned her chair over towards the cupboard. She reached up to the radio and moved the dial. 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “Detectives have launched an investigation after a woman’s body was found on wasteland near Fairfield Hospital. Police were called to the area after the discovery was made by a dog walker. The thirty-three-year-old woman has been identified and her family are being informed. It is not clear yet how she died.” 
 
    “Ooh, that doesn’t sound good,” Barbara said. 
 
    “No.” I went through my head thinking of the young women I knew living in the area. I thought of the poor woman’s age and her life cut short. She was a few years older than me. The subject of conversation changed to last night’s episode of Eastenders, so I forgot about the news story. The afternoon session went well. Everyone left, and I finished tidying the room and packed everything away. I glanced out of the window. The snow had all but melted.  My mind turned to Jack and smiled. It wouldn’t be long before I saw him. I was ready to walk out of the office door when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I looked at the screen. It was Jack. I answered. 
 
    “Have you heard the news?” His voice sounded edgy. 
 
    “What news?”  
 
    “It’s been on the radio about a woman’s body being found in Bury.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I heard that. Isn’t it dreadful, I…” 
 
    “It’s Carmen Weston.” 
 
    “What!” I cried. 
 
    “Yeah, It’s Jade’s mum.” 
 
    “No!” I put my hand over my mouth as I listened to his words. I felt the colour drain from my face.  
 
    “Do they know how she died?” 
 
    “All I know so far is, it’s being treated as suspicious.” I thought my knees would buckle so I sat down. 
 
    “No,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to Jade’s house now to see how she is and to find out what’s happened. I may be late getting to yours.” 
 
    “Shall I come with you?” 
 
    “I think it’s best I speak to Jade on her own at this stage. I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you later.” We ended the call, and I shook my head. Jean came up behind me. Her head bent towards me and she looked over her dark-framed glasses.  
 
    “Are you alright, Sophie? You look a bit distressed.” She put her arm on my shoulder as she spoke. I told her about my phone call with Jack.  
 
    “Oh dear, are you going to be okay driving home?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I rose and strolled towards the door. My body felt tense, and I desperately wanted to know more. I bit down on my bottom lip and felt sick. My stomach stirred as I thought about our connection to Carmen. I hoped her death had nothing to do with our involvement with her and her daughter Jade. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I flicked through my notes before my next client arrived. Christine had been attending therapy for a few weeks now. She first started coming because she was having difficulty coping with her son’s wayward behaviour. Now her worst fears had been realised. He recently walked out after an argument between the pair of them. Dealing with any loss was difficult but Louie was only a child, just a teenager. 
 
    We exchanged welcome formalities and she came in and sat down. I didn’t need to ask if Louie had been found. I could tell from the slumped shoulders and the drooping eyes. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Christine?” 
 
    She put her head in her hands. 
 
    “I’m taking things a day at a time. Once the realisation dawned on me, he wasn’t coming home, my world collapsed. I went from lightness into dark. The pain comes over in waves but when it arrives, it’s torturous. I don’t know how I will survive. It’s not like anything I’ve ever experienced before. When a relationship ends, or someone dies, you know it’s over and you learn to deal with it. This keeps me awake every night, wondering, hoping, planning, scheming what else I can do to find him.” 
 
    “At least, now you’ve got Jack on the case.” 
 
    “Yes, the police are a waste of space. They don’t care.” I nodded. “I think they feel that because he’s caught up in drugs, that it doesn’t matter. It’s as though he’s not worth saving, in their eyes.” She began to cry like she did every session when she came to see me. Luckily, my trusted box of tissues was on the table and she reached over and took one.  
 
    “I’m sure the police are doing what they can under the circumstances, but it can’t be easy if he doesn’t want to be found.” 
 
    “Where did I go wrong?” She bit her lip. 
 
    “He’s a young vulnerable boy who’s been easily led. That doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong. It could happen to any family. Don’t beat yourself up about it. Blaming yourself is a wasted emotion.” 
 
    “I can’t forgive myself for not seeing what was happening.” 
 
    “You were a busy working mum trying to provide for Louie. You can’t notice everything that goes on.” 
 
    “I should have spotted things sooner.” 
 
    “You could not have known what Louie was doing. The youngsters today are very private.” 
 
    “Not so long ago, he was a keen footballer. He enjoyed playing most sports.” She dried her eyes.  “The start of the changes in Louie began six months earlier when he was caught by the police trying to bury a large carving knife in the park. I challenged him about why he did it, but his only reply was that he wanted to. I knew something odd was going on. It wasn’t like him.” 
 
    “Louie got a few medals for being the man of the match. He could have gone a long way with his sport.” 
 
    “He still can, Christine, with your encouragement when he gets back.” She gave me a look to say she wasn’t convinced. Her clothes matched her mood. Today she wore a black polo-neck jumper and dark jeans. 
 
    “After the incident with the police in the park, his behaviour got worse. He started having angry outbursts and going into a rage. I was convinced he was being bullied but he wouldn’t admit to anything. He got upset if I challenged him. Instead of coming home from school at 4 p.m. he began rolling in at 9 o’clock and he wouldn’t say where he’d been. 
 
    I suspected he wasn’t at football practice. Something in his manner changed. He became secretive. I had seen it happen with a friend of his, Jensen. Jensen was hooked into the lifestyle of selling drugs in return for making a lot of money. It got him expelled from school.” I nodded. Christine continued. 
 
    “Louie went from being a boy who wanted to train and play sports every night to lying on his bed at weekends. From then on, he couldn’t be bothered to go to the match. The more I cajoled him, the more he withdrew. The worst time was when he was found with a machete in his school bag.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “From then on, his behaviour went from being a placid, quiet boy to someone who became violent and thrashed out all the time both verbally and physically. He soon spiralled out of control. I suspected something sinister. My sleepless nights started.  I wasn’t eating and I couldn’t concentrate on my job as a supervisor at Asda. I’m an emotional wreck, Sophie.” She started to cry again. 
 
    “No, you’re not. This will pass. You will find the strength to get through.” 
 
    I felt tearful myself when I recalled what she told me happened next. He didn’t come home from school one day after they’d had a tiff. She phoned everyone she knew. She described the emotional pain as the worst thing she had encountered in her life. The police believed his disappearance was linked to gang crime. 
 
    No wonder she was in bits. She had seen what happened with Jensen. He disappeared nine months ago, at just fourteen years old. He was involved in petty crime for a year and again his behaviour got out of control. During our sessions, Christine told me Jensen and Louie were very close. They had been friends since primary school. One time, Jensen was at her house and she found drugs in his coat pocket. She wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t tackle Jensen. Instead, she told his mum. Jensen absconded a short time later and was now wrapped up in criminal activities.  
 
    Since that incident, Christine said she became obsessed with her son’s behaviour, watching his every move. Fear overwhelmed her that Louie would go the same way as Jensen. Now it looked like her worse nightmares had been realised. I wanted to help all I could, so I referred Christine to Jack, and he reluctantly took the case on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Christine it’s Jack North. Is it okay if I come over later? I’d like to look through Louie’s things and take down more details if you are home.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine, Jack.” 
 
    I put the phone down. I couldn’t imagine what it must feel like to have a missing son. Shaking my head, I thought about my own son, Ryan. He was eleven, a couple of years younger than his sister, Megan. For several years my ex-wife refused to let me see them because of my drinking.  
 
    It didn’t stop me drinking. If anything, that got worse. I couldn’t cut down on the booze. That’s when I knew I was in trouble. It hurt like hell not having my kids in my life. Instead of doing the right thing, it gave me an excuse to drink more, as I wallowed in self-pity. I called Vivien all the names I could at the time. Now, looking back, I could see she protected them from my behaviour. I was an embarrassment, constantly drunk, even though I had a decent job as a police sergeant. I tried to keep things together but when she told me she wanted a divorce my world came crashing down. I had to move out of our beautiful home and into a bedsit. The fairy tale lifestyle I’d dreamt of was no more. My drinking escalated, and I went downhill at twice the speed of an express train.  
 
    I had to lose almost everything before I reached my rock bottom. My job, house and family went, but I finally surrendered and got help. I had to fight Vivien tooth and nail to get access to see the children. It was a long and hard battle through the courts. Now the kids came to stay every other weekend. My relationship with Vivien had its ups and downs but thankfully, Megan and Ryan still wanted me in their lives, so she hadn’t totally poisoned their minds against me. I’d been fortunate, and I overcompensated when I saw them if I could afford to. I didn’t have much spare cash, but it all went on them. It helped me some way in coping with the guilt I felt for what I put them through.  
 
    I arrived at Christine’s home an hour later. It was one of the better-kept council properties. There was a blossom tree in the front garden that had a robin sitting on its bare branch. Christine was a single parent, and it made me realise how difficult it must have been for Vivien after I left. I’d always been too selfish to think about anyone else but sometimes people were put in my path to prick my conscience. When I first spoke to Christine, she told me when Louie disappeared, she thought he had gone to live with her ex, Louie’s dad. He had done that once before. That time, it didn’t last long. He got himself mixed up with a bad crowd, so his dad turfed him out and he returned to Christine’s.  
 
    She confided in me that she was on benefits but did cleaning on the side to make ends meet. She trusted me to tell me that so I wouldn’t shop her. I didn’t know how anyone could afford to live on benefits. It was difficult enough on my meagre earnings. My only vice these days was an odd flutter on the football scores. Thankfully, there were enough cheating spouses to keep me solvent. 
 
    Christine lost her supervisor’s job at Asda. She took too much time off looking for Louie. She said the worry made her ill with stress and depression. At least now she could fit her cleaning job around searching for him with the limited means she had. I was surprised she could afford my services but if she came up with the money, then I wouldn’t question where she got it from. 
 
    “Come in, Jack, are you having a drink?” I could smell the aroma of fresh coffee brewing in the kitchen. 
 
    “Smashing, yeah. How are you, Christine?” 
 
    “I’m still not sleeping but I suppose that’s not surprising. I keep wondering what Louie is up to but I’m positive he’s alive though.” She scratched her head. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right, I mean, the pair of you had argued when he walked out, hadn’t you?” Putting a hand over her mouth, she nodded. 
 
    “I know, and I can’t forgive myself for that. Do you mind if I smoke?” It didn’t bother me. I stopped five years ago. 
 
    “No, whatever helps you. You’re not alone regarding your sleeping. I rarely have a good night’s sleep. Do you take anything for it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got tablets from the doctor, but I don’t want to become dependent on them.” Watching her, she took a lighter out of the pocket of her faded jeans and lit up. 
 
    “I know what you mean. I have to watch for stuff like that, having an addictive nature.” 
 
    We had a brew after exchanging small talk. I asked if she could show me to Louie’s room. She escorted me up the stairs. The house smelled of bleach and polish. I’d been in the homes of single women before and there were generally several half-finished jobs needing doing. Christine’s house was spotless, and nothing needed fixing. It put my place to shame. I guessed she had a fella who mended things. I was wrong. 
 
    “I’ve just finished decorating the hall and landing. I need to keep myself busy. Decorating takes my mind off things.” 
 
    “Wow, what an excellent job. How did you manage up the stairs?” 
 
    “I borrowed some ladders,” she grinned. “I watched how to do it on YouTube, plus I love those DIY programmes. It’s not a bad job, is it?” 
 
    “You’ve done a bloody marvellous job. You can do my place next.” We laughed and walked into Louie’s room. It was typical of many teenage boys’ rooms. The colour scheme was grey with blacked out curtains. The posters on the wall were black and white with a picture of Al Capone taking pride of place. There was a single white cabinet with a bedside lamp sitting on top. He had a wardrobe with sliding doors which I opened and looked inside — clothes, shoes, some sports designer stuff. He appeared to have an interest in the occult but that was often a phase. I remember myself being into horror in a big way in my teens. I read all of Stephen King’s books and watched all the films before I became more interested in drinking and girls. 
 
    I flicked through some of the books on his shelf. There were also school books there. I glanced through them. He went to a Catholic school, and he’d written that he didn’t believe in God. I wondered what his teacher made of his work. Maybe he’d done it to shock, saying he followed the teaching of the devil. I thought about our Ryan and decided I’d ask to see his school books next time I saw him. 
 
    “Did he have a girlfriend?” I asked.  
 
    “No, since he started hanging around with the older boys, he changed. I found a load of porn mags under his bed.” 
 
    “Did he have a computer or a phone?” 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know how he came by them. He didn’t get them from me. I went mad when he brought them home, but he told me to chill. There was something going on because he started buying clothes. I asked him where he got his money. He said it was none of my business.” 
 
    She took the laptop out of his desk drawer. “Here, Jack. Do you want to look at this?” 
 
    “Does he have a password?” I asked opening the lid. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” I fired up the computer and had a glance over it. I wasn’t an expert on IT, but I could work my way around one and had learnt a few tricks over the years for finding documents, sometimes hidden. There was nothing significant on his machine. 
 
    I scanned the bookcase looking for photographs or paper with phone numbers on. Nothing turned up.  
 
    “I saw him one day talking to that Dom Duggan. When I realised who it was, I went cold. I thought if he’s got his claws into my Louie, then I’ve lost him. I couldn’t compete with his drug money.” 
 
    “So, you know Dom Duggan then?” 
 
    “Everyone knows the Duggans around here.” I nodded. 
 
    “And Louie’s phone hasn’t been used since he left?” 
 
    “No, but I’m not daft. They’ll have given him a new one.” 
 
    “So, you’re convinced that’s where he is?” 
 
    “I’m as sure as I can be. It makes sense now, with hindsight. His behaviour changed after he met those scumbags.” There was a silence between us, and Christine looked up. “And another thing,” she paused for a moment, “I’ve got a feeling he was taking drugs or selling drugs at school.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “He went very secretive and wouldn’t let me in his bedroom, but I found tinfoil that had dropped under the bed one day.” 
 
    “Did you challenge him?” 
 
    “I didn’t. He’s a big lad now. He’s never hit me, but he’s come close a few times. Plus, I wanted to be sure, before I accused him. I bet the Duggans got him doing their dirty business for them in return for cash or goods or whatever it took to hook him in.” 
 
    “Did he have any hobbies?” 
 
    “That’s another thing, he used to be on the football team and in summer he played cricket, but he lost interest. He has a guitar he liked to play. He loved playing it, but he’s not taken it with him. Maybe they promised him a new one, I don’t know.” 
 
    “So, the day he went, what happened?” 
 
    “We had another row because I suspected he’d not been to school. He’d been wagging it for a while. I’d had a letter a few weeks earlier. He told me they must have got him mixed up with someone else, but I wasn’t stupid, I knew. And then, he didn’t return home at the right time, so I suspected he’d been playing truant and I questioned him. He snapped, called me all sorts of choice names, then he didn’t come home from school the next day. I noticed a few of his things had gone. He hasn’t been back since.” 
 
    “Did you say one of his mates saw him getting into a gold coloured Merc?” 
 
    “That’s right, Stuart who lives on the corner, he told me.” 
 
    “Right,” I nodded, making a note of Stuart’s details. 
 
    “When Brian and I split up, Louie took it hard. His behaviour changed, and he became unruly. To be honest, I was relieved when he said he wanted to live with his dad. He’d had enough of my constant nagging. The sad thing is, he is a bright lad.” 
 
    Christine wiped a tear away. A box of tissues sat on the side. I passed her one. She blew her nose then passed me a photograph of Louie that was on the table.  
 
    “Here, I found this. Take it, Jack. It’s a recent one.” I looked at the picture and could see the resemblance between Louie and his mum. They both had brown hair and a turned-up nose. 
 
    “How are you coping?” 
 
    “I’m so glad I met Sophie at the women’s centre. They have been very supportive, but it’s not easy. I hated the idea of Louie living with his dad when he went the first time. Now I’d be happy if that was where he was, but I don’t have a clue where he’s gone. Even though he wasn’t nice to be around, and I didn’t always like him, I miss him so much. He was such a caring, kind-hearted boy not so long ago. I can’t believe he’s probably got mixed up with the Duggans.” We exchanged a glance, and I nodded. 
 
    “I will do what I can to help you get Louie back, Christine. No promises, mind.” She looked across at me and nodded. She didn’t know it, but the thought of getting something on the Duggans gave me an adrenalin rush. I’d love more than anything to get one over on Dom Duggan. That was something I’d dreamt about that for a long time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Once a month, I had supervision where I discussed ongoing cases, to ensure I worked safely. As a counsellor, it was an opportunity to bring up any work-related issues. Helen was a competent supervisor, and I respected her judgement. Her appearance was a breath of fresh air. She dressed like she was about to be whisked off to the beach any minute. In her mid-fifties, with over-processed white-permed long hair, she liked to wear bright lipstick and nails and always wore blue eyeshadow. Her floaty long charity shop dresses were always brightly coloured and floral.  
 
    I watched as she settled into the rust-coloured velour tub chair opposite. She blended in well with the décor with her lime green outfit.  Her wrists jangled with a selection of gold bangles as she ran her fingers through her hair. Crossing one leg over the other, she put her notes on her lap. It wasn’t warm enough for the open-toed sandals she wore but they matched her summer ensemble. Taking out her rimless glasses, she read through the summary of our previous session, looked up at me and smiled. 
 
    “Good, so, how are things, Sophie?” 
 
    “Okay, I love the new work I’ve been given and I’m enjoying the additional training.” 
 
    “So, you’re not finding it too much for you?” 
 
    “To be honest, I wish I’d continued my studies sooner. After I finished my degree, I was keen on getting a job and earning money again. I’ve got the background experience now. I’m glad the centre set up this initiative to help young girls. It means I have a ready-made placement here to count towards the hours I need.” 
 
    “And how are you finding working with the younger client group?”  
 
    “I know I’m only thirty-one, but I want to mother some of them.” I laughed. 
 
    “So, do we need to discuss anyone?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been working with one Asian girl who’s being bullied at school. She’s bright. It’s such a shame. Jealousy may be the reason the gang are picking on her. I think it helps to work in an integrative way and not purely person-centred, which would have taken longer to help her move forward. By using gestalt and TA tools, we are now seeing signs of improvement with her self-limiting beliefs.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “I’ve had to do two child protection referrals in the last week, which is unusual. It means I’m forming a good working relationship with Sally Price, the social worker.” 
 
    “Ah yes, I’ve met Sally.”  
 
    “There are two clients who are pregnant, and I’ve referred them on for specialised counselling. Both are being pressurised to go for terminations.” Helen nodded. “But to be honest with you, there’s a general problem I’m experiencing. There are a few young clients I’m concerned about. There is a pattern here, and no one is taking any notice.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, I have three girls now who have confided in me that they are members of gangs. I must admit, I was shocked when I heard that. The types of things the girls have been doing, I’d associate with the slums of San Francisco or Los Angeles, not a small town like Bury. I didn’t expect to find problems with gangs in our area.” 
 
    “Are they being coerced into criminal activities?” 
 
    “Yes, and it is linked to drugs. I know at least two of these girls are afraid. They won’t say much. They are driven by the criminal code of honour to keep quiet. It can be frustrating when I’m getting somewhere, and they close up.” Helen nodded. “It’s very sad. They’re from broken homes. I think they got involved, thinking it was cool to hang around with older guys with money. They’re being lured into a lifestyle to sell heroin and crack cocaine. They’ve been sent to other areas like Blackpool and Prestatyn. It’s awful to listen to because their lives are being ruined.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about this. They call it the county lines phenomenon, don’t they?  It’s disturbing to think it is going on in our own backyard. The girls you’ve been dealing with, how is their mental and emotional well-being?” 
 
    “It’s shocking. One has been raped. She’s not prepared to go to the police because she’s too afraid of the consequences. Another of the girls told me a harrowing tale about how she sat with some of the young gang members in her house. She said they were playing computer games and chilling when one of them started beating up her friend. They said that if no one volunteered to go county, then her mate would get it. So, she volunteered.” I looked over at Helen who nodded. 
 
    “It is obvious she is still traumatised by those events and what followed. She told her mother she was staying at a friend’s house. She had to wait for a car to turn up and take her to the home of a drug addict. She was given a phone and told to stand by for instructions. The poor girl delivered drugs and did as she was told. They kept her there for two weeks as a virtual prisoner. She didn’t even know where she was. All she knew was that it was somewhere in Prestatyn. She said another girl was there who worked in Rhyl. They both escaped but now, she lives in fear of the gang members returning. I’ve had to pass the details onto the police and social services as per our protocol.” 
 
    “Good, any developments?” 
 
    “No, I’ve heard nothing back, but I don’t think she’ll be prepared to give evidence. She’s too scared of the consequences.” 
 
    “When we introduced these sessions for young girls, the centre thought they would be dealing with unwanted pregnancies and family concerns. I’m surprised by how busy we are with drug problems. It’s not good the way girls are coming to us with issues relating to dealing, and now this human trafficking. Will any of the other girls stand as witnesses against their perpetrators, do you know?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. It has reached pandemic proportions and the girls are afraid, not just for themselves but these gangsters are threatening their family members as well.” 
 
    “What a nightmare. Their poor families. Is there any more we can do as an organisation?” 
 
    “I can’t think how. We’ll just have to keep referring them on to the necessary agencies.” 
 
    What was happening was disturbing. This was a huge problem. The authorities should have taken it on, but no one seemed to do very much. None of the girls I had seen were prepared to talk to anyone outside of the confines of the counselling rooms. It was so frustrating. Later that night I saw Jack and gave him an update. 
 
    “I hope you’re not expecting me to get involved, Sophie. I can’t even find Louie, so I’d have no chance with these wayward teenagers you are talking about.” 
 
    “No, I realise that.” I looked down, my shoulders drooped. “Sometimes, my job seems such a waste of time and effort. I get so overwhelmed by everything that’s going on. When I face situations that there doesn’t appear to be any solution to, I think, what’s the point?” 
 
    “I understand that, but you can’t fight a war single-handed, Sophie. Where would these girls be if they didn’t have you to help them? Remember, before the women’s centre offered this service, they had nowhere to go with their problems. That must stand for something.” 
 
    “You’re right. It’s just depressing.” I sighed, and Jack nodded. I went to the kitchen to make a drink. Walking back in the lounge ten minutes later, Jack was watching the news. I didn’t disturb him. I drank my tea in silence.  
 
    Jack turned and said, “Stop worrying about it. You are doing all you can.” I put my empty mug on the coffee table and sidled up to him, linking his arm and picking my feet up onto the sofa. I yawned. 
 
    “Come on you, let’s get you to bed.” He took hold of my hand and we stood up together. 
 
    “Oh, there is one thing. I almost forgot.” 
 
    “Oh, yes and what’s that then?” 
 
    “I know it’s confidential, but you ought to know.” His eyebrows were raised. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “In the sessions that I’ve had with these girls and subsequent conversations, there’s a name that’s cropped up a few times.” 
 
    “Oh, and who would that be then?” Jack asked, with a glint in his eye. 
 
     “Your old friend, Dom Duggan.” 
 
    “Really? Now, that is interesting.” He nodded. “He was no friend of mine.” Jack’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I opened a packet of salt and vinegar crisps and took one out. Turning it around, admiring the golden colouring, I bit it in two and crunched. I waved the packet at Jack. His large hand grabbed inside and pulled out half the crisps. 
 
    “Hey, greedy,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have offered if you didn’t want me to have any.” I pulled a face at him as he chomped. 
 
    “Okay, okay, grumpy chops.” I put my hand up in the air and sat back leaning against the wall of the rundown property on Scobell Street. There was no furniture in the room. From the damp odour, it probably hadn’t been occupied in a long time. I watched Jack as he stood at the window, looking out. He could only peer through a small gap as the frame was boarded up from the outside. With his dark hair and eyes, he was more good-looking when he was moody. I just wished it wasn’t so often. I reached for the flask of coffee and poured out a drink. 
 
    “Here, get this down you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He gave me a half nod as he took the cup and drank it in one gulp. I poured one for myself. What a way to spend a Saturday evening. I agreed to come over to give Jack a break. At least this wasn’t my permanent job like his. Surveillance work wasn’t my cup of tea. I found it boring, watching and waiting. Nothing ever happened. Jack had been here for a week. It was different for him. It was his bread and butter. This was my night out if I wanted to be in his company. Sometimes, when he got grouchy, I questioned that. 
 
    We agreed I would take over from him at the window for a brief period. Jack gave me my instructions. I had to keep my beady eyes on the house opposite and watch and photograph anyone going in or out. Was it a crack den or cuckooing at work? I was ignorant of these terms before I went into rehab. None of my friends were into drugs but now I had mates like Aaron and Liam, ex-addicts, who I’d known since my first stint in the recovery facility. They were pussycats compared to the guys across the road. I walked over to the window. Since I’d been with Jack, I found out more about the underworld than I would have liked.  
 
    The most notorious drug dealers in the area frequented the house opposite. Jack had been in touch with the community police team because he suspected cuckooing. That was a new word on me, but now I knew what it was. He thought the property was rented to a vulnerable adult and the drug gang had moved themselves in and taken over the place. 
 
     “Whoops, wait a minute, change of plan.” Jack didn’t take his eyes off the house as he spoke. He pulled out a pair of binoculars and studied the scene. 
 
    “We’ve got movement.” I took a peep outside and spotted a car pulling up. It was a clapped-out red Vauxhall Corsa. Two figures climbed out of the vehicle. Both small in stature and muscly with dark hair, even I recognised it was the Duggan brothers. One of them wore a baseball cap, and the other slipped his hoodie over his head to hide his face but there was no mistaking who they were. Jack’s camera clicked away. I watched as they sauntered up to the front door. They could have passed as twins their appearance was so similar but Dirk, the taller of the pair was two years older than Dom. 
 
    The door opened and a tall, well built, dark-haired guy wearing a sweatshirt two sizes too small stood there. His belly hung out of the bottom of his top to reveal a hairy and less than flattering torso.  He had a moustache and stubble on his face. He looked foreign, possibly eastern European. His bulging arms were covered in tattoos. He clasped hands together with the pair and followed with a half hug. I watched as one of the Duggan’s beckoned someone forward from the parked car. A younger boy with blond hair, aged about fourteen climbed out and strode up to the front door with a swagger. Jack clicked away as the group went inside the house. The curtains were drawn so we couldn’t see any more. 
 
    “What shall I do, Jack?” I asked. 
 
    “Just keep your eye on the car and the house and give me a shout if anyone comes out. If there’s any movement, get your phone out and start snapping. I’m just going for a number two.”  
 
    “Oh, gross. Too much information, thanks.” I shook my head as Jack toddled off to use the loo. I stood at the window for ten minutes before Jack walked back into the room.  
 
    “At least the water is still on. It’d pong in here if they’d turned it off.” He laughed. I pulled a face. 
 
    “Yuck, you know how to charm a girl. You’re so eloquent and say the nicest things.” I smiled. 
 
    “That’s right, and I bring you to all the best places,” he laughed. “Any movement?” 
 
    “No, all quiet on the western front.” My eyes followed Jack as he rummaged in his rucksack. He pulled out the tin-foiled parcel I’d prepared earlier. 
 
    “Want a butty?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d have worn my best dress if I’d known we were eating out,” I laughed. “It’s okay, you can have them.” I knew how to look after my man. Food was the way to his heart. He had a great appetite for someone so slim and he always ate everything I made for him. I watched him devour the ham sandwiches. 
 
    Keeping Jack company wasn’t my only motivation for being here.  I decided to help because of what happened to Christine. No mother should have to suffer what she was going through. So, now I was here with him, keeping watch over the local drug dealers when I could be at home with my feet up watching telly. 
 
    “Oh, wait a minute, we’ve got movement.” Jack came over to the window and stood next to me.  
 
    “They’re off. Do you want to stay here or come with me?” he asked, zipping up his leather jacket. I wasn’t in the mood for a car chase. The thought of a luxury bath in my nice warm flat sounded much more appealing. 
 
    “No, you go. Do you want me to wait here?” 
 
    “You don’t have to. It’s up to you.” Jack gathered up his equipment and put the items in his rucksack. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give it an hour,” I said looking at my watch, “If you’re not back, I’ll make my way home.” 
 
    He gave me a quick kiss and grabbed his bag. He stood in the doorway and turned to speak to me. 
 
    “Let me know if anything happens.” 
 
    “I will. I’ll text you. Take care.” I blew him a kiss. The door closed, and I heard him bounding down the stairs. My heart pounded. I didn’t like chasing after dangerous criminals. This wasn’t the sort of work Jack liked either. I hoped he could keep a clear head and his obsession with Dom Duggan wouldn’t hinder any investigation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Being an ex-copper, I was used to tailing vehicles. It wasn’t hard. I was sure neither the brothers nor the young kid knew I was behind them. From the information I had, the Duggan boys ruled the roost in this part of Manchester. There was a lot I didn’t know about their operation, but I had more than a hunch they had something to do with Louie’s disappearance. 
 
    The red Corsa spluttered along, two cars in front of me. Dirk drove, and Dom was in the back with the young teenager. They headed east on the M67 towards Oldham and Ashton. This was interesting, leaving their patch. They travelled at speed, but I had no problem keeping up in my more powerful silver Ford Focus. It wasn’t the newest of models, but it was reliable and with its two-litre engine, I had no problems when I had to put my foot down. 
 
    Dirk indicated to come off at Chadderton. I didn’t have a clue where we were going. Visibility wasn’t the best and in the dark, I couldn’t even hazard a guess around these parts. It was unfamiliar territory to me. I knew little about this side of town, so I stayed as close behind as I could. They veered off the main road and weaved left and right through cobbled streets of terraced houses. The darkness made the scene look like an old-fashioned photograph with varying shades of grey. 
 
    They pulled up outside one of the two-up two-downs. I parked some way behind. I needed to lie low. Dom got out of the car and opened the boot. He grabbed a bulky carrier bag and walked up to the front door of the property. He used a key to get in. I took a few snaps.  
 
    I sat there for fifteen minutes with my muscles getting cramped before Dom returned empty-handed. He got back in the car and they sped off. I wasn’t going anywhere. I locked up my vehicle and eyed up the property. There were no lights on. I couldn’t see any movement. There was a chill in the air, so I zipped my jacket up. I grabbed my bob hat out of my pocket and put it on, then popped on my leather gloves and hunched my rucksack onto my back. The moon was blanketed by clouds, so a sheet of blackness descended. 
 
    Walking towards the front door, I kept my eyes on the windows. No tell-tale twitching. There were cigarette butts accumulating in the tiny front garden, together with an empty bottle of cider. The surrounding wall had bricks missing. The wayward bricks sat on the edge of the path alongside screwed up sweet wrappers where flowers should have been. 
 
    I rang the doorbell and waited. No one came. With some force, I knocked against the wooden frame and put my ear in closer. I couldn’t make out any sounds. I looked up and down the street. It was deserted. It was the second house along the terraced block, so I walked through the ginnel to the back gate. I tried the handle, but it was locked.  
 
    Checking the area first, I grabbed the top of the gate and pulled myself up. Wriggling my body, I heaved my legs over and jumped down the other side. There was a small backyard where two broken plant pots had soil spewing out onto the concrete. I walked up to the back door and knocked. I waited. No sounds.  
 
    Still looking around, I took a large screwdriver out of my bag. I wedged it into the door where the lock was. Using brute force, I had the door open in no time. As I stepped inside, I glanced around. Visibility had improved as the clouds dispersed, leaving a full moon in view. The smell of damp hit me.  Even in the dim light, I could see patches of it climbing up the walls. It looked like the residents had been partying with empty beer cans and cigarette ends everywhere. Pizza boxes littering the floor. Work surfaces were cluttered with more empty takeaway cartons. I continued to check the area. Searching through the cupboards, I found nothing. I advanced through the kitchen into the back room, careful not to make a sound as my trainers hit the laminate flooring. The scene was much the same here. Debris and leftovers lay on the coffee table. I checked the cupboard under the stairs — a few tools and a box of discarded newspapers. 
 
    My police training came in useful sometimes as I continued to search through the house, being painstakingly careful not to miss anything. Occasionally, I had regrets about messing up my career because of my heavy drinking, but I enjoyed the freedom that my role as a private investigator gave me. I couldn’t go back to working for someone else now. I liked to do things my way. Sophie didn’t always agree with that, but it was her choice to stay with me. She could either like it or lump it. 
 
    I checked out the window. I didn’t want any gang members returning while I searched the place. That would be curtains. My hearing was good. At this time of night, I should hear any vehicles approaching. I couldn’t afford the luxury of putting lights on, so I looked over the rooms in torchlight. 
 
    The floorboards groaned as I slinked through towards the front room. I waited and listened. The door creaked as I opened it, so I pushed it a fraction at a time. Once inside, I noticed a thick coating of dust on the surfaces. Empty bottles, cartons and the wooden flooring peppered with cigarette ash were all I could see. I shone my torch around, listening for sounds then I brushed my hand against the wall and caught the remnants of a cobweb. I worked through the downstairs room, turning over cushions, checking in drawers. They were bare.  
 
    My senses were heightened as I prowled about. I knew some of the more obvious places for hiding drugs, but these guys were always coming up with new ingenious ways to stash their booty. I had checked out each room methodically. There were a few porn magazines in the bottom of a cupboard but nothing more incriminating than that.  
 
    I was about to ascend the stairs when I heard a vehicle outside. I rushed to the window. My heart beat fast. It was a taxi. I watched as it pulled up halfway down the street and I strained my eyes to see a guy half cut stumble out. He took one step forward, two steps back then circled around.  Those were the days. He fumbled with keys at his front door for some time. I waited until he found his way in and my rapid breathing resumed its normal pace. 
 
    The steep staircase was carpeted. The smell of mildew followed me. Now wouldn’t be a good time to get caught. I said a quick prayer and made my way to the top of the stairs. I opened the gap in the front bedroom door. There was a bed with a grey-coloured duvet cover on and a cheap white MDF wardrobe and chest of drawers. A blanket was pinned up at the window, blacking it out. Some badly spelt graffiti was written on the walls. 
 
    The floorboards creaked incessantly. If anyone was here, they must have heard me. Was anyone hiding out, waiting? I gulped. Moving over to the second bedroom, the door was closed. I tried the handle. It was locked. I listened but heard nothing. Carrying on walking I made my way through to the bathroom and scanned the small area. There was an opened cabinet containing a toothbrush and paste and some men’s deodorant. Nothing else. I checked behind the toilet cistern, but there was little to interest me there. I was surprised. My hunch of finding something looked like it was wrong. It was a windowless room. I turned the light on and off. It worked. 
 
    I walked back to the locked bedroom. This time I heard a sound coming from inside. A groan. My breathing was shallow, and I caught a breath in my chest. At that moment, my mobile pinged. Oh no! Why didn’t I turn it off? Frowning I looked at the screen and saw it was Sophie.  
 
    Hi babe, nothing doing here. How’re things with u? X. 
 
    I shook my head. What timing. Sometimes, her eagerness to please was so annoying. I silenced the phone and put it back in my pocket.  Popping my bag down, I took out the screwdriver again. I wedged it between the bottom knuckle of the hinge and the pin. Then, taking a hammer out of my rucksack, I tapped on it until the hinge came loose. It didn’t take much force. My fingers and toes tingled, and I wiped the perspiration off my forehead. I was going into the unknown. What would greet me behind that door? My pulse raced. 
 
    With heightened awareness, I prepared myself for an attack, but nothing happened. A small olive-skinned teenage boy of about thirteen lay either sleeping or unconscious on the bed. A young girl of about sixteen was huddled in the corner. She was skeletal. Her blonde hair looked bedraggled. She wore light-blue pyjamas. The bones on her tiny frame jutted out through the material. Her face looked gaunt. I watched her as her eyelids drooped. Her head bobbled about on her shoulders. Her pupils were like saucers. She was stoned.  
 
    “You alright?” I raised my eyebrows but there was no eye contact from her. She hadn’t registered I was there. I moved over to the boy on the bed and checked his pulse. It was weak, but he was breathing. There were bruises on his body and a cut over his eye. I turned him on his side and put him in the recovery position. I was no doctor, but he looked none too clever. 
 
    Moving over towards the girl, she flinched when I approached. 
 
    “It’s okay, I won’t hurt you.” I raised my hands up. She laughed a high-pitched cackling laugh. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked her. No response. I tried a smile and crouched down close to her. “My name’s Jack. I come in peace.” I’d been watching too many movies, and I almost finished with “To infinity and beyond,” but didn’t think she’d be too impressed with my Buzz Lightyear impression. She’d have me down as a serious whacko. I took hold of her hand and she winced again. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t bite. I want to help.” I noticed bruise marks on her arms. Her spaced-out expression didn’t change. I tried again to get her to speak and on the fourth attempt, it worked.  
 
    “Jade,” she offered. 
 
    “Your name’s Jade?” She nodded.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Jade?” She looked at me and blinked.  
 
    “I live here.” Her head flopped back and forth. I frowned. 
 
    “And the boy, what’s his name.” She didn’t register at first, so I pointed to the bed. She shook her head and hunched her shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Her speech, although brief, was slow and slurred. 
 
    “Does anyone else live here, Jade?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Who, who else lives here, Jade?” I tried to show concern in my voice as I spoke. 
 
    “Don’t know.” I sighed. This was going to be a long night. 
 
    “You don’t know much, do you Jade?” She ignored me. 
 
    “What have you taken, Jade?” I raised my eyebrows and smiled at her. 
 
    “Just weed.” It was then I noticed a syringe down by her side. I held her arm and saw the injection marks. 
 
    “It’s heroin, isn’t it, love?” She shrugged. Her head drooped forward. 
 
    “I’m here to help you.” I didn’t know what my intentions were in that instant, but I had to do something. “Wait there.” The girl made no signs of movement. 
 
    Walking over to the bed, I lifted the boy. He didn’t stir. He was light and looked malnourished. My immediate reaction was to remove the pair before the gang came back. I left the front door open as I carried him to my car and sat him up on the back seat. His body slumped, so I left him there and went back for the girl. When I got back, Jade was cradling her body, shaking,  
 
    “Come on Jade, get up.” I grabbed her wrists and tried to help her. She made no attempt to move. “Can you move or are you hurt?” No reply. I took off my glove and felt her skin. Her hands felt icy cold. There was no heating on. I removed my jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders then scooped her up. She was lighter than the boy. I collected my bag from behind the door and carried her out to my waiting car. She didn’t protest.  
 
    Placing Jade in the front seat was a difficult manoeuvre. Her head flopped around as I wrestled with the seatbelt. I checked the boy, he was still out cold. I fired up the vehicle. Still not 100% certain where to take them, I decided against the hospital. It would be murder at this time on a Saturday night. The place would be overrun with the remnants of drunken brawls. 
 
    Where do you take two stoned teenagers for safety? My mind worked overtime as I tried to come up with a plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Caroline was the first person who came to mind. She was an ex of mine and a nurse. She only lived in Rochdale, ten minutes away. I phoned her. 
 
    “Jack, what are you doing phoning me at this time of night?” 
 
    “I’ve got a problem.” I explained about the two kids in the car. 
 
    “Just take them to the hospital. They’ll check them out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to sit in A & E with them all night and I feel responsible for them now. I can’t leave them.” 
 
    “Jack, this is crazy. Phone an ambulance.” 
 
    “No, they would involve the police. I’d have too much explaining to do.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack. I don’t think it’s a good idea to come here.” 
 
    “If you’re otherwise engaged, I understand.” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s my night off, Jack.” 
 
    “Pretty please. Could you take a look at them?” I could hear her moaning on the other end. 
 
    “Okay, bring them here if you must but if I think they should be in the hospital, you’ll have to take them there, anyway.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll take that chance. I’ll see you shortly and Caroline…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Thanks, I owe you one.” 
 
    “You owe me more than one, Jack,” she said, and the line went dead. 
 
    I pulled up outside Caroline’s small semi and it dawned on me I hadn’t replied to Sophie. I ought to ring her, but I didn’t think she’d be pleased if I told her where I was. Taking out my phone, I sent a text: Something’s come up. It’s gonna take longer than expected. Get yourself home x.  
 
    It would only heighten my guilt if I knew Sophie was still in that cold empty house keeping watch for me while I was here with Caroline. Sophie replied straight away: Will do, take care x. I quickly added another text: Thanks for everything. Speak in the morning x.  
 
    I left the two youngsters in the car and walked up to Caroline’s door. She wore a plum-coloured velour tracksuit and even without makeup, her face looked radiant. Her long blonde hair was swept up off her face and held with a clip. 
 
    “Where are they?” she whispered. I pointed to the car. “Come on, let’s get them inside.” 
 
    “The girl is called Jade, but the young boy hasn’t woken up or come to yet.” 
 
    Caroline’s charm appealed to Jade more than mine as she allowed Caroline to help her out of the car and she walked unaided up to the house. I carried the boy in. As I plonked him on the sofa, he stirred.  
 
    “Where am I?” he shouted as he looked up. His head darted about in bewilderment. He rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “It’s okay son, you’re safe.” 
 
    “Don’t call me son. I’m not your son,” he shouted. 
 
    “Fine, so what’s your name?” I nodded. He scowled at me then looked over at Jade and Caroline.  
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve brought you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “You can’t do that.” He grabbed hold of the arms of the chair and his head swung around. Panic flashed across his face as he jerked his body and got up and made for the door. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa. Sit down a minute. Where do you think you’re going?” I blocked his route. 
 
    “I’ve gotta get back. I can’t stay here.” His voice shook. 
 
    “Sit back down and we’ll have a little chat.” I used my heavier torso to drag him back onto the sofa. He scowled again. I stared at Caroline imploring her with my eyes to intervene. 
 
    “Would you like a drink and something to eat?” she asked him. He frowned. “I could make you some toast or a sandwich?” she offered. 
 
    “No. just leave me alone.” He looked down. Caroline looked over at me. 
 
    “Make some toast, Jack, while I check over these two, please. I’m sure you’ll remember where everything is.”  
 
    Was Caroline having a dig at me? We were together for two years off and on. We argued so much that eventually, I couldn’t bear the conflict anymore and called time on the relationship. We fought and split up over the slightest thing. She could fall out with me over the way I stayed quiet when she spoke. She walked out of a restaurant on me once because she didn’t like the way I looked at her. Whoever she wanted me to be, I couldn’t be that person and nor was I happy to change for her. She had some good qualities though. She was caring, as you’d expect from a nurse. I tried to ignore her fit body and attractive features. I was with Sophie now and we were happy. Our relationship was less confrontational, and we had grown closer together and were comfortable with each other. I knew Caroline’s maternal instincts would come out with the children. They would do better in her hands. I busied myself in the kitchen until she walked in. I looked at her, blinking rapidly.  
 
    “Are they okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve checked them both. I think they’ll be fine. Jade needs to sleep it off. The boy is called Marcus. I’ve left them watching a DVD of Twilight.” 
 
    “Gosh, you’ve worked your magic, haven’t you?” I laughed as I buttered the toast. She took a piece and bit into it. “I wouldn’t have thought they’d be any fit state to watch anything,” I said. 
 
    “Jade’s worse than Marcus. I can keep an eye on her. There’s jam in the fridge,” she pointed. “I don’t remember you being this domesticated when I knew you,” she smiled. I was conscious of her body as she stood too close. Picking up the plate, I was about to take it through to the lounge after grabbing the jar of jam. She pulled on my arm. I jerked my head back, my skin tingled. 
 
    “We need to contact Social Services. They’ve both taken illegal substances,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, you’re right.” I walked through with the food. Was it a mistake to come here? Caroline was correct, of course. I glanced over at Marcus’s face. He looked washed out. His sweatshirt and jeans were grimy. There was mud on his trainers. There was more resemblance to a street tramp than a young schoolboy. With his greasy straggled hair touching his shoulders, and the whiff when I went near him, it was obvious he hadn’t washed in some time. I wasn’t good in situations like this. Caroline would have more chance of getting information out of them if I wasn’t there. She nodded for me to return to the kitchen. 
 
    “Are you going to phone the police and Social Services, or shall I?” I would have some explaining to do when the police arrived.   
 
    “I don’t think I have much choice. It needs to be me.” Caroline nodded. 
 
    “They’re both settled, now. You make the calls and I’ll chat to them if I can get them to tell me any more.” 
 
    “Sure, I think they’ll talk more freely to you.” 
 
    I phoned through to the emergency duty team at Social Services. They were already stretched for cover. This was turning into something of a nightmare. I didn’t go to A &E because I didn’t want to be there all night. Now, it looked like I’d be here for hours waiting for a social worker. I gave them all the details, and the woman asked to speak to Caroline. I put her on the phone and sat trying to listen in.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, course, no problem. They’re both stable. I agree it’s probably better to leave them here now. Yes, that’s fine.” 
 
    Caroline came off the phone and gave me the news I’d guessed. They’d be sending someone over as soon as they could, but they didn’t think it would be for another five hours or so. Caroline offered to give her bed up to let them sleep. I wasn’t going to stay. She looked disappointed. I told her I had things to do and would come back in a few hours unless the guys from the authorities got there sooner. She said she’d let me know if that happened. We stood in her hallway and she took hold of my hands and looked at me smiling.  
 
    “It’s so good to see you, Jack. Are you sure you don’t want to stay?” Her body was too close. I could smell her perfume. I moved from foot to foot.  
 
    “No, thanks for the offer and I appreciate your help. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Any problems call me. I’ve got something urgent I need to do.” She moved to kiss me, and I swerved my head to the side, so she only caught my cheek. I had to get out of there fast. She waved me off on the doorstep. I didn’t tell her the urgent thing I needed to do was have a kip on my own, in my own bed away from temptation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I arrived back at Caroline’s first thing the following morning, far too early to be up on a Sunday. Now I’d had time to think, I knew I’d overstepped the mark asking for her help. I didn’t want to abuse her hospitality anymore, and I didn’t want her getting any wrong ideas about us. Leaving last night was a wise move. She got more information from the pair.  
 
    “Shush,” she whispered, putting a finger to her lips, “They’re both still sleeping.”   She beckoned me through into the kitchen and quietly closed the door. It turned out Marcus was from Whitefield, near where I lived. He told Caroline he ran away from home three months ago. He talked about the gang members brandishing guns. In his time away, he had stayed at different addresses but didn’t know where they were. 
 
    He worked for the gang. At first, they seemed friendly, he told her. He’d been asked to carry packages and in return was rewarded with a pushbike, money and clothes. He said it seemed too good to be true. It was, as he worked all hours dropping off drugs. He didn’t always know what was in the parcels. He confessed that more recently he had been dealing himself in return for booze and drugs. He did a stint in Blackpool and said sometimes he enjoyed it. She asked him if he was scared. He clammed up and said they did bad things to him if he didn’t carry out their instructions but wouldn’t say what they were. 
 
    “How old is he?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s thirteen.” I shook my head.  She continued, “There’s someone from the Child Protection team on their way over with the police. I don’t know if we’ll get any more out of him because he’s shut down again. I think he got frightened. He’s seen things that no one of his age should have seen.” 
 
    “And what about Jade? Did she say much?” 
 
    “Not really, I let her sleep.  I dozed on the sofa and gave the beds to those two. It’s a shame you couldn’t have stayed to keep me company.” 
 
    “Sorry about that and sorry to land this one on you, but you’ve been amazing. I appreciate what you’ve done. I will have to repay the favour sometime.” She nodded. 
 
    “I’ll think about that.” She winked at me and smiled. I didn’t smile back. 
 
    “Should we get them up? Social Services will be on their way.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll wake them both.” 
 
    I’d been in touch with a mate of mine, an old colleague from the drugs squad in Bury. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t getting too involved where there were bigger fish to fry. They weren’t aware of the house in Oldham. That was a relief. The cops had warned me not to interfere in their operations. I sat on the sofa, waiting. Jade walked into the room. She wore a tracksuit that was two sizes too big for her and although she looked rough, she still looked better than last night. 
 
    “How are you, Jade?” 
 
    “I feel sick.” She tightened her shoulders and folded her arms. 
 
    “Well, let me know if you’re going to vomit and I’ll get a bucket.” She ignored me and ran out of the room with her hands over her mouth. Just then, Marcus walked in. He wore the same clothes as the previous night, but they were now clean. Caroline must have been up early washing and drying them. He looked like he’d showered. He seemed the most refreshed out of all of us. 
 
    “How are you doing, mate?” I asked. He didn’t reply. The corner of his mouth turned down. 
 
    “We’re sorting out help for you.” He ignored me and frowned. Marcus wasn’t keen to talk, so we sat in silence. The girls returned, and Caroline nodded and beckoned me forward. I walked into the kitchen with her. 
 
    “She’s not saying much. I don’t know if you want to see if she’ll talk to you. I’m doing better with Marcus,” Caroline whispered. “I’ll make some breakfast.” We walked back together into the lounge and I sat down next to Jade on the sofa. She still looked peaky. 
 
    “You alright, love?” I patted her knee. She flinched and hunched her knees up close into her body. She didn’t reply. 
 
    “Anyone for a full English?” Caroline said from the doorway.  
 
    “Yes please,” Marcus smiled. Her charms were winning him over.  
 
    “Can I have a bacon butty?” I asked. I was due over at Sophie’s for Sunday lunch. 
 
    “Sure, what about you, Jade?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Nothing for me, thanks.” Caroline and I looked at each other. 
 
    “Well, I’ll make some toast and if you don’t want it you can leave it.” From Jade’s size, she couldn’t have much of an appetite. 
 
    “Marcus, do you want to come and help me in the kitchen?” Caroline asked. He bowed his head but left the chair and followed her. I sidled up towards Jade. 
 
    “It will be okay, love,” I said in the most caring tone I could muster. The tracksuit sleeves of her outfit were too long, and she clenched them, putting both her arms in front of her face.  
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    “I understand. We will get you some help and make sure you’re safe. What’s your surname, Jade because Social Services will ask when they get here?” 
 
    “It’s Weston-Smith.” She didn’t look like a double-barrelled sort of girl but then who was I to judge. 
 
    “And how old are you, love?” 
 
    “I’m seventeen. It’s me birthday in a couple of weeks. I’ll be eighteen.” I raised my eyebrows. She looked much younger than her years. 
 
    “We’ll have you home for your birthday, don’t worry.” She gave me a look of disdain and shook her head. 
 
    “Dom will kill me for leaving.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.” She didn’t look convinced. “And who’ve you got at home?” 
 
    “It’s just me and me kid bro’, Jonathan, he’s seven and me mam.” 
 
    “Your mum must be worried sick about you.”  
 
    “No, she don’t give a toss. She spends all her time drinking. Don’t make me go home.” 
 
    “Why? What’s the problem at home?” 
 
    “She’s a right alkie. She’s half cut most of the time. I never know whether she’s gonna be out of it or okay.” 
 
    “I see,” I nodded. 
 
    “I don’t want to go home,” she repeated. 
 
    “Your little brother will wonder where you are, and your mum will be worried.” 
 
    “She don’t care about me.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true. She wouldn’t want to see you the state you were in last night. Stay away from that stuff. It’s a mug’s game.” Jade folded her arms and leaned back. 
 
    “It’s me mam with the problem. She’s a right pain when she’s tanked up. I can’t stand it.” 
 
    “Has she ever tried to stop drinking or get help?” Jade looked at me like I’d suggested aliens were landing. 
 
    “Are you joking? She’s a waste of space. I don’t think she can stop. She’s too far gone. She only stays off it if she was too bladdered the night before. She always goes back to the booze again. Anyway, me mam’s a nightmare when she’s not drinking. She falls out with her fella, Billy all the time. I prefer it when she’s out of the way and down the pub.” 
 
    I had an idea but kept it to myself. 
 
    “So, do you end up looking after your little brother?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jonathan will have missed me while I’ve been away.” 
 
    “How long have you been gone?” She rocked her body back and forth. 
 
    “I can’t remember.” 
 
    “How did you get to that house?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know where you got your bruises from either, do you?” She shook her head. At that, Caroline and Marcus walked back in the room donning plates of food. We got up and sat around the dining table like a happy family.  
 
    It was some time before Gina from Social Services turned up with the police officer. I’d met Gerry Pope before and liked him. He had a warm disposition for a policeman. I took him through to the kitchen to have a word with him in private. 
 
    I explained to him what I was doing these days and how my investigation into the disappearance of Louie Stanton had brought me here. I hoped my actions last night might not look as bad. I knew the procedures though, and I accepted I was in the wrong. Acting on impulse, I now realised removing Jade and Marcus wouldn’t deter the gangsters.  
 
    “What were you thinking, Jack? You’re a prize dickhead removing them kids,” Gerry said shaking his head with his hands on his hips. He wasn’t too impressed with me. I normally checked with the police before interfering, but I knew I’d gone one step too far this time.  
 
    “I know, I know, I screwed up. I’m sorry.” My hands waved up in the air as I continued to eat humble pie.  I had a good relationship with a lot of my ex-colleagues. Many of them felt sorry for me having to leave because of my drinking. I was especially close to the guys in the drugs squad as we regularly exchanged information where we could. The police needed all the help they could get when it came to surveillance work because their work was hampered by government cuts. They could never do as much as they wanted to, so they often relied on guys like me finding information out. That was my saving grace. I hoped this one would blow over. 
 
    Gerry shook his head as he filled out the paperwork. Gina was interviewing the children. Acting on impulse wasn’t always the best move I ever made. Hopefully, I hadn’t muddied the waters too much. I scratched the back of my neck and wondered how much longer this would take. I checked my watch and shook my head. Sophie wouldn’t be pleased with me being late again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    In the time I’d been seeing Jack we had the odd spat but no big arguments. We never fell out for longer than a few hours. It was normally him in the wrong, of course, but I didn’t drag things out and I tended to forgive him. I was told never to go to bed on an argument. That was sound advice because it was me who suffered if we hadn’t made up. I couldn’t sleep. So, nowadays, once I felt he’d squirmed and grovelled enough, I gave in.  
 
    Last night, though, he went too far. Seeing his ex-girlfriend was a complete no-no. I was not a happy bunny. He told me what happened and tried to convince me his focus had been the safety of the children. He admitted it was a mistake and promised he wouldn’t do anything as foolish again. I wanted to believe him. His intentions sounded good, but the road to hell is paved with good intentions. In the past, when I was drinking, my intentions were to stay sober. I always meant it, but I couldn’t fulfil my promises.               
 
    I put the phone down after talking to him. My knuckles were white. Steam was almost pouring out of my ears and nostrils. Immediately, a message pinged from him. 
 
    I only went to see Caroline in a professional capacity. Please don’t read anything into it x. 
 
    I didn’t reply. A few minutes later my phone pinged again. 
 
    It’s you I care about, I promise x. 
 
    I still didn’t reply. In my head, I made excuses why I couldn’t respond but the truth was I was playing him at his own sulking game. Another message arrived. 
 
    Are we good x? 
 
    A leg of lamb was roasting in the oven. I didn’t want to eat alone. Finally, I replied. 
 
    Dinner ready in 30 mins. Don’t be late. 
 
    He was late. We ate in silence. I had met Caroline once and knew how attractive she was. I tried to put thoughts of her aside. It didn’t work. The longer we said nothing, the angrier I became inside. I poked my food and shifted it around the plate. I kept rewinding back to last night — how I was sat in that cold rundown property, keeping watch for him. It grated knowing now that all the time he was in the warm, cosying up to his ex. What a mug I was.  I put him through more grovelling. I wanted to take him at his word. Still silent, I cleared the plates away. He kept looking over at me.  
 
    “Come on, love. I’ll make you a nice brew,” he said. He came over and crouched down in front of my chair. 
 
    “I’ve got something I need to ask you.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s more your advice on an idea I have.” 
 
    “Go on,” I pursed my lips together. 
 
    “You know Jade, the young girl who was taken in by Dom Duggan?” 
 
    “I know of her, carry on.” 
 
    “I don’t think she will stay at home. After chatting to her, I think Dom has a hold on her. I’m not a gambling man but I’d put my money on her going back to him.” 
 
    “What even though he kidnapped her?” 
 
    “She doesn’t see it that way. When I spoke to her, she said he did it to keep her safe, away from her mother.” 
 
    “But didn’t he hit her?” 
 
    “She’s got bruises from somewhere, but she didn’t admit to anything. I want to get closer to those brothers. From what happened to Marcus, it looked like they groomed him as their drugs mule.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And I’m wondering if they might have done the same with Louie and have him banged up somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s your plan?” 
 
    “Jade’s mum, Carmen has a problem with alcohol. I was wondering if you could offer your services to help her and it would be a way in to get close to Jade and her bloke.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s devious.” 
 
    “Think of it as twelve step work then where we go out and help a suffering alcoholic.” 
 
    “I’ll always support someone in those circumstances.” 
 
    “Okay, you help Jade’s mum and I’ll come along for the ride and do the snooping, so it doesn’t have to prick your conscience.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s no harm in seeing if she wants any help. Although you know yourself, you can’t help someone who drinks too much until they are ready to stop.” 
 
    “Apparently, she has tried to get sober in the past.” 
 
    “We’ll give it a go, then.” I shook my head. He finally melted my icy disposition. 
 
    Jack made the arrangements for us to meet Jade’s mum. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, we drove up Rochdale Road towards the council estate Jade lived on. 
 
    “I’ve forgotten her name,” I said.  
 
    “It’s Carmen Weston.”  
 
    “And is she expecting us?” 
 
    “I believe so, yes.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully, she won’t be drunk.” 
 
    We arrived at the address just around the corner from Fairfield Hospital. We walked up to the front door of the run-down council property and knocked. The door matched others along the road, painted the same bright red. There were no manicured lawns around here. No one in this street had purchased their own property. That was clear from the dreary uniformity of the houses.  
 
    Sturdily built of red brick, there was nothing attractive about this part of the estate. With the peeling paint on the window frames, the only thing to tell them apart was the occasional discarded sofa or chair sitting in the front lawn. Broken gates and paths accumulating rubbish was a common sight around this area.  
 
    This was a neighbourhood notorious for substance abuse. Shattered families, children returning home from school with no food on the table. The fortunate ones were taken into care where often they experienced a new form of abuse. Everywhere was decaying, the houses, the streets. Each generation damaged the next with their own brand of chemical poisons. Hate, fear and violence were all most of them knew. Even children walked around looking like the living dead. 
 
    We knocked on the door again. A young girl answered it. 
 
    “Hi Jade, is your mum in?” Jack asked. She looked me up and down. I did the same to her. She was skinny with wispy blonde hair and had bags under her eyes with an ashen face. 
 
    “You’d better come through.” I wondered what state we would find her mum in. She escorted us into the back kitchen where a woman sat at a table, smoking. Her clothes smelled of mildew. The house was a mess. No one had bothered to tidy up. There were clothes strewn everywhere, toys out, sweet wrappers. It looked more like a waste disposal unit than the insides of someone’s house. 
 
     “Sorry,” she said wafting the smoke in front of her face. Jade turned to her mother and shook her head, muttering. 
 
    “Mam, this is Jack, the guy I told you about.” Carmen turned and looked me up and down, “and you are…?” 
 
    “Sophie, pleased to meet you, Mrs Weston.” I went to shake her hand. It trembled and felt moist. I wondered how long it was since her last drink. 
 
    “It’s Carmen, take a seat,” she said with a gravelly voice. Jack and I shared a knowing look and sat down at the small table. “What can I do for you?” Her gruff voice was probably down to years of drinking and smoking. 
 
    “It’s more what we can do for you, Carmen.” I looked from her to Jade. She stood watching with her arms poised at either side of her body. She kept looking out of the window.  
 
    “Is your son at school?” 
 
    “Yes, Jade dropped Jonathan off,” she said avoiding eye contact. Carmen only looked to be in her early thirties herself and looked nowhere near old enough to be a mother to Jade. She was slim, with similar wispy hair to Jade and they could have passed for sisters if her skin hadn’t looked so haggard. 
 
    Glancing at me, she fumbled with her cigarette packet. She scratched her temple with the lit cigarette still in her hand.  
 
    “Sorry, sorry, where are my manners? I’ll put this out.” She stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray. She shook quite badly. 
 
    “You don’t need to, Carmen.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s a nasty habit. It’s time I gave up anyway,” she laughed nervously. “Where did you say you were from?” Her forehead showed beads of perspiration and she took out a tissue and wiped it. 
 
    “I didn’t.” She frowned and looked at Jack. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, only I get muddled. I think it’s the medication I’ve been prescribed.” She squirmed in her seat. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m a friend of Jack’s. He found Jade the other night somewhat worse for wear. I work as a counsellor and I wondered if I might be able to help.” 
 
    “What’ve I told you about taking that bleeding stuff. You never listen, do you?” she thrashed her arm in the air and stared at her daughter. 
 
    “They’re here to see you, Mam.” Jade shook her head. 
 
    “Oh,” Carmen looked around the room. “I’m sorry, I haven’t offered you a drink. Jade, make these people a cuppa, will you?” 
 
    Jade didn’t reply but went to the kettle and filled it with water. 
 
    “Tea or coffee?” she asked. 
 
    “Jade, you’ll need to borrow some milk from next door.” Carmen’s voice quivered. Jade tutted and her lip curled as if she was about to snarl. She left the kitchen and I heard the front door slam. She walked back in a few minutes later carrying a small plastic bottle of milk. The tension between mother and daughter was palpable. Even when Jade offered a watery smile, I could tell it wasn’t genuine. 
 
    Jack took Jade into the other room while I stayed in the kitchen with Carmen. She took another cigarette out of a packet and lit it. I didn’t mind. If it helped her and kept her off alcohol, it was the better of the two evils for now. 
 
    I had a chat with Carmen about her drinking. I told her something about my own experiences. Occasionally, she nodded. There was the odd comment that she didn’t think she was that bad. I remember that one well. It was clear from talking to her she wasn’t ready for any help. She didn’t want to stop drinking. I gave her details about the women’s centre and what we did there with the counselling service and short courses to help women with their confidence. It appeared to be falling on deaf ears. I could tell from her agitation that her focus was to get another drink. 
 
    I knew what that felt like. I had been there. I filled up with empathy inside and hoped that Carmen wasn’t a lost cause. Sometimes, having an honest chat with someone about their drinking planted a seed. I offered her a lifeline so maybe some time down the line, she would grab it, but for now, she wasn’t interested. I came away feeling deflated. We left their home. Jack walked in front of me with his hands in his pockets. He waited until we got in the car, then spoke. 
 
    “She’s not ready for help, is she?” 
 
    “No, it’s a shame because she looks in a bad way, but she can’t contemplate an alternative to the life she is living. She wouldn’t come to an AA meeting with me to see what it was like.” 
 
    “I know. We could keep chipping away at her though, making suggestions. I mean, you told her what you used to be like.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can live in hope.” 
 
    “I hit the same brick wall with Jade. She told me she loves Dom. I cringed at that, but I’m flogging a dead horse trying to influence her. I’ll keep in touch but in a friendly way and not lecture her. She’s not ready to listen to reason. That moron has got Jade well and truly under his spell. She doesn’t seem the type to be impressed by his money, but he gives her drugs.” 
 
    “There’s not much more we can do at this stage.” 
 
    “No, and I don’t think Social Services can do much for Jade because of her age but she is vulnerable and if someone doesn’t take responsibility then something bad will happen.” 
 
    We looked at each other and nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later I received an unexpected phone call. 
 
    “Is that Sophie?” 
 
    “Yeah, is that you, Carmen? How are you doing?” 
 
    “Not so good. It’s… things are getting on top of me.” Her voice sounded shaky. 
 
    “Do you want me to come over?”  
 
    “Well, if you’re sure you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, of course not.  If you like, I can be at yours within the hour.” 
 
    I had a few things to finish off and then I drove over to Carmen’s house. I hoped this meant she’d had enough of her drinking and wanted to stop. If that was the case, I’d help her in any way I could. Being in recovery from alcoholism, for me to stay sober, I had to pass on what I had learnt to others going through the same hell. I knew how hard stopping was and it wouldn’t be easy for her. 
 
    When I got to her house and knocked, I was met with a pitiful state. Her face was bruised, and she had a cut lip. The booze had battered her to a pulp, yet she kept getting in the ring and going back for more. I’d taken the liberty of taking milk and tea bags with me. I doubted she’d have anything alcohol free in the house. I plonked the carrier bag on the kitchen table. Her shaking hand tried to pick it up. She was unsteady on her feet. 
 
    “You sit down, Carmen. I’ll make us a nice cup of tea.” She did as I asked and pulled out a bag of tobacco. She could hardly roll up her cigarette, she trembled so badly. 
 
    “When was your last drink, Carmen?” 
 
    “Last night, I think.” 
 
    “You’d do well to get something off the doctor to help you detox so you don’t have fits.” 
 
    “I… I… I don’t know if I can stop.” 
 
    “No, well it may be advisable to taper off.” 
 
    “I can’t do this.” She rubbed her sweaty palms down her jeans. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I learnt it was the first drink that did the damage. Once I took a drink, it set off a craving for another.” I only half filled her mug of tea. Even then she struggled to pick it up with the shakes. I helped put the warm liquid to her mouth. It was like feeding a toddler.  
 
    “There you go. Get that nice warm drink down you instead of that poison you’ve been putting in your body.” 
 
    I sat and told her some more tales about my drinking. I explained how I was advised that if I didn’t stop, my life would get worse and I could end up dead, but if I did stop, my life would get better. 
 
    Carmen burst out crying. I put an arm around her shoulder.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Carmen. I will help you all I can.” I took a tissue out of my handbag and passed it to her. 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s… it’s just that I’ve done something stupid and I’m scared now.” I’d heard from Jade about her mum’s philandering. 
 
    “Listen, Billy doesn’t need to know.” 
 
    “Billy,” she frowned, “what do you mean?” 
 
    “If you’ve cheated on him, I would just keep quiet. I’m sure it will blow over.” 
 
    “Cheated? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, I thought…,” holding my hand up. “My mistake, jumping to conclusions.” I laughed nervously. 
 
    “It’s that bloody daughter of mine, spreading rumours. I’ll kill that Jade when I get hold of her. She’s behaved like a little cow since she got with that ponce. She’s been horrible to me since she’s been with him. He’s turned her into a right little evil witch.” I could see she was getting worked up. The veins on her neck bulged. 
 
    “So, what’s the problem then?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve done something I regret.” 
 
    “We all do that when we’re drunk, Carmen.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I’ve shopped someone to the bobbies.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “And now I’m scared stiff he will come after me.” 
 
    “Why would he think it was you?” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll know.” 
 
    “No, you’re worrying over nothing.” Just then the door knocked and opened. A man’s face popped around the side, peering at us. 
 
    “Sorry, love. Didn’t know you had company.” 
 
    “Come in, Billy.”  
 
    Billy came in and took off his coat and sat down next to Carmen. He wore a frayed woollen jumper. His appearance was dirty and dishevelled. I looked down and in his left hand, he carried a rusty looking drill. 
 
    “I’m selling this if you want first refusal.” He grinned and nodded at the electrical appliance in his hand. His smile showed off yellowed teeth with two of them missing at the front. 
 
    “No, I don’t need a drill, thanks.” 
 
    “I only want a fiver for it.” His voice rasped. 
 
    “I’ve got one, thanks all the same.” 
 
    “Too bad. Can you lend us a couple of quid, Carmen, only I’ve no booze money?” 
 
    “Stop being a skinflint. Draw it out of the bank. You can’t take it with you when you snuff it, you know.” 
 
    “I can’t get at it. I’ve lost my bloody card again, haven’t I.” 
 
    “Oh Billy, what are you like? You’d lose your head if it was loose.” 
 
    “I’ve already lost that,” he guffawed. 
 
    “Anyway, I haven’t even introduced you yet and you’re already trying to sell her your tat. Billy, meet Sophie. She’s here to help me.” Carmen pointed towards me. I took the moist hand that was placed in front of me. His handshake was weak. His red eyes and face brought an ache to my stomach. I thought about my past drinking episodes and all the bank cards and purses that I lost over the years. I didn’t want that lifestyle back. I shuddered.  
 
    Within a short space of time, Carmen’s resolve to stop drinking vanished. She decided to go to the pub with Billy instead, telling me she would stop tomorrow. That was the last time I saw her alive. Could I have done more to stop her drinking? I doubted it. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Carmen’s death sent a ripple through my body — another wasted life.  
 
      
 
          I got to Jade’s home about thirty minutes after speaking to Sophie. A police vehicle was parked outside. I breathed in that unpleasant familiar odour — the pungent remnants of skunk. Loud music came out of an upstairs window of the house next door. A woman across the road looked out from her lounge window, then drew her curtains. A small solitary rose bush stood in the front garden surrounded by weeds. I knocked, and a woman opened the door, her eyebrows raised. She was dressed in civvies, but her demeanour and stance gave away her occupation. She had that stern look, with her chest preened like a peacock and an air of suspicion. I had her sussed. She was no family member. Being an ex-copper sometimes had its benefits. I could tell my own kind a mile away. 
 
    “Is Jade in?” I asked. She nodded. “Tell her it’s Jack,” I said, looking down. My hands were in my pockets and I pushed them in towards my body and stamped my feet, shaking off the slush. I glanced at the used cigarette ends by the front door. She shouted through to Jade and I looked at her for a second. I hadn’t ever seen her down the nick, but then I hadn’t had any call to go there for a few years. She stepped aside and allowed me to pass through. 
 
    Another woman sat talking to Jade. I didn’t recognise her either. I suspected they were from the family liaison team. She nodded to acknowledge me. Neither women wore a uniform. Their look was casual, both wearing dark tops and trousers.  
 
    I scanned the lounge with its beige and brown wallpaper. The older of the two women sat alongside Jade on the brown faux-leather suite. It matched the equally dark and depressing range of brown furniture dotted about the room. There were piles of clothes strewn in the corner. Mugs of half-drunk tea littered the coffee table. Pieces of Lego and other toys were aimlessly positioned around the room, waiting for someone to trip over them. Yet, it was tidier than the last time I visited. I stumbled over a misplaced shoe and focused on Jade. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I asked. My tone was soft and low.  
 
    “I’m fine.” Her appearance looked dishevelled, her hair unbrushed, but her manner seemed surprisingly upbeat. I knew the team would have broken the news to her about her mum’s death with tact and compassion. Grief had its own way of impacting on people. I’d seen enough reactions in my years as a police officer. Jade’s face and body were devoid of any signs of stress or upset.  
 
    Dressed in a cerise pink tracksuit and trainers, she looked in stark contrast to her surroundings and more ready for a trip to the gym. From her deadpan reaction, it was as if she’d been told her mother would be late back from the dentist. The reality was Carmen’s body was battered to a pulp and left on waste ground. I watched her, waiting for a flicker of an eyelid or something that would show some emotion. Nothing came. 
 
    “Jack tried to help Mam. Is he okay to stay?” she asked the officer.  
 
    “If that’s what you want,” the officer sat with Jade replied. She smiled at me with a warmth that looked genuine. 
 
    “We’ve been filling Jade in with some of the details of her mum’s death. I’m Vicky.” She held out her hand to shake mine, and I reciprocated. She looked like an experienced cop. With the indentation on her brow and deep laughter lines, I guessed she was in her fifties. Her curly brown hairstyle looked more reminiscent of the eighties or nineties. 
 
    I explained who I was and told her I had been helping the family after bumping into Jade on an unrelated case. I didn’t mention I used to work at the Bury station. The other officer had gone through into the kitchen to make us drinks, so I introduced myself formally when she returned. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Jack North, a PI.”  
 
    “Lesley.” She shook my hand. “Ex-bobby, are you, Jack?” 
 
    “That’s right. Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “You can tell a copper a mile off,” she laughed. “I don’t think we ever lose those sullen standoffish mannerisms.” The corners of my mouth drooped. I’d always considered myself warm and friendly but maybe I came across as distant sometimes. I didn’t know any family liaison officers on the force, but I watched as Vicky casually questioned Jade. This wasn’t just a friendly chat. I knew they’d been trained to interrogate as well. We finished our drinks. Vicky continued to ask Jade about her mum’s routine.  
 
    “Do you want to help me clear these away, Jack?” Lesley asked. She was tall, getting on for six feet and had the build of a rugby player. Something in her manner made me suspect her preference was for women. I followed her into the kitchen thinking she could probably hold her own with any man, physically. 
 
    “So, what has Jade been told so far and has anything been kept from her?” If I blagged them, they may think I knew more than I did. I was familiar with how FLOs worked and treating family members with sensitivity was key. She looked at me, considering her words. 
 
    “Until the initial forensics come back, we’re keeping the extent of the horrific crime from her.” 
 
    “Has anything significant come to light?” 
 
    “Carmen was brutally murdered. Her body was found behind a wall by the path near the hospital. The guys who attended the scene have described it as one of the most violent crimes they have seen.” I shook my head and took the sponge off the drainer. Squeezing the washing up liquid into the warm water, I began cleaning the mugs. Lesley picked up a tea towel and dried the pots as I placed them on the drainer. I glanced sideways at her. Her expression was blank. 
 
    “They said Carmen must have put up a lot of resistance. There were obvious signs of a struggle before she was overpowered. Whoever attacked her would have been heavily bloodstained. Because of where the body was found, it is likely her attacker knew her.” I nodded. “Now that Carmen’s brother, Pete, has been told, there will be an appeal to the public for information.” I frowned. In the brief time that I had known Carmen and Jade, no one had mentioned Pete’s name before.  
 
    “Where does Pete live? Is he local?” 
 
    “One of our officers has gone to Forest Bank to let him know.” 
 
    “He’s in the nick?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s on a five year stretch for possession of a firearm.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Neither Jade nor Carmen told me much about him. Do you know the details around his incarceration?” 
 
    “I do,” she laughed. “He held up an off-licence. He was half cut at the time and he didn’t have a gun in his pocket. By all accounts, he pretended he did, so he could get more booze. He has a drink problem, but it didn’t help his case. He still got charged with a firearms offence, even though he was only pretending to carry a gun, the bloody idiot.” 
 
    “I see. So, it runs in the family.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “The drinking. Carmen liked her liquor.” We finished putting the mugs away in the cupboard, together. Lesley leaned against the sink as she continued to speak. 
 
    “Do you know Carmen’s partner?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Billy. I had planned on speaking to him over a separate issue. I’ve arranged to see him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lesley raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m working on the case of a missing schoolboy, Louie Marshall.” 
 
    “Right, and you think there’s a connection with Carmen?” 
 
    “I’m still trying to put the pieces of the puzzle together. It’s Jade’s bloke I’m more interested in. She’s been seeing Dom Duggan. I’m not sure if she still is.” 
 
    “Bloody hell fire. I thought he was married?” Lesley blew through her teeth.  
 
    “He is, and I wouldn’t fancy Jade’s chances if his missus finds out.”  
 
    “The girl must either be nuts or desperate. Jade hasn’t got a police record but if she hangs around with him, it won’t be long before she gets one.” 
 
    “She’s probably a bit crazy. It can’t have been easy for her with a younger brother to care for most of the time because her mother was too busy drinking.” 
 
    “Yeah, Jade mentioned that.” 
 
    “What will happen to the youngster, Jonathan?” 
 
    “He’s at school now. We’ll find him a temporary home. Jade isn’t suitable to look after him. It will be safer if we get him sorted with a foster family unless any other relatives can help.” I nodded. 
 
    “Poor kid. Who’s in charge of the case?” 
 
    “It’s Detective Superintendent Colin Dobson.” The name didn’t ring any bells. Either I was getting old or I’d been out of the police force too long. 
 
    “I don’t know the name.” 
 
    “He transferred over from the Wirral.” 
 
    “Right, well, it’s just that with the work I’m doing, we may be able to do some information sharing. With my case, I’ve got a real suspicion about the Duggan brothers’ involvement and there may well be a connection with this one. We could help each other out.” She nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get you his direct line number.” 
 
    “Cheers. Oh, and just to give you the heads-up on what I know of Jade so far,” I began 
 
    “Yes?” Lesley raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “She dabbles in hard drugs. You know, Charlie, smack and other junk. Also, she doesn’t always tell the truth.” 
 
    “Oh?” I could see she was vying for me to expand, but I wasn’t in the mood for divulging all my information right now.  
 
    “Yeah, don’t believe everything she tells you. She’s street-wise, that one.”  
 
    “Where does she get her money?” 
 
    “I’d start with her dealer, Dom Duggan.” Lesley tutted. 
 
    “Did Jade get on with her mum?” 
 
    “I don’t think they had the closest of relationships, no. Jade seemed less than impressed with her mum’s drinking.”  
 
    “Have Social Services previously been involved with the family?”  
 
    “It doesn’t appear so, no. Jade did a runner a while ago. Before that, she kept the home going as best she could, looking after her younger brother until a few months back. Then, she’d got in with Dom Duggan and his cronies. She’d had enough of things at home so absconded.” She looked at me and nodded and we walked back towards the lounge where Jade and Vicky were still deep in conversation. I stood in the doorway with my feet apart and my hands in my pockets. 
 
    “Jade, sorry to interrupt.” I glanced at Vicky. She didn’t smile. “I’m gonna shoot, seeing as you’re busy right now. Is there anything you need, chuck?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine, ta.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call back tomorrow and see how you are. We can speak more then. Will you be home?” She nodded. I swivelled my body towards the door then cocked my head back, “Oh and Jade?” 
 
    “Yes?” her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Stay away from that moron, Duggan. He’s no good for you.” She blinked slowly but didn’t reply. I couldn’t read Jade’s face.  
 
    I left and walked along to my car. A strong feeling came over me again, call it gut instinct. I needed to stick close to the Duggans. That wouldn’t be easy or pleasant. After everything that had happened, I would have to tread carefully. I could be in for a rough ride.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Carmen was dead, and both Sophie and I wondered if we could have done more for her when she was alive. I made a discovery late last night after talking to Christine, Louie’s mum. Billy Palmer, Carmen’s bloke was related to her. They were second cousins. It only came out by accident because we were discussing what happened to Carmen when I phoned to update her on my progress with finding Louie.  
 
    In truth, I had made little leeway. I told her about finding another boy and I suspected there may be a connection with Louie. I was working on a hunch, though. She seemed happy to keep paying me and didn’t seem as concerned as I was, with my lack of anything concrete. 
 
    Billy Palmer’s house was only half a mile from where Carmen’s body was discovered. I doubted I would find him at home. If he wasn’t down the pub, he was probably already helping the police with their enquiries. 
 
    I parked my car up at the top of the road and walked down. There was a high stone wall which had fallen into disrepair along one side of the path. To the north, was a wooded area with a golf course next to it. There were a few gaps in the wall. This made it easy to look through and see the woods. These gaps also made access easy to that area. Bushes and trees formed a canopy over the path and much of the wall was marked with graffiti. I was near where Carmen had been found. It wasn’t difficult to tell it was a murder scene. The blue and white tape cordoned off the area. 
 
    I walked around the periphery of the sectioned-off area. A uniformed bobby stood with his eyes trained on me. His hands were behind his back. I nodded over at him. It was my lucky day. I recognised him.  
 
    “Alright Dave, how’s it going?” I went up to him and shook his hand. 
 
    “Not bad. Bit cold for this sort of thing.” 
 
    “I thought you’d moved over to the mounted unit?” 
 
    “No, I came back to the tactical dog unit. I love my dogs. I’m on my own today, though.” 
 
    “Sweet.” I nodded. 
 
    “So, what brings you to these parts, as if I couldn’t guess?” 
 
    “I was looking for Billy Palmer, Carmen’s bloke. I’m a PI now, you know.”  
 
    “Yeah, I heard. So, what do you know so far?” 
 
    “Not a lot. I thought I’d take a gander at the crime scene.” I pointed to where I guessed the body was found. “Over there was it? Is that where the discovery was made?” 
 
    “That’s right. Can you see that graffiti on the wall?” He pointed over to the wall. 
 
    “Yeah,” I strained my eyes looking over. 
 
    “Billy Palmer found her the other side of that.” 
 
    “So, Billy found her.” I nodded. 
 
    “Well, it was his dog actually, first thing in the morning. Apparently, he was waiting for Carmen to turn up at his place the previous night and she never showed up. He said the dog had been clawing at the wall when he brought her out for her walk.” I scanned around the area. I meandered over as close as I could, without venturing past the tape. Dave pointed to a patch of vegetation beyond the wall. 
 
    “See that broken area of the wall. He found her body behind that. It was hidden by vegetation.” 
 
    “Bit gruesome, finding your girlfriend, that’s if he’s telling the truth.” I looked Dave in the eye. He nodded. 
 
    “Her jacket, shoes and bag were strewn around the place. Most of her clothing was in shreds from the frenzied attack. It had been cut and torn with a sharp, bladed implement.” 
 
    “And has the weapon been found?” 
 
    “Nope. There was no phone either.” 
 
    “Any sign of a struggle?” I asked.  
 
    “Just where the body was discovered. Nothing beyond that immediate area and nothing on the path side.” 
 
    “Why would she be coming down here?” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like she was dumped here if that’s what you mean. This was where the attack took place.” 
 
    “That’s interesting.” We both nodded. “I can’t imagine many people knowing about this pathway?” 
 
    “No, kids and dog walkers use it as a shortcut. You need knowledge of the area to know it’s here.” His lips thinned as he spoke. He put his hands in his pockets and I mirrored his stance. I looked around, up and down the path. No one else was around. I’d seen enough, for now, so I patted Dave’s shoulder. 
 
    “Good to see you, buddy and thanks for the information. It’s been useful.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear any of it from me, okay?” he tapped the side of his nose. 
 
    “Of course. My lips are sealed.” I nodded.  
 
    “You take care, Jack.” 
 
    “You too, Dave.” I walked off and turned slightly and raised my arm in a wave. He responded by putting his thumb up.  
 
    Dave had been with the police for a long time. It didn’t look like he was interested in promotion by the sound of things as he had taken sideways moves. It wouldn’t have suited me. I was a sergeant when I was asked to resign. I’d been destined for great things according to my superiors, but I didn’t regret what had gone. I had to make the most of what I had now. 
 
    I didn’t know if this murder enquiry would end up having any connection to my case, but I couldn’t ignore the possibility. I called at Billy’s house. There was no answer. That wasn’t unexpected. It had been a long shot. I decided to pop in the local pub Carmen and Billy frequented. Jade told me Carmen went there most evenings and that sometimes she stayed over at Billy’s but if she went home, she was generally worse for wear.  
 
    The hostelry wasn’t the most salubrious of places, but I’d been in far worse in my drinking days. A handful of people were dotted around even though it was only mid-afternoon. They looked hardened drinkers.  
 
    I made my way to the bar, leaned on the counter and asked for a coke. The barman was a big guy in his thirties. He looked a real ale lover with his rosy cheeks. He wore his hair tied back in a ponytail. Wiping the inside of a glass with his tea towel, he put it up on the shelf above my head and nodded. 
 
    “Draft or bottle?” 
 
    “Bottle, please, that draft stuff tastes like shite.” He didn’t seem perturbed by my comments. 
 
    “Not seen you in here before?” His tone was friendly.  
 
    “No, I’m trying to find out about Carmen Weston. I believe she was a regular in here?” 
 
    “You police?” 
 
    “No, a private investigator. I’m working on another case – the disappearance of a young boy, Louie Marshall.” I pushed a copy of his photograph across the counter.  
 
    “I don’t know him but he’s too young to come in here.” His mouth drooped. “Does he live around here?” 
 
    “Up Walmersley Road, so not far.” He looked again at the picture. 
 
    “Sorry, can’t help.” He was silent for a few moments then said, “Nasty business that with Carmen, right on our doorstep.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Did you know her well?” He gave a short laugh. 
 
    “She was a regular if that’s what you mean. There were a few blokes in here who knew her very well.” He emphasised the word very. 
 
    “So, she was in here a lot?” 
 
    “Yeah, most days for part, if not all the time.” 
 
    “Was she here the night she died?” 
 
    “Yeah, the poor woman had a skinful like she did most days.” He frowned. “She may have been a slapper, but she didn’t deserve what happened to her.” 
 
    “She was putting it about, was she?” He looked upwards then turned to me. 
 
    “I don’t think she was just seeing Billy, no, but then Billy’s not a full shilling, bless him. He idolised her, and that was where she got her beer money from. He was in the army. I think he was pensioned off. That was probably why she hung around him. He got blown up while out in Helmand, Afghanistan and suffered a traumatic brain injury and post-traumatic stress. It made him slow off the mark if you know what I mean, but he enjoyed a pint or two.” 
 
    “Poor bugger. How did they seem that night?”  
 
    “Same as usual. They argued which was normal for them. He left early. He often went home before last orders to feed his dog. I think he cared more about that dog than he did about Carmen and that’s saying something.” 
 
    “So, she didn’t leave with Billy the night she died?” 
 
    “The police asked me that but if I’m honest, I can’t remember. There was a darts match on, so we were busy. Those two don’t stand out unless they were performing or raising their voices. I think she left with Billy, but I wouldn’t stake my life on it.” 
 
    “Were any guys sniffing around her that night?” His eyes narrowed as he thought about it. 
 
    “Not that I can recall. I don’t believe Carmen was still here at the end of the evening. In fact, I’m fairly certain she wasn’t because I always have trouble kicking her out. She is normally the last to leave. Sometimes, I have to wake her to get her to go. She’d stay here all night if she could.” He laughed. His face turned serious. “I’ve just realised, I’ve been talking about her as though she’s still here.” He shook his head and his body shuddered. He looked deep in thought. “Sorry, where was I?” 
 
    “Was Billy jealous?” 
 
    “I don’t think he liked her behaviour. She could be very provocative, you know, rubbing herself up against men. She wasn’t my type.” He grinned, and the glow of his cheeks increased. 
 
    “So, you wouldn’t have gone there then?” He grimaced. 
 
    “Not in a month of Sundays. No, Billy had his work cut out keeping her in tow. He would sulk in the corner or leave when she was performing. To be fair, I think he was happy just getting blotto and Carmen was the icing on the cake. One night, he fell asleep and I couldn’t get him to wake up. Brazen as anything, Carmen cleared off with someone else.” He laughed. “I thought the bloody cheek of her. No, I wouldn’t have touched her with a bargepole, for all she kept giving me the come on.” 
 
    “No?”  
 
     “She fancied me alright, but she was hard work and a drunk. She was too wild for my liking.” He rubbed his nose and looked away. 
 
    “Did her daughter, Jade come in here?”  
 
    “Once or twice but she was underage, so I couldn’t serve her.” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell with the young girls when they’re dolled up to the nines.” 
 
    “I knew how old she was.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “You get to know the locals in this place.” His red cheeks glowed. 
 
    “So, what do you know about Jade?” 
 
    “That she’s been dabbling in drugs and is seeing that waster, Dom Duggan and making a fool of herself.” The vein in his neck protruded as he clenched his teeth. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “He clicks his fingers, and she comes running. She’d do anything for him, and he knows it.” His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I take it you don’t like Dom Duggan then?” 
 
    “No, thankfully he doesn’t come in here much throwing his weight about. He’s scum.” 
 
    With that, he turned away and carried on emptying the dishwasher. I nodded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Sophie and I had another argument earlier. I told her she couldn’t come out on surveillance work with me anymore, at least not while I dealt with gangsters. It was too dangerous. She took it personally, thinking I didn’t want her company. The truth was I feared for her safety. If those guys got a glimpse of her and knew they were being watched, I couldn’t envisage what they might do. I didn’t want to take any chances. So, I was back to working alone.  
 
    I spent the last few days in this empty property overlooking another of the houses that Dom and Dirk Duggan frequented. It was up Ainsworth Road in Radcliffe. Luckily, there were plenty of chip shops in the vicinity, so I never went hungry. Both my car and my stakeout stunk of chips. It was an occupational hazard. There were far worse things in life than the odour of vinegary fried potatoes. 
 
    None of his crew had spotted me yet. I never left my car anywhere close. I kept a change of clothes and wore different hats, ever the secret agent. It wasn’t hard to keep myself disguised. Today, it was raining so I put my hood up. I’d just answered a call of nature and been down to the chippy on the corner. Pie, chips and gravy wasn’t the best diet. I indulged in takeaways more than I should, but I’d make up for it with salads in a few weeks’ time when it got warmer. I worked out and did weights, so I could treat myself to the occasional fast food meal or two. Resolving to put a few extra hours in down the gym, I opened the parcel of food up and bit into the pie. Breathing in the smell of the chips, I walked along, heading back to my stakeout. I was too hungry to wait until I got back, so I bit the end off a greasy chip. It was hot, and I burnt the roof of my mouth with my eagerness and impatience, but it tasted good. 
 
    I wore an old parka with the hood up. I pulled down my baseball cap over my face, feeling brave enough to walk near to the house the brothers used. There’d been no movement all morning. Their business interests took them out of an evening so anyone in the property could be sleeping. I got close to the house and breathed in. I sniffed and smelt more than just my food. Something was burning close by. 
 
    I looked up and noticed smoke coming from the back of the Duggan’s place. I had an idea. Walking around the block, I came to the house backing onto their back garden. I greedily stuffed a load of chips in my mouth then threw the screwed-up paper in a random wheelie bin. Sauntering up the path of the house behind the Duggan’s hangout, I knocked on the door. No one answered. Good. I could snoop around without having to make up a story. My luck was in. There was a narrow cycle path between the property and the neighbours. That meant getting closer still without fear of being challenged. I nipped over to the bike path and walked towards the Duggan’s property. The ground was muddy, and I splashed my way through the puddles. There was no one about. I could still smell whatever it was being burnt in the garden at number twenty-two.  
 
    I got closer, up the pathway meandered between both properties. I didn’t want to risk being seen. There were crackling sounds of embers burning, then, someone coughed.  It was a deep cough. I stood behind a tree and peered around it. The bushes were high which was both a help and a hindrance. I could make out a man poking a stick at a wood-burning stove. He wasn’t wearing a coat. He was dressed from head to toe in black — black jumper, black jeans. It was the same guy from the other day, the foreign-looking chap. His focus was on the fire and he concentrated hard on the task in hand. Could he be burning evidence of some sort? I guessed he was up to no good. I needed to find out more about this guy, who he was and what his connection to the Duggans was.  
 
    I stuck around to watch if anything else got put on the fire. A young lad pushing a moped came up the path towards me. I turned away from him and got out my mobile and pretended to speak into it.  He didn’t stop or even slow down. I stayed watching until the big guy went back inside. Coming up with a plan, I called into the nearest local to see if anyone knew of the goings on at number twenty-two. 
 
    The pub around the corner was clean and more modern than I expected. It was overshadowed by a large mill that was something of an eyesore on the local landscape. The council had talked for years about knocking it down, but it was still standing. There were four people in the pub. It wasn’t exactly doing a roaring trade. I went straight up to the bar and brought out my business card. The barmaid gave me a suspicious look. 
 
    “What can I get you, Jack?” She was more observant than I gave her credit for. She was a middle-aged woman of ample proportions. Her bleached blonde hair worn up in a top knot reminded me of the iconic barmaid, Bet Lynch from Coronation Street. She’d no doubt been attractive in her youth and was still trying her best to keep the heads turned. 
 
    “Coke, please and you are?” 
 
    “Brenda, and I’ve worked here for thirty years so you’ve come to the right person if there’s anything about the local area you want to know.” She strutted towards the lower shelf where the bottles of coke were displayed. She wiggled her butt in her tight skirt as she leaned down, probably for my benefit. I watched her as she slowly poured the drink into the glass, licking her lips. She placed the drink on the counter, and I couldn’t help but notice her cleavage. She watched my eyes and smiled. I handed over the money, then I leaned in towards her. She matched my stance.  
 
    “22, Carr Street, do you know the occupants?” I asked, almost in a whisper. She looked around the pub before she spoke. 
 
    Mimicking my tone, she replied, “We don’t talk about number twenty-two.” 
 
    “Well, that doesn’t surprise me. I know the Duggan brothers.” 
 
    “Oh, you know them, do you?” 
 
    “Yeah, unfortunately, I went to school with Dom until he was expelled.” 
 
    “Fighting or drugs?” she asked. 
 
    “Both, if I remember.” I showed the photo of Louie around, but the regulars shook their heads. No one had seen him in the area. These guys were probably permanent fixtures in the pub and never saw daylight. 
 
    “There’s a feud going on at the moment between the Duggans and Terry Booth and his missus. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “No, I can’t say I have.” 
 
    “He’s a nasty piece of work and she’s not much better. Even the local bobbies are scared of her. If she kicks off in any of the pubs around here, they won’t even attend anymore. We have to deal with it ourselves. They’re both barred from here, but I believe they can still get in the Waggon and Horses.” 
 
    “So, do the Duggans come in here?” 
 
    “Occasionally but I think they prefer their drugs than the booze. That Dom’s a psycho but his brother, what’s his name?” 
 
    “Dirk.” 
 
    “Yeah, Dirk. If he comes in, he’s always pleasant.” 
 
    “There’s a foreign-looking guy I keep seeing at the house, do you know who he is?” 
 
    “No, but hang on a minute.” She tottered to the other end of the bar where two older guys stood talking. They both glanced over at me. She returned a few minutes later. “If I can’t help, I know a man who can.” She held up a glass of scotch in her hand. “Cheers,” she said looking at her confidantes and nodding. She downed her drink in one. I smiled. “His name’s Vladimir Popov.” 
 
    “Russian then?” 
 
    “No, Irish,” she knocked my arm, winked and laughed. “Yeah, I’m only teasing, couldn’t be anything else with a name like that, could he?” 
 
    “Do you have any more information on him?” 
 
    “He speaks English, and he looks mean.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a start.” I felt lucky now being in the right place at the right time.  
 
    In a hushed voice, she said, “Number twenty-two, it was Jordy Price’s place, but no one’s seen him around here in ages.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No, it must be three months since we’ve clapped eyes on him.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. Where might I find out more?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask too many questions about that lot if I were you.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “It would be a shame to see any harm done to that pretty little face of yours.” She came up close and lifted the edge of my chin with her finger.  
 
    “I’m sure you can be discreet, Brenda.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do if you want to call back sometime soon.” She winked again.  
 
    “I’ll do that,” I said, winking back at her. I finished my drink and left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I walked over, grabbed hold of Sophie’s shoulders and peered at the screen with her. 
 
    “I’ve got a report here that gives details of the so-called legitimate businesses the brothers run.” She held the two fingers of each hand in the air, in a mock speech mark sign at the word legitimate. 
 
    “You mean, they haven’t listed the brothels or the drug smuggling and dealing businesses?” I laughed. “You do surprise me, ha, ha.” 
 
    “They have a chain of businesses listed — three massage parlours, a scrapyard, a used car showroom, a nightclub and a security company. Oh, and Dom owns a café in Whitefield.” 
 
    “Well, they’ve got to launder the money from the drugs somehow. Perhaps they make a killing on jumbo breakfasts. Keep digging.” I playfully squeezed her shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah, I will.” 
 
    My phone rang. It was Snakehips calling. His nickname always made me snigger. He was the least likely person you would imagine being called that. He put the Michelin man to shame with his layers of fat rippling over his stomach. Most of his time was probably spent at Dom’s café eating triple burgers and apple pies. I had him down as a bouncer, but he was too fond of lager to do any honest work. He made his living as a hustler and passing on useful information, which I hoped was the reason for his call today.  
 
    Snakehips had been a handy contact for me, ever since he’d moved south from Glasgow. He seemed to know everyone and everything and if he didn’t, then he knew someone else who did. He helped me out when I worked for the police, then after I left, I still used him as an informant when I set up my private detective agency. 
 
    “What have you got for me, mate?” 
 
    “Och, nay how are ye?” I laughed. 
 
    “Look Snakehips, I don’t need to ask how you are. If anything was wrong, it would make the national news. So, have you found anything useful?” 
 
    “I’ve done better than that, I’ve gort you a meet organised wi’ a guy called Rocking Rod,” he said, rolling his r’s, “down at the garages just off Turks Road in Radcliffe. Apparently, that’s where some of the vehicles are done up before they’re shipped off.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting.” I nodded. I’d heard rumours about the Duggan brothers’ car ringing business some time ago. This could a breakthrough even if it wasn’t connected to their drug empire. I was interested in all lines of enquiries relating to those two. If I kept close to their business interests, Louie might pop up somewhere. I took down the details and ended the call. Sophie finished what she was doing and stood up to leave. 
 
    “I’ve got to get back, Jack.” She’d popped into my office over her lunch hour, as she often did on weekdays. I was grateful for the extra help. She was a trooper. After telling her the details of the call, and my plans for the afternoon, I helped her put her jacket on and saw her to the door. 
 
    “You be careful, Jack.” I knew Sophie worried about me dealing with criminals and gangsters. She much preferred it when I was finding unfaithful partners and breaking up marriages. There was less likelihood I’d get hurt with them although I had been on the receiving end of the occasional black eye when I found a cheating spouse. A quick peck on the cheek and she was gone. 
 
    I smiled. She was so eager to please. Next, she’d be fishing out copies of old school reports on the brothers. I knew what Dom’s would say even though he rarely attended – needs to listen more and talk less, and, is more suited to practical subjects. Dirk was the brains and Dom the brawn. Dom’s behaviour at school still needled me but I had to put personal feelings aside. I couldn’t let past issues cloud my judgement. I had to be objective, but I’d nail the pair of losers somehow. 
 
    Later that day, I arrived at the rendezvous point. I expected to come face-to-face with a Rod Stewart look-alike, but Rocking Rod looked more like Elvis in his later years. I shook his hand, and he lit a cigarette.  
 
    “What you got for me, mate?” I asked.  
 
    “You’ll see.” His eyes darted around from one corner of the lock-up garages to the other. There were roughly ten garages in total. He took a few drags of his cigarette then threw it on the floor, stamping it out. He kept looking over my shoulder. I did the same but saw nothing.  He turned around, indicating I should follow him. I checked around again.  
 
    He trudged through an alleyway, kicking up dirt and mud. With his jogging pants at half-mast, he could be copying the street kids, but the look was more likely down to loose elastic. I followed closely behind, avoiding the puddles. Shadows dissolved into the dusk of the early evening air. I tripped on a large boulder and stumbled into some railings. Rocking Rod turned. Was that fear I saw as his eyes blinked? I sensed that something wasn’t right. The pathway brought us out looking over the edge of an industrial estate. I felt tension climbing up through my legs into my chest.  
 
    Railings surrounded us on three sides. I glanced to my left looking up at a tarmacked road. Rocking Rod’s eyes flicked from my face to the area at the back of me. He wore a smirk that smelt trouble.  
 
    And then I heard it.  
 
    Footsteps crunching behind me.  
 
    I peered over my shoulder.  
 
    Six pairs of eyes walked towards me. 
 
    Dressed in military-style black, their faces covered with scarves, balaclavas and hoods. Three of them carried baseball bats. Only three? I weighed up the situation. Rocking Rod nodded at them. I wanted to punch him, but he was too quick for me. With his large frame, he darted out of sight. He wasn’t staying around to watch my downfall. 
 
    In that frozen few seconds between standoff and fighting, I watched their fearless eyes exchange glances. The tallest of the group came up close. No words were exchanged. They weren’t necessary. I knew what was about to go down. On a better day, I’d have a go at him for encroaching on my personal space, but he was in no mood for jokes. He flew at me, aimlessly swinging his bat. I ducked and waited for the onslaught. It came at me like a rushing torrent.  
 
    The group gave out a mighty cry as they charged forward. 
 
    A sudden gush of pain in my back jolted my body. 
 
    Fists punched out, blows bruised my limbs. I fought back with determined doggedness. They wouldn’t get the better of me that easily.  
 
    I shot out a left hook and my right fist landed a bulls-eye as I heard the bones crack on my assailant’s nose. Blood splattered everywhere, and his menacing face was no longer recognisable with his blazing red eyes and his dark hood. The tall guy leapt like a panther and landed on my back. I crumpled to the floor but thanks to years down the gym, I wouldn’t be defeated that easily. I somersaulted and set myself free, lurching forward with a kung-fu kick in the infamous style of Eric Cantona. 
 
    The gang member on the receiving end went down clutching his stomach. That wasn’t before further blows rained down on me from multiple bats, each one more forceful than the last. These guys didn’t play by any rules. They were fierce, and their motive was deadly. If they expected easy pickings, though, they were wrong. My brain raced, thinking up a way out of this ambush. Two of them stayed down. I only had four left to go at.  
 
    I felt my skin heat up. Every movement I made hurt, but I still had a determined wilfulness to keep coming back for more. Call it survival instinct, my mind wasn’t ready to give up yet. My battered limbs had other ideas. They weren’t as keen as my mind to continue.  
 
    I stretched forward again, bringing in every reserve of strength I had left. The cut above my right eye hindered my vision. My stomach felt like my guts were on fire. Any ideas about the elusive way out of this dwindled. Still, the beating continued. How much suffering could a man take and remain standing? I head-butted one of them as he took a swipe at me. He went down. 
 
    I didn’t have the strength to make a run for it. They almost knocked me out. I stumbled to the ground for the umpteenth time. If this was a boxing match, the ref would have stopped the fight at least ten minutes ago. There was no let up from the powerful kicks that tortured my bruised body. My arms received the brunt of it as they tried to protect my head from the attack.  
 
    I hit the deck for the last time. Even my mind lost the willingness to continue. I glanced at the purple bloody welts gauging my lower arm. The pocket of my leather jacket has been ripped off. Struggling now to see anything, I felt my swollen eyes closing. My tongue was soaked in the taste of blood.  
 
    I’d been winded, and my breathing became rapid and shallow.  
 
    My head pounded.  
 
    How much longer would they stay to fight?  
 
    Until I took my last breath?  
 
    Did they want me dead or just smashed? 
 
    Lying in a fetal position, I hoped to ride out the storm, play dead, protect my organs. I felt paralysed, unable to move. I didn’t want to die, but if I attempted to imagine a future, there was nothing there, no hope left. My soul had been shattered as well as my body. I was ready to surrender, to admit defeat.   
 
    It was the golfing iron to the back of my head that wiped me out. Then came blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door. I sighed heavily. I was enjoying a repeat episode of Gogglebox on TV.  Someone didn’t trust the bell. They were being persistent. I laughed as Steph Parker made a drunken comment about the Prime Minister’s outfit. I loved watching reality programmes. As a counsellor, I told people it was to analyse the behaviours from a professional point of view. Secretly I found it fascinating how everyday people became overnight celebrities for doing nothing other than being a souped-up version of themselves.  
 
    I rose from the sofa. Who could it be? It was too late for door-to-door salesmen and I wasn’t expecting anyone. I frowned. Could it be Jack forgetting his key? There it was again. The knock was strong, forceful. It sounded urgent. I didn’t like it. Visitors at this time of night usually brought bad news. My leg muscles tightened as I galloped into the hall. My heart raced as I kept my eyes on the door. At that moment, the letterbox opened. 
 
    A voice cried out, “Can you let me in, Sophie.” I sighed with relief and opened the door. 
 
    “Jack!” I screamed, putting my hands over my mouth. If I hadn’t recognised the voice, I wouldn’t have known who he was from his bloody face and battered features. I stood there staring at this alien-looking creature. 
 
    The tiny slits that were once his eyes were red-rimmed with cuts above and below and were now both puffy mounds. He looked grotesque, and I winced at the sight of him as bloody spit drooled from his open jaw. Blood had congealed covering much of his face. His forehead and cheekbones were more purple than pink. In that shattered moment, staring at him, my heart and breathing stopped. His lips were white and slit, blood oozing from the corners. He hunched his shoulders, his hands clutching at his belly.  
 
    “What on earth happened? Come on, come on, you better get in.” I looked outside, past him into the night. No one was about. I put an arm around his shoulder and helped him over the threshold. He took in a sharp breath and winced. Afraid to touch his broken body, I let him lead the way into the kitchen. “Sit down, Jack.” He obeyed without any words as I rummaged around for my first aid box. “You should be going to the hospital.” He didn’t reply but shook his head. 
 
    There were leaves and twigs poking out of his dishevelled dark hair. His jacket was torn, and mud and blood plastered his sweatshirt. His dirty jeans were in tatters. I gasped at the horror of his appearance.  
 
    “I think you should go to hospital, Jack. What if you’ve got internal damage?” 
 
    “I’ll see how I feel but I don’t want any questions from snooping police officers. I was set up. Wait until I get my hands on Snakehips and Rocking Rod. Those two are right off my Christmas card list.” Even his speech was unrecognisable as he tried to form the words through his swollen mouth. 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    “I went to meet Rocking Rod and a set of thugs ambushed me.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack.”  
 
    Putting some warm water in a small bowl, I took out the cotton wool pads and dabbed his injuries. He cried out in pain as I touched each one. “Sorry, Jack,” were the words I repeated as I worked through his body. Cuts and bruises covered his torso. My bottom lip trembled as I cast my eyes over his body. I wanted to cry, he looked such a pathetic sight. The water in the bowl was now bright red. I hated the sight of blood and didn’t like playing the role of nurse. Even as a kid, when we played doctors and nurses, I always liked to play the patient, the one wearing the bandages. 
 
    “Oo, careful, it’s tender, there, Sophie.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m being as gentle as I can.” 
 
    “Ow,” he cried and jerked his body away from me as I tried to tend to his eye. 
 
    “Maybe you should have got Caroline to sort you out.” 
 
    “That’s below the belt, Sophie. Come on, I’ve said I was sorry and admitted it was a mistake to go to her place. I thought you’d forgiven me?” He frowned. 
 
    “I have but I don’t forget.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to keep bringing it up, are you? Rubbing my nose in it.” At that instant, I had a cotton wool pad dabbed against his nostrils. I shrivelled my nose. The thought of him and Caroline together ate away at me, but this was neither the time nor place to discuss it. I had to push thoughts of her out of my mind and let it go. 
 
    “The only thing I’m rubbing your nose in is water to clean it up.” I pulled a silly face. “You look like Rudolph with that bloody red nose.” 
 
    “Ohh, aahh, it hurts too much to laugh.” 
 
    I took hold of his arm. A serious open wound had blood oozing out. I applied pressure to the area. 
 
    “I think you could do with stitches in that gash, Jack. It looks nasty.” 
 
    “If you dress it and I’ll see how it goes.” I shook my head. “At least I don’t think there are any broken bones.” 
 
    “Where were you when it happened?” 
 
    “Some garages down Turks Road on a wild goose chase.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack,” I said, tending to a wound on his leg. 
 
    “Yeah, I bumped into Mike Tyson and told him I didn’t like his aftershave.” 
 
    “Jack!” I shook my head again. He smiled. 
 
    “There were six of them. I took out three. Six was too much even for the great Jack North, fighter extraordinaire.” 
 
    “Do you think the Duggans were behind the attack?” 
 
    “Who else? Yeah, I’m certain they were. This was their way of saying I’m getting too close.” 
 
    “You will have to watch your back, Jack.” 
 
    “It’s an occupational hazard in my line of work. That’s why I don’t want you getting involved, Sophie. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if anything happened to you.” I took hold of his hand and looked him in his half-opened eyes. 
 
    “That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me, Jack.” We both laughed. I wanted to kiss him, but he looked too fragile and bloody. Instead, I did what northerners do in times of trouble — I made him a cup of tea.  
 
    The poor man winced as he tried to drink the hot liquid. I cringed as I watched his face change to one of pain as he swallowed each mouthful. There was no point nagging him to go to the hospital. Jack had a strong will and I couldn’t persuade him to do anything he didn’t want to. 
 
    “You need to find a way to get close to them without them realising it is you doing it,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I’m not using you if that’s what you think. After I’ve sorted those two goons out, I will see if I can get any information out of Jade.” 
 
    “Can I say something, and I don’t want to offend you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s an observation I’ve made.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Don’t lose focus of what you’re trying to do, which is find Louie. That’s what you’re getting paid to do. I know you want to nail the Duggans but leave their other crimes to the police. It’s too much for you to do on your own, Jack.” 
 
    “I hear what you say and you’re right, but I’d do anything to get those two behind bars. You know I’ve hated Dom since we were at school together. He bullied me back then, him and his wannabe gang.” Jack laughed. “I used to goad him on purpose. I knew how to press his buttons and it worked. It meant I had to take a couple of beatings for it, but it was worth it to see him expelled.” 
 
    “So, he may still have a score to settle with you if he holds you to blame.” 
 
    “Oh, most definitely, but the feeling is mutual. I’ve found it difficult to let go of the hatred I have for him, for the way he treated me back then. He made me look like an idiot in front of my mates. I couldn’t bear to be laughed at. That was when I started drinking.” 
 
    “The difference is, now he’s using knives and guns and it’s no longer a game.” 
 
    “I know and I still get a buzz from the chase.” 
 
    “Yes, but not at the expense of losing your life.” I held his hand and looked him in the eyes. “I wouldn’t like to lose you, Jack.” I squeezed his hand tightly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere, Sophie,” he smiled. 
 
    “I hope not, Jack. I really hope not. You mean too much to me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I stomped around the kitchen, banging cupboard doors. With the sharp knife in one hand and a potato in the other, my eyes narrowed. Slicing it into two, I only just missed the end of my finger. I took the oil from the cupboard and crashed another door shut. I swilled the liquid over the potatoes, ready to roast them. Where was Jack? He promised to be here on time and help me prepare the meal. If he didn’t get here soon, Angela and Nick would arrive before him, and I didn’t want that. I sent him a text, but he hadn’t replied. That got my back up. I knew he was busy on this case but sometimes he got his priorities wrong. 
 
    The smell coming out from the oven was divine. I kept the cooking basic for Jack’s benefit. He didn’t eat spicy food much as I did. Occasionally, he ate curry but preferred simple British grub, so I plumped for a roast. I couldn’t go wrong with that. I glanced at my watch, then up at the clock.  
 
    Heat poured out as I opened the oven door. Taking my oven glove, I reached for the tray of roast potatoes and basted them with the hot fat. They looked good. Another five minutes and the chicken should be ready. The veg and stuffing were done. I only had the gravy to make. I got the stock cube out in preparation just as the buzzer for my flat went. I prayed it would be Jack forgetting his key. It wasn’t. I smiled at Angela and Nick as I let them in and took their coats. They brought their own bottle of wine. 
 
    “Who’s driving?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s Nick’s turn,” Angela said, all chirpy. She wore a fetching grey top that had glitter down the front with batwing sleeves and black trousers. She knew how to make the most of her large frame. 
 
    “I love your top, Angela.” 
 
    “Thanks, Primarni.” She fanned her hand over her body, sticking her chest out like a peacock. “It was only seven quid.” 
 
    “Really? That’s amazing. It looks so expensive.” I signalled for them to move from the hall into the lounge. 
 
    “Do you want some of your wine or do you want something else while we wait for Jack? He said he won’t be long.” 
 
    “I’ll have wine, please.” Angela looked at Nick waiting for his response. 
 
    “Can I have a soft drink for now?” he asked. 
 
    “Course you can, coke, orange juice?” 
 
    “Orange juice would be great.” 
 
    “I’ll fix the drinks and check on the food. You make yourselves comfy.” 
 
    “Something smells good,” Angela smiled. 
 
    I walked into the kitchen. My face felt hot. It wasn’t just the heat from the oven causing it. I rubbed the back of my head and checked my phone to see if Jack had left a message. I stamped my foot. Where was he? 
 
    I poured out the drinks and got myself a sparkling water. It no longer bothered me being around alcohol, but I remained vigilant. Being with Jack helped. Right now, though, he was infuriating me. I glanced again at my watch then took the drinks through.  
 
    “Here you go,” I said as I passed the glasses to Nick and Angela. We chatted about their jobs. I used to work with them both in Salford Quays some years earlier, so we knew the same colleagues. We finished with the small talk and I went to check on the food again. Everything was ready. We were just waiting for Jack now. 
 
    I sent him another text: Where the hell are u?  I ambled through to the lounge and waited for a reply. None came.  
 
    “Sorry about this, guys,” I said, tapping my fingers on my thighs. Jack was making me look an idiot. “We’re ready to eat as soon as Jack gets here.” 
 
    “It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” said Angela putting her hand up. I did worry about it though. I couldn’t settle. My hands flapped all over, unable to sit still. I walked up and down the room and kept glancing out of the window. Not that I could see Jack’s car from there, but somehow it eased my mounting frustration. 
 
    “Is anyone ready for another drink?” Angela’s glass was almost empty.  
 
    “Go on then I’ll have one.” Angela smiled, as she slugged down the last of her drink. She handed me her glass. Nick shook his head. I took my time pouring the wine to keep me occupied. 
 
    Forty minutes late and still no sign of Jack. A sheen of sweat gathered on my cheeks, chin and forehead. It was time to decide. 
 
    “I think we’ll start without him, guys.” Although Angela and Nick said they would wait for Jack, they looked somewhat relieved at my words. 
 
    “We don’t mind waiting.” Angela was very tactful but part of me wanted to punish Jack now. If his meal shrivelled up and burned, then it was only what he deserved.  
 
    “No, I’ll let him know we’re eating now. He said he’d be here, and he’s not,” I said, feeling vexed. I sent another text, this time with no kisses on the end.  
 
    It was another thirty minutes before Jack arrived. I’d virtually given up on him and thought he would be a no-show. He apologised and tried to explain what happened. On a better day, I might have listened to his excuses but right now I was too upset. I didn’t like how he became the centre of attention as he recounted the story of his recent fight. Today, he’d been with Jade, trying to talk her out of going off with Dom. Any sympathy for his cause didn’t come from me. 
 
    “I feel sorry for the young girl. She’ll end up getting involved with the gang again. There’s a certain attraction with bad boys.” Angela said. She looked across at Nick. He couldn’t be more of a good boy if he tried. He was Angela’s lapdog and yes man all rolled into one. She took hold of his hand and patted it. “I still prefer my Nick, though.” She smiled at him. 
 
    I wanted to puke. I wasn’t one for gushing romance, especially not when expressed in public. Nick held up Angela’s palm and kissed it, gazing back at her. 
 
    “Oh, get a room, you two,” I said, imitating vomiting noises whilst sticking my finger down my throat. We laughed. Angela continued to sing Nick’s praises telling us how he had just put a shed up and decorated the back room. I was envious. I had was a man who worked long hours and couldn’t even turn up on time.  
 
    What made it worse was that now every time he was late, I thought he’d gone rushing back to Caroline. I couldn’t stop thinking about the pair of them together.  I didn’t want to be the jealous type, but I couldn’t help it. I wished he hadn’t told me he went to her house. I’d have preferred the bliss of ignorance. Now, all I pictured was the two of them in bed together. I was dying to say something to him, but it was best to bide my time and wait until Angela and Nick left. 
 
    I was quieter than normal, and the others noticed. Jack kept looking over at me and I reacted by sending him a pained expression and turning away. I couldn’t muster a smile, even when cringey jokes were told. I knew I was being a moody hostess. It was a good job we were old friends. 
 
    The food went down well. Nick and Angela stayed for two more hours. At the end of the evening, we stood at the door, hugging and kissing, agreeing to do it again sometime soon. I waved them off and as soon as they left, I closed the door and turned to Jack. 
 
    With my hands on my hips, I cried, “How could you?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He moved in closer to comfort me, but I walked away. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” I said with a strangled tone. I went into the kitchen to fill the dishwasher. He followed me in. 
 
    “Here, let me do that.” I let him. It would take more than a few dishes to win me over, though. I would make him suffer for this.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, using the same sort of tone I did whenever I phoned in work sick. I retired to sit in the lounge. He would probably clear everything away. I was right. Ten minutes later he walked in with a mug of tea. 
 
    “Here, I made you this.” I took it from him. 
 
    “Thanks.” There was tension in the air. The thoughts of him and Caroline together smouldered inside me. I knew the fire was ready to erupt any second. I tapped my fingers on the side of the chair. 
 
    “So, were you late because you were shagging Caroline?” Heat poured out of my cheeks. 
 
    “No, Of course not!” he frowned. I scowled. “I told you where I was. Look, I apologise for involving her. I made a mistake. I hold my hands up, but I am not interested in Caroline, honestly, Sophie. You’ve got to learn to trust me.” He looked a forlorn sight. His injuries were healing but his face had now taken on a mustard-coloured tinge. I felt sorry for him. 
 
    I wanted to believe him, but I wasn’t sure I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    It took a while to climb out of the doghouse. Trial and error showed me I had to wait for Sophie to simmer down. If I spoke too soon, anything I said made it worse. If I bided my time and played it cool concentrating on work, eventually she softened. It was difficult with her sometimes when I couldn’t put a finger right. We were now back on track. 
 
    Snakehips had avoided me since my nasty encounter with the bruisers. The more I tried to get hold of him, the more infuriated I became because he wasn’t returning my calls. I would catch up with him and Rocking Rod at some point in the future and I wouldn’t like to be in their shoes when I found them. 
 
    I arranged to go and see Marcus, the boy I stumbled upon in the house in Chadderton. It would be a supervised visit as he was still a minor. I would have preferred to speak to him alone, but that wasn’t possible. Going in tough would have worked better to get information out of him but I would have the beady eyes of his temporary foster mother, Sasha on me. He was not allowed to return home. His own mother was an addict. In light of what happened, four of her children had now also been removed. The eldest one, Toby absconded a few months back. 
 
    Sasha didn’t look much older than me, in her mid-thirties. I was surprised at someone so young wanting to foster children but maybe she couldn’t have kids herself. She had long bushy dark hair, the top part was held off her face with a clip at the back. She wore an oversized grey sweatshirt and leggings. 
 
    “Hi, Jack,” she smiled as we shook hands. “Are you sitting down Marcus?” His dark curly hair flopped forward. He shot a glance at me then looked away.  
 
    “How are you doing, Marcus?” I asked. He grunted and angled his body away from me.  
 
    “I want a chat about the other day.” I got out the picture of Louie to show him. “Do you know this boy?” He shook his head. “Have you ever seen him before?” His lips thinned, and the corners of his mouth drooped. He continued to shake his head. “Have either of the Duggan’s ever mentioned the name, Louie?” He looked at me as though I had asked him to strip naked. 
 
    “I take it, that’s a no, then.” He didn’t reply. 
 
    “Come on, Marcus, answer the question,” Sasha said in a sickly-sweet voice and patted his knee. He squirmed in the seat. He didn’t speak. I looked at Marcus then at Sasha. I weighed up how hard I could press him without the interview being stopped. I decided to try something else. I whispered in his ear.  
 
    “I was wondering if you could get me a bag of brown.” My expression was serious. He smirked. “Seriously, it’s for me, only my dealer’s been caught and he’s now doing a fifteen-year stretch.” I watched Marcus closely. He frowned. He wasn’t sure whether to believe me.  
 
    “See, he told me what it’s like inside. He’s not the main man anymore. He doesn’t call all the shots. If he doesn’t toe the line, they beat him up. They’ve carved his face up, said he looked too pretty.” I put my face up to Marcus’s so close I could feel the breath through his nostrils. “Can you imagine a good-looking lad like you having his face cut up?” He stared at Sasha. She frowned at me. I didn’t stop there. “That’s not all, he’s been gang-raped by some big black dudes. Made quite a mess of him, by all accounts. Is that the life you want for yourself, Marcus? Is that what your future will be? How old are you now, Marcus?” 
 
    “Thirteen,” he replied. He squirmed, looking uncomfortable. Something was working.  
 
    “By the time you get out of prison, you’ll be an old man with no life left to live.” Inwardly I laughed at the idea of being old at thirty, but I suspected a thirteen-year-old would think it old. 
 
    “Who was it got to you, was it Dom or Dirk?” I asked. There was silence for a few seconds. I waited.  
 
    “Dom,” he replied. I tapped my feet on the floor. Maybe we would get somewhere after all.  
 
    “Where did you meet him, Marcus?” He stared at Sasha, then turned to me. 
 
    “He was outside the school gates one day and showed me a £200 pair of trainers and asked me if I liked them. I told him of course I did but I couldn’t afford them. He said they were mine, and he just gave them to me and that was it. The next day he came back and this time he gave me a cool looking watch. It baffled me why he was doing it. I took it though. I didn’t see him for a few days but the next time he was there, he had a mobile phone that he handed me. I tried to refuse because I was suspicious by now, but he insisted I took it home and kept it quiet, so I did.” 
 
    “What happened next?” He looked at me then glanced at Sasha.  
 
    “I was sent a text message asking to meet me, so I went along. There was another guy there, and he gave me a wad of money. He asked if I wanted a ride in his BMW. It was neat, man. I got in. It was just the three of us, listening to rap music. I was taken back to this house. There were a few other kids there. We listened to music, watched a few videos and smoked draw.” 
 
    “And they didn’t ask you to do anything for them?” Marcus kept looking over at Sasha. 
 
    “Not at first. We watched the same videos over and over. They got me into grime music, then one day they asked me if I’d be in one of their videos. I didn’t understand what they meant. They said I’d be famous and make loads of money.” 
 
    “What was in these videos, Marcus?” 
 
    “It was drill music and there was a lot of violence, you know with guns and threatening kids, that kind of thing. At first, I refused to do it, but the tall guy, Joey stabbed me in the hand.” He held his hand up to show me the scar. I nodded. Marcus had already opened up more than I expected.  
 
    “I got some great stuff, you know, Converse jeans, Paul and Shark t-shirts, Nike trainers. You name it, I had all the latest designer gear,” he said, thrusting out his chest. 
 
    “So, what happened after they gave you all those clothes and stuff?” 
 
    “Some of it was fun, you know, hanging out with the older guys. I thought it wasn’t a bad life, all that money around me. Then it turned nasty and they threatened to harm my family if I stood up to them or said I wouldn’t do what they asked.” 
 
    “You lived with your mum and brothers and sisters before you left, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I was worried about what they might do to them.” 
 
    “So, where did you live?” 
 
    “It sounds daft, but I don’t know. I moved around that much. They shipped me from place to place. I stayed in a few different properties. I can’t remember them all. Maybe a couple as well as the place in Chadderton.” 
 
    “Do you know the addresses?” 
 
    “No, but I could show you.” 
 
    “Will you make a statement to the police about what you’ve told me?” 
 
    “No, no, I couldn’t do that.” He pushed the hair off his face and bit his lip. 
 
    “Okay, Marcus, I understand.” 
 
    “I was dealing, man. I’d get time if I told them what I’ve been doing.” That wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want to speak to the police. He believed his life would be in danger. “I’ve been lucky so far that I haven’t been caught.  If the police arrested any of the kids and they had money on them, it got confiscated. That money still had to be paid back to the gang somehow. I used to worry about that happening. I wouldn’t have any way of paying them back.” 
 
    I arranged to pick him up the following day, so he could show me where he stayed. The first house he took me to was in Radcliffe. Marcus sat in the front and Sasha in the back. I glanced over at him as we approached the area. He kept turning and looking out the back window. His forehead gleamed with sweat. 
 
    “It’s okay, Marcus, we’re not being followed.” He pulled his baseball cap over his eyes. He wriggled around in the seat. We approached a T-junction. He told me to take a left, and I watched him bite his nails. The closer we got to the property, the more nervous he became. 
 
    “You’re alright, Marcus. You’re doing well,” Sasha said from the back seat. She leaned forward and patted his shoulder. 
 
    I eyed up the area, checking around. There was an elderly lady pushing a wheeled shopping bag, ambling towards us. 
 
    “It’s next right, and the house is about halfway down.” I nodded. I drove slowly, but not too slow to cast any suspicion on my vehicle. Marcus put his hood up over his cap and crouched down in the seat. From his low position, he was just able to see out of the window and pointed to the house.  I took a mental note of the number and continued driving.  
 
    “You’re doing great, Marcus.” There was no one about. We drove to the second property in Whitefield. This one instilled more jumpiness in Marcus, especially as when we arrived there was a car pulled up outside. I quickly took down the registration number. Marcus jerked his body backwards out of sight. I had put him through enough trauma for one day.  
 
    He told me he had been to other properties and that one house was on a council estate, but he wasn’t sure where and the other was a big old house, in a secluded area. It was a start and I would have another go at questioning him at a later stage if he didn’t run off again. 
 
    I had more information to go on. I was pleased with the progress made with Marcus. He didn’t know much about the other kids involved as they were all given nicknames. He said his was Jerky because he was constantly restless. There were about five or six other kids a similar age to him that he encountered but he didn’t know any more about any of them. I asked if there was anything else that he could tell me, he said there was one other thing. 
 
    “Oh yes, and what’s that, Marcus?” 
 
    “As well as the drugs, they had us nicking stuff for them, especially cars.” I nodded. I already knew only too well that the Duggans were into car ringing. It would have been nice to find out more, but Sasha had to get back. There were quite a few areas of interest that involved the brothers. Hopefully, Louie would pop up working in one of them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t going to text Jack. He said he’d gone to see Jade again. He was worried for her safety and felt responsible for her. I didn’t want to be sitting on tenterhooks waiting for a reply. He would call me when he was ready. I sighed and tried to think up reasons he wouldn’t want me there with him. I didn’t want to appear to be a desperate girlfriend who was too clingy and followed him around like a lost sheep everywhere.  
 
    When we first got together, he said I suffocated him. I was over at his office every lunchtime and constantly texting him. I backed off after that, but it was hard when I wanted to be with him, and it hurt. My natural default setting is to be obsessive and intense. If I find something I like, I want it and I want it now. It happened in the past with drink, exercise and men.  
 
    Jack didn’t like the attention I bestowed on him, so I had to learn to play it cool and not appear so needy. Before I met him, I hated being single even though I was more confident on my own. In a relationship, I question whether I’m good enough and need constant reassurance. It didn’t help my self-esteem with Jack, because of his good looks, plus his ex-wife is drop-dead gorgeous.  
 
    I only met his two kids on a handful of occasions. He liked to spend the little time he had with them on his own. I suppose that was understandable, but it worried me. If he wanted a future with me, I thought he would involve me more with them. I was scared to have the conversation with him about feelings. Ignorance was bliss. I could convince myself everything was okay. I avoided listening to criticism at all costs. Too afraid to hear unwelcome news, I put up with the alternative – worrying myself silly about ending up on my own.  
 
    Jack had the upper hand in our relationship. I would drop everything for him if he clicked his fingers. I doubted he would do the same for me, but I didn’t trust the outcome enough to test the theory. He was married to his job, and I had to either accept that or get out. He worked long, unsociable hours to keep his business afloat and to be there when his client group dictated it. I knew that was one of the reasons his marriage ended. 
 
    Some days, like today, his lack of sensitivity and his indifference got to me. I wanted to help him, but he was too independent. My body felt heavy as I walked into the kitchen. My stomach made some loud grumbling noises. I took a spoon to the pan of chilli. It tasted good. 
 
    Licking my lips and nodding my head, I contemplated whether to eat mine or wait a while longer and see if he arrived. I decided I’d give him another thirty minutes. What should I do to make myself busy while I waited? I walked into the lounge. My hands fluttered, and I forgot what I’d come in for. 
 
    The phone rang, and I glanced down at the screen. It was my sister, Steph. I looked at the clock and felt a pang in my stomach. It wasn’t her usual time to call, and I wasn’t in the mood for chatting to my elder sister. Part of me said let it ring, but curiosity got the better of me and I pressed my thumb down to answer. 
 
    “Hi, Steph.” 
 
    “Hi, Soph, how are you?” Her tone sounded upbeat which made a pleasant change as she was often the bearer of bad news. 
 
    “Not bad, to what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 
    “Tim and I have got some news.” I nodded, not the royal ‘we’ I got that accompanied a telling off. The corners of my mouth went down. This was a good sign. It wouldn’t be Steph expressing her opinion about some aspect of my life she didn’t agree with. She was never happy about the way I conducted my affairs and liked to interfere at every opportunity. She constantly held me in judgement and took great delight in telling me.  
 
    “What is it, Steph?” The first thing that came to mind was they had bought a new car or were moving to a new house. They loved to brag about their possessions, especially Steph. 
 
    “I’m pregnant.” They’d been trying for a baby for so long I’d forgotten. I squealed with delight. 
 
    “Oh, that’s brilliant news. Congratulations. I’m so pleased for you both. Gosh, I’m going to be an auntie,” I said with a big grin on my face. “How far gone are you?” 
 
    “Twenty weeks.” 
 
    “Twenty weeks and you’re only just telling me now?” I swallowed hard and frowned.  
 
    “Yes, we wanted to wait until everything was okay and I was past the danger period, before telling anyone.” I could hear the nervousness in her voice. 
 
    “But I’m not everyone, Steph. I’m your sister. Surely you could have told me and Dad.” 
 
    “Oh, Dad knew, but I had him sworn to secrecy.” 
 
    “You told Dad and you couldn’t tell me? What, didn’t you believe I could keep it to myself?” I could feel my face becoming flushed. My speech went up a few decibels, and I knew the hurt I felt was evident in my tone. 
 
    “It’s not that, Sophie. If something went wrong, I didn’t want you getting in a mess.” Good old Steph, controlling to the end. She thought she was protecting me from having a relapse and drinking again if anything happened to the baby. 
 
    “I could have handled it, Steph. I mean, if you had a miscarriage, you’d have to tell me anyway or would you have kept that from me as well?” My voice whined as I questioned her. 
 
    “Oh, don’t go making it all about you, Sophie. Why can’t you be happy for me for once?” Her manner was abrupt, and her tone clipped. 
 
    “I am happy for you. It’s just that I wish you wouldn’t try to control me all the time.” 
 
    “I’m not controlling you, Sophie. Honestly, you’re impossible.” Her words were loud. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’ve been able to finally let me in on your secret. I’m going before my meal gets burnt.” I cut the call and slammed the phone down on the table before she had a chance to reply. My eyes filled with water. Why did Steph have this effect on me when we spoke? I was glad she lived over two hundred miles away in London, but she could still press my buttons. 
 
     I couldn’t sit with my feelings of discontent, so I phoned my AA sponsor, Joyce. She helped me get through so much in the past and I didn’t want the way I felt now to impact on my sobriety. I told her what had happened both with Steph and Jack. She suggested I looked at things from their perspective. She always gave me sound advice, and she was always right. I came off the phone and now could see what a selfish so and so I was, even it didn’t make the hurt go away. I couldn’t afford to pick up resentments. After speaking to Joyce, I felt slightly less wounded. 
 
     I glanced at the clock. It was time for me to fill my poor hungry belly. No sign of Jack so it was a meal for one. I shook my head and sighed. Get over it, girl. It’s no big deal. Sitting at the table with a mouth full of my tasty chilli, I thought about Steph’s news. I allowed myself to feel a smidgeon of excitement about becoming an auntie for the first time. I’d been so wounded by not being in on her news I’d forgotten to ask how she was and if she knew if it was a girl or boy. I sent a quick text.  
 
    Sorry for being a pain, Steph. You know what I’m like. How are you and your bump doing? Her reply came back immediately. 
 
    It’s okay, Sophie, I understand. You’ve got your life to live now. We don’t know the baby’s sex. I’m doing fine. Just had morning sickness early on.  
 
    I scrolled through baby sites on my phone whilst I ate. There were some lovely cute babygros. My mood lightened. I cleaned my plate away, rinsing it under the running hot water when I heard a key turn in the lock. 
 
    “Is that you Jack?” Daft question. There was only Jack with a key to my flat. Before he had time to answer, he was behind me and I felt him nuzzling my neck. His hands wrapped around my waist. My previous frosty mood melted in an instant at his touch. I turned towards him and we embraced. 
 
    “Ooh, you’re all wet,” I said as I weaved my hands around his neck. We stopped kissing, and he held me away from his body and looked me in the eye. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late. Are we good?” I averted my eyes, but I knew I couldn’t be mad at him for long. I nodded, and he kissed my forehead. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked. 
 
    “Famished.”  
 
    “Well, sit down and I’ll warm up this chilli. I couldn’t wait. I was too hungry. How did it go?” 
 
    “Hard to tell. Jade wasn’t showing much emotion. She tries to be a tough cookie but I’m sure underneath that hard exterior, she must be devastated. I know she won’t show it, but it was her mum for goodness sake. Jade wasn’t talkative, so I didn’t push her by asking too many questions. I don’t think she blames us for her mum’s death. I’ll go back tomorrow to see her to ask her some questions about Dom.” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “Blames us?” 
 
    “Weren’t you worried when you heard it was Carmen who’d been murdered? I was worried that it could be something to do with us going to see her?” 
 
    “No,” I frowned, “I never gave it a thought.” 
 
    “It must be just me then. I hope that scrote, Dom Duggan has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “Oh, you don’t think…?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think right now, but I’ll be checking it out, you can be sure.” I nodded. 
 
    “I almost forgot to tell you, I’ve had some exciting news.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m going to be an auntie, Steph’s pregnant.” Jack raised his eyebrows and nodded. 
 
    “I take it they’re pleased?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t take the news so well. She’s twenty weeks, and she’s only just told me now.”  
 
    “Well, it could be worse. She could have waited until she was due to pop it out.” Jack had a way of looking at the positives in a situation. 
 
    “I suppose so,” I said, the corners of my mouth drooped. I placed the piping hot plate of freshly microwaved food down in front of him and he tucked in like he hadn’t eaten all week. 
 
    He chatted about his case and his strategy for finding Louie. He told me he would check out the Duggans’ places despite their warning. I shuddered. They were notorious criminals around this area and were bad news. I’d helped him watch their movements for some time. I didn’t like him interfering after the beating he had. 
 
    “You be careful, Jack.” I gave him one of my looks. 
 
    “I will.” Somewhere inside me, a feeling stirred that trouble was brewing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep a wink last night, and I had to put off going to Sophie’s tonight, after speaking to my old friend DS Rick Western. I knew I could rely on him to help me out. We swapped stories when we could. He was my contact to access information I was no longer privy to. I gave him the two addresses from Marcus regarding the Duggans’ operation.  
 
    “You know I could get into bother looking this up for you, right?” I caught Rick on a bad day. The way I saw it, when it came to pulling favours, he still owed me for the last bit of stakeout work I did for him. Police resources didn’t run to excessive amounts of surveillance work, but my prices were cheap in return for favours. 
 
    “I know, Rick and I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Hold on a sec.” I heard the phone receiver hit the table. It was almost five minutes later that he returned. “You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m all ears.” 
 
    “The address in Radcliffe, there were reports of a disturbance there about twelve months ago. A party got out of hand. The neighbours complained about the noise. Nothing else. The property is registered to a Chanelle Ibbotson, a seventeen-year-old unmarried mother with a one-year-old son. That’s from the electoral roll. You could have looked it up yourself.” 
 
    “I know, but you can access this stuff so much quicker.” He didn’t reply to my comment but mumbled something. The address in Whitefield is classed as unoccupied. It has been for two years now. Mm, let me see here…, yeah, it’s not council anymore, the property is owned by none other than Mr Dominique Duggan.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, he’s slipping if he hasn’t rented his property out, that’s unless he’s been living in it. Somehow I think our Mr Duggan’s taste is more upmarket than that.” 
 
    “You bet, his main residence is down as a farmhouse in Helmshore, which we’ve raided a few times, but it’s always been clean.” 
 
    “Interesting, well thanks for that Rick and if you want to pass those addresses on to the drugs team. They may come in useful if they’re not already listed.” 
 
    “Cheers, I will. Now get off this line and let me do some real police work.” 
 
    “Sure, catch you later.” I ended the call. My eyes drooped. I made myself a coffee to stay awake then made the mistake of moving over to the sofa to read through my notes. 
 
    I came to. It took a moment to realise where I was. I raised my eyebrows and checked my watch. I’d been asleep for three hours. My neck was stiff, and I slammed my fist down on the table out of annoyance with myself. I wouldn’t sleep tonight now.  I must have slept heavily. There were two messages on the answerphone. They hadn’t woken me. One was from someone wanting to sell me insurance and the other was from Sasha. I deleted the first one but rang Sasha straight back. 
 
    “Marcus has disappeared.” This was all I needed right now. 
 
    “Why, what happened?”  
 
    “He’d been out all day. He returned looking a mess and smelled of skunk. I saw the look of fear in his eyes. He went to have a shower, and the doorbell rang. It was only my friend Tanya. I let her in then looked out the back window. I saw Marcus dressed already and running away. He might have thought the knock was the police or something worse, but he never came back last night.” 
 
    “Have you told the police?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve told them and the authorities but I’m not sure how interested anyone is about it. They’re not classing it as a priority, and I’m so upset.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sasha. I’ll see what I can do.” We ended the call. I was disappointed with myself for not pushing him for more information. Now I wouldn’t find out anything else from him. Either he had run away scared, or he had gone back to the Duggans. I put my money on the latter. The first thing I did was to contact Marcus’s real mother. I hadn’t spoken to her before and expected a junkie to come on the line, but she sounded bright and cheerful. She agreed to see me, so I went over to her home in Bury. 
 
    Justine didn’t look like your typical drug addict. Given Marcus’s age, she had to be in her thirties, but she looked younger with her makeup-free dark skin and hair tied back off her face.  
 
    “Come in,” she said, showing me through to the lounge. “I’m worried sick about Marcus. I’m sorry. I so wished I could have coped with him better.” She pulled a tissue out of the box that was perched on the coffee table. She blew her nose. It was Marcus who said his mother did drugs, and that was why he ran away. After chatting to Justine for ten minutes, I decided there was no point beating about the bush. 
 
    “Marcus told me you are an addict,” I said.  
 
    “I take stuff, but I’m not that bad,” she said shaking her head, “I don’t do drugs every day. I can’t afford it, for one. No, the reason I involved Social Services over Marcus was because I could no longer cope with his behaviour. When he got in with that crowd, he changed. He came home one evening a few months back. He took a packet of condoms out of his rucksack. I challenged him about it asking if he had a girlfriend. He told me that some guys had taken him to the clinic to get them. I asked him what for, but he didn’t reply. I asked him again, and he got upset. Within a few minutes, it became a full-blown argument, and he started throwing things around the room.”  
 
    “He said he was going to run away, that he couldn’t take anymore. I didn’t understand. I thought he was being bullied. It was much more than that. On that occasion, he was missing for three weeks. When he was picked up, he was in a terrible state. He looked like a tramp, covered in mud. It was obvious from his appearance hadn’t washed, eaten or slept. They don’t care about the boys they have working for them. All they care about is making money. Do you mind if I smoke?” She looked over at me with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “It’s your house, be my guest,” I said, the palm of my left hand raised towards her. She lit up and drew in the smoke before blowing it out looking upwards. 
 
    “Before this started, we were close. He helped around the house, did things for the younger two. I always went to watch him at football. The difference in his behaviour in such a brief time was unbelievable. It didn’t help when my eldest Toby left home. Sadly, he was going down the same road as me, enjoying the odd spliff. If I’m honest, I was glad to get Toby out of my hair. He pinched money out of my purse. He robbed me blind.” She wiped a tear from her eye. 
 
    “Marcus looked up to Toby. He changed after Toby left. He became moody and sullen. Then he disappeared himself. Since he came back the last time, he’s attacked me. He was always in a rage and spoke to me like a piece of garbage. That’s when I got in touch with Social Services. I became afraid for my safety and the safety of his sister. I didn’t know Marcus anymore, and I wasn’t sure what he was capable of.” 
 
    As I listened, I wondered how honest she was being. It was common for addicts to lie about using and the authorities must have had reason to remove her other children. I didn’t delve. Justine told me that Marcus ran away on three occasions. The last time, she went to the police, but they didn’t seem interested. They told her he was probably with friends.  
 
    “Friends,” she said shaking her head, “More like animals. Those people aren’t fit to be walking the earth. I’m sorry, Jack but I get myself so worked up and annoyed about it.” Her lips narrowed. 
 
    “It’s okay, I understand.”  
 
    “Anyway, the police put me in touch with the Missing People charity. They knew about children being groomed to traffic drugs. Apparently, they’re working closely with the National Crime Agency. I’ve been speaking to everyone about this and it seems the problem is huge. I’ve spoken to the Youth Offending Team and the Children’s Services. Other than putting these vulnerable children in safe houses, there doesn’t seem a lot that can be done.” 
 
    Her face was a picture of exasperation.  This was an unenviable task for someone to sort out and it wouldn’t be tackled easily. For now, my priority was trying to get Louie back and possibly Marcus as well, if I could. I felt responsible for him since I stumbled on him and got myself involved.  
 
    I asked Justine if she knew any further information. She got upset and rambled on about her other children being taken into care.  
 
    “It’s not right. They should be with me, their mother.” I nodded. She confirmed the Duggan brothers’ involvement with her sons. I came away knowing what I needed to do. I had to find a way to speak to Dom. I had to face my old school bully once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I stood in front of the mirror and brushed my hair. It was time for its bi-annual cut. No hairdresser would get rich doing my barnet. Being long, I could get away with not having it cut too often and I was blessed with a deep red colour that so far hadn’t needed altering. If I spotted the odd grey hair, I pulled them out. Today I found far too many. Thirty-one years old with grey hairs, ouch. This confirmed I worried too much. I worried about everything, even when I didn’t have to. If my life was ever stress-free, I worried that I wasn’t worrying enough. It was ironic that I ran stress management courses. I was more stressed than any of those women. 
 
    I stressed over my job. Somewhere inside me a little bird constantly said I wasn’t good enough. It was rubbish of course as I did a decent job. I’d been told so by my boss. I mean, I did make the odd mistake as we all do. If anything got filed in the wrong place, I took the blame but then I carried guilt around with me and I felt responsible for everything. The newbie, Karen was very good at pointing out my failings. She didn’t do it with anyone else. For some reason, she had taken an instant dislike to me. 
 
    Being with Jack also stressed me out. I created a lot of anxiety myself for wanting to help him, but I couldn’t stop myself. With our relationship, we had been together long enough for me to stop worrying. Anytime he was late or didn’t text me back straight away or at all, I got myself in such a state. It wasn’t healthy, but I didn’t know how to change it. 
 
    He was picking me up in ten minutes to take me out for a meal. That worried me. We rarely went out unless there was something to celebrate. I felt jumpy. It wasn’t either of our birthdays. Maybe he was ending the relationship. 
 
    I thought back for any clues, any changes in his behaviour. I’d been putting off looking at the biggest elephant in the room, the inevitable clue, Caroline. Because he saw her recently, she was constantly at the back of my mind. Perhaps they’d been in touch more often than he admitted. I wanted to believe what he said but maybe he lied to pacify me.  
 
    I chewed on my fingernails and paced up and down the hall, looking outside to see if he was there. If he was ending things, I wanted it over as soon as possible. I wore a black floral top and black pants. Should I have worn something more seductive?  Did I have time to get changed? 
 
    I raced into the bedroom and put my red dress on, his favourite. Luckily, it was clean and hung up. That made a change. Most of my clothes spent their time in my ironing basket. I squeezed into the dress just before the beep of his horn sounded outside. Oh bugger, now I wasn’t ready on time. I sent him a quick text saying two more minutes even though it would take me five to fish out some tights and find my black patent shoes. One last glance and a smooth down of my hair and I was out the door. 
 
    “Sorry, Jack,” I said, as I climbed into his vehicle. “I was ready and then I noticed a mark on my top so had to get changed.” 
 
    He looked over at me. “Oh, you’ve got my favourite dress on, I’m glad,” he smiled. That should have made me relax, but it didn’t. Was I over-reacting, worrying over nothing? I sighed. 
 
    We arrived at the Italian restaurant. Italian was Jack’s favourite, and I liked any food. I had a good appetite and would have been looking forward to the night ahead if I didn’t feel so perturbed.  
 
    The waiter passed the menus to us and I chose lasagne in less than a minute. Jack looked uncomfortable. He eyed the door. He kept fidgeting and watching me then he scratched the back of his neck and threw down the menu.  
 
    “I think I’ll have a pizza.” He raised his head to elongate his neck and scratched the front. Something wasn’t right. I tapped my fingers on the table, feeling nervous. I took a deep breath and was about to say something when the waitress came over to take our order. After she left us, I looked him in the eye. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Jack?” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s something I need to talk to you about.” He grabbed the collar of his jacket and looked away from me. I knew it. My female intuition had been right. My skin tingled. In an instant, I lost my appetite. The waitress arrived with our drinks and I took a sip to moisten my dry mouth. He wasn’t smiling. This didn’t look good. I closed my eye, scrunched my face and braced myself. Silence. 
 
    I opened my eyes and raised my eyebrows. Whatever it was, he wasn’t making it easy on either of us. He picked up his glass of coke then put it down without taking a drink. I emptied the rest of the sparkling water from the bottle into my glass and waited. 
 
    “So, what is it?” The suspense was killing me. I wanted him to put me out of my misery before my irrational fears took over. I leaned forward with my elbow on the table and my hand under my chin. My stomach rolled, and it wasn’t hunger pains. 
 
    Jack took a big long sigh then pulled a face. He looked me in the eye. 
 
    “It’s about Caroline.” Ah! What did I say! They had slept together after all. He lied to me. Why did he bring me for a meal? Why didn’t he tell me at home, in private? Maybe, he worried I would lash out. This was horrendous. I had to compose myself. His face looked serious. 
 
    “Yes?” He hadn’t spelt it out yet, and I was ready to burst out crying. 
 
    “I knew it was a mistake to go to her house. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I had to look away. My eyes welled up. I felt my emotions changing to anger. My nostrils flared. If he was looking for sympathy, he had come to the wrong place. 
 
    “I’m such an idiot,” he said shaking his head then he put his head in his hands. 
 
    “So, you’re sleeping with her then?” My lips narrowed, and my face went into a grimace. 
 
    “What! No! Nothing like that.” I frowned. I was confused. What was he trying to tell me? 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “No,” he tried to take hold of my hand, but I jerked it away out of his reach. 
 
    “Well, what then?” My voice was raised now. He looked to see who heard my outburst. I was ready to flee out of the restaurant.  
 
    “She won’t stop texting and phoning me. She’s become a bunny boiler. I’ve told her I’m happy with you and I only called to her house in a professional capacity, but she won’t accept it. She’s become obsessive.”  
 
    “Can you just repeat that,” I said, leaning forward. 
 
    “She won’t stop texting me…” 
 
    “No, not that bit, the bit about being happy with me.” 
 
    “Sophie, I love you.” He took hold of my hand. “Surely, you’ve never doubted me?” I began to cry, tears of relief.  
 
    “Oh, Jack, I’m sorry. I jumped to the wrong conclusions. I still feel insecure with you sometimes.” 
 
    “What am I going to do with you, Sophie? I’m so sorry if I make you feel like that.” He got up from his chair and came to my side of the table and gave me a hug. “What are you like?” he smiled then kissed me. I hadn’t lost my man.  
 
    “Perhaps, I should have a word with her?” 
 
    “I don’t know if that would be a good idea with your temper. I wouldn’t like it if you were arrested for fighting.” 
 
    “Jack, I’m not that bad. I could have a little word in her shell-like. I’d be happy to tell her to stay away.” I settled back in my seat. He smiled. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, the offer’s there, if nothing else works.” 
 
    “We’ll see. I wanted to let you know, but I didn’t want you getting angry with me. I’ve had to keep my phone off a lot of the time. That’s why I can’t always get back to you when you call.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack.” My face must have beamed with relief. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course. I feared the worst. Just tell her to sling her hook or she’ll have me to deal with.” 
 
     He smiled as the waitress arrived with our food.  
 
    Tucking into his pizza, he said, “Mm, this is good.” He licked his fingers after picking a slice up and popping half into his mouth. Once he finished chewing, he swallowed, and said, “It’s important that I am honest with you, Sophie. I don’t want us to have any secrets.” 
 
    I nodded, in agreement. How typical of me to get the wrong end of the stick. Hopefully, now I could put Caroline out of my head and learn to trust Jack enough to get on with his work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Sophie wanted to let the police know about how agitated Carmen was just before she died. I went with her to the station. We were put in an interview room and asked to wait. DS Colin Dobson entered the room with a colleague, and they introduced themselves. Dobson was older than I expected. His face was weather-beaten with a fine mesh of red thread veins around his nose. He was thick set with muscles bulging out of his sleeves. This man liked to work out, even at his age which I deduced from the grey hair was in his late fifties. His dark brown eyes bore into mine and I saw a fierceness and pride in them as he offered us a drink which we both declined. We sat opposite the two police officers and Dobson popped on a pair of glasses. He flicked through the file in front of him.  
 
         “So, how well did you know Carmen?” he asked. I could just detect a hint of a Liverpool accent.    
 
        “She was a drinker, so no doubt was used to getting battered and bruised. I mean, it goes with the territory and I should know,” I said. I was met with nods from an officer who I guessed had done his homework on me.  
 
         “We didn’t know her that well,” Sophie said. I looked at Sophie and let her continue. She explained our involvement and hinted at her concerns over Carmen’s wellbeing prior to her death. I waited for Sophie to finish, then I continued. “I don’t know if she was an informant of yours, but it seems she knew something, enough to make her frightened. Whatever it was, she had obviously been in touch with someone and was regretting it.” The two police officers looked at each other. 
 
    “Had Carmen seemed different than usual when you last saw her, Jack?” Dobson asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t say with any conviction. I hadn’t known her long enough. She was of a nervous disposition but then so are most alkies in need of a drink.” I shrugged my shoulders and raised my hands in the air. 
 
           “Yes, well thank you for that, Jack. You know from the results of the post-mortem, she probably wouldn’t have lived much longer anyway.” 
 
            “Oh?” 
 
            “She had severe alcoholic hepatitis and advanced cirrhosis of the liver. I’ve little sympathy for a woman who abused her children.” I was about to intervene, but he continued. “She may not have abused them physically, but they were neglected. The young kid, Jonathan was dropped off at school every morning by his sister, Jade and when she wasn’t about, the poor blighter never went in and Social Services weren’t aware of it.” He held his hands up in the air. “It makes you wonder what they do with their time.” Sophie asked for a drink of water. I could tell from her facial expression, she’d had enough of Dobson’s lecture from the moral high ground. Her interruption stopped him his tracks. “Anyway, that’s all by the by. We investigate every case, irrespective of our personal feelings and no, I know no one deserves to die and be left the way Carmen was.” Sophie finished giving the details relating to everything she knew about Carmen. Dobson turned to face me. “So, Jack, I believe you have been investigating the Duggan brothers. What do you know about them?” 
 
    “Enough to give them a wide berth when I can. I went to school with Dom We go back a long way. He was a shady character, even back then. His temper got him into a lot of trouble. Dirk was the brainier one, but both were a few sandwiches short of a picnic.” He nodded and leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs. 
 
    “What do you know about their business dealings?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing surveillance work at a couple of their properties. It’s difficult to do more being a one-man band.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. With our resources, we don’t have the funds to put men out there in the field.” 
 
    “The case I’m working on at the moment, I’m convinced they’re behind Louie’s disappearance.” He pushed his glasses up over the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “They seem to have their dirty little fingers in lots of different pies.” 
 
    “Yeah, and they’re friends with some unsavoury characters.” I looked across at the detective, my eyes narrowed. “But you lot don’t think they had anything to do with Carmen’s death?” The officers looked at each other.  
 
    “Billy’s been charged with that one. We’re happy we got the right man,” Dobson said. 
 
    “Oh?” PIs didn’t always have the best relationship with the police. I was surprised at how candid he was. Sometimes I came unstuck, stepping over the line, but I tried to keep the police sweet and passed on any info I had. It didn’t always work that I got anything back. I was keen to build relationships with them. There were people working there who still had respect for me. 
 
    “Do you have any witnesses?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, a retired fireman came forward and said he cycled along the path at around 11.30 pm. He came from the west end of the path, going eastwards when he thought he heard a noise like strangling sounds. He thought the sounds came from behind the wall. At the time, he guessed it was a fox. A middle-aged couple walked their dog at a similar time, but they neither heard nor saw anything.” I nodded.  
 
    Sophie left the room to use the toilet. The police officer seemed happy continuing talking about the case. I was surprised and pleased at him passing this information onto me. It wouldn’t help my case though. He told me about Carmen’s injuries. He said it was a prolonged attack and the instrument used must have been blunt. There were signs of a sharp-pointed weapon being used on her both before and after death. He said there were a series of incisions across her neck, deep enough to cut through her neck muscles as well as her jugular vein, windpipe and carotid artery. The forensics expert told him that cutting the carotid artery would have caused unconsciousness within a few seconds, followed by death within minutes. He said the pathologist confirmed that this caused the death. He tapped his pen and looked at me. 
 
    “There were a dozen cuts to the neck, extensive facial injuries. These matched injuries consistent with being punched or kicked. It was possible that another instrument was used to cause blows to the head and body. One blow had caused contusion to the brain. She was strangled with the use of her clothing as a ligature to cause asphyxiation.”  
 
    “There were deep cuts to her eyes and inside her mouth. More deep cuts were found on her breasts, arms and abdomen but these were inflicted after death. Her hands and arms were bruised indicating that she tried to defend herself. Even though her body was naked, there were no signs of sexual assault. The pathologist said it was the worst case of a frenzied attack he had dealt with. It was concluded that because there was no sign of a struggle by the outer wall area that she probably knew her assailant. She probably went through the gap in the wall voluntarily.” He looked up from his notes and stared at me. This man liked to talk. It was as though he had forgotten I was there and was deep in thought. 
 
     “The lads haven’t found the murder weapon yet, but they live in hope and we’ve still a long way to go with forensics, of course,” his colleague said. 
 
    My thoughts were disturbed when I was asked again about my involvement with Billy. I repeated how I met Carmen and Jade and told him the little I knew about them. I didn’t know Billy so couldn’t comment on their relationship. 
 
    I was shocked that the police had charged Billy, and they didn’t suspect the Duggans. 
 
    “So, did Dom Duggan have an alibi for when Carmen was murdered?” DS Dobson looked stern. His cheeks reddened. 
 
    “His wife, Maggie said he was with her all night.” 
 
    “Very convenient,” I muttered. The interview ended. Sophie returned and we left the building. Walking down the steps, I asked Sophie what she made of it. She wasn’t impressed with DS Colin Dobson.  
 
    “I could tell that from the faces you pulled.” I laughed. “You know, the police may not suspect the Duggans of any connection to Carmen’s killing, but hopefully they are keeping an eye on them for their other escapades. I would hope they know more than we do to charge Billy. I don’t have a lot of confidence in them though. Last week when I was watching one of the properties the brothers were involved with, I spotted the police surveillance vehicle. It wasn’t hard to tell who they were. In fact, a school kid would have known who it was sitting there. They stuck out like a sore thumb. They looked right idiots in their suits, trying to appear tough. I left when I saw them. I knew nothing would happen with them hanging around.” I put my arm around Sophie’s shoulder. “The police might need our help on this case more than they realise.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Walking up the path, the stench from the bins hit my nostrils. I glanced at the ever-present dimp ends on the ground by the front door as I pressed the bell. A dishevelled looking Jade wearing a thin satin dressing gown answered. Her skin looked pale. 
 
    “Morning Jade. I’ve not woken you, have I?” She didn’t answer but stood with her arm holding the door. “Are you letting me in?” She pushed the door wider and turned and walked into the kitchen without a word. I followed her. “Do you want a cuppa?” 
 
    “We’ve no milk,” Jade said, sitting down at the kitchen table. I walked over to the fridge and peered inside. An open pizza box lay on the middle shelf with the remnants of a pepperoni pizza. Two tomatoes sat on the bottom shelf and a solitary egg was in the top compartment of the door.  
 
    “Are you looking after yourself properly, Jade?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m getting by.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that,” I nodded. “You’ve not been on the brown again, have you?”  
 
    “I’m not a smackhead, you know.”  
 
    “Right. Have you got any tea bags? I can nip next-door and borrow some milk.” 
 
    “There’s some in the cupboard.” I opened the cupboard door that she pointed to. There was a box of cereal, a tin of beans and half a packet of sugar. I checked through the rest of the kitchen. There was no other food anywhere. 
 
    “Come on, get dressed. I’ll treat you to breakfast.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.” 
 
    “You look in need of a good meal. Get your skates on.” Jade scowled at me and walked out of the kitchen. She left me to have a mooch around. I didn’t find anything of interest.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later we were in my car making our way into Bury town centre. We parked up, and I took her to the Polish café I liked to frequent. It was market day, so it was busy with people rushing around. We weaved past the elderly ladies with shopping trolleys and young mothers with buggies and small children in tow. I knew Jade would want a fag, and it was just about warm enough to sit outside. We found a table in the corner and sat waiting for our order to arrive. 
 
    I watched Jade as she lit up a half-used ciggie. She was dressed in her customary tracksuit and trainers. She gazed out at the shoppers. Close up, her skin looked older than her years. A large woman wearing a turquoise raincoat shuffled along the barrier of the café. Holding onto the rail, she moved in towards Jade.  
 
    “I’m so sorry to hear about your mam, Jade. You’ll let me know when the funeral is, won’t you love?” 
 
    “Course I will, Betty.” She gave me the once over. 
 
    “Is this your bloke, Jade?” She asked, smiling. 
 
    “Is it ‘eckers like, Betty. He’s far too old for me.” She gave a playful grimace. That remark hadn’t gone unnoticed. Too old, indeed. I was in the same class as Dom at school. How come he wasn’t too old? 
 
    “Oh well, not to worry, only he looks a good catch, know what I mean?” She winked and smiled at me. I shook my head, laughing.  
 
    She toddled off and Jade turned to me. 
 
    “Sorry about that. She’s a nosey cow, and I didn’t want to tell her your business.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have minded if you’d lied about fancying me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re not my type.” My face turned serious. 
 
    “How’s your little brother doing?” 
 
    “He’s okay.” Jade turned away. 
 
    “You know you can still apply to be his guardian. If you get yourself straightened out and steer clear of Dom, you could look after him. I’m sure he’d prefer that than living with a stranger.” 
 
    “I think we both know I’m not capable of looking after anyone. Social Services would never allow it. It’s not going to happen, Jack.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t rule it out. Have a think about it, eh?” 
 
    “Nah, he’s better off as far away from me as possible.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself and spare a thought for the poor little mite.” 
 
    “Just leave me alone will you,” she shouted. Heads turned and looked at us.  
 
    “Whoa, I’m only trying to help,” I said, showing the palms of my hands in a stop sign. I mustered up a smile. 
 
    “Stop acting as if you’re my dad.” I laughed at the very idea. 
 
    “Do you ever see your dad?” I asked. She turned to me and frowned. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that was a stupid question.” 
 
     “Are you joking?” I noted a tone of belligerence. 
 
    “Sorry, have I said something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t talk about him.” 
 
    “Why’s that then?” Jade glared at me. She didn’t seem keen to expand. “Look, whatever it is, it won’t shock me. I’ve seen and heard it all before.” Jade gave a miserable shrug, and the waitress arrived with our food. Tucking into my bacon sandwich, I waited for a response from Jade. She had ordered the same as me and had a mouthful of food. The soft freshly baked bread overflowed with slices of crispy bacon. I closed my eyes for a few seconds to savour the taste. “Oh, this tastes so good,” I drooled. I spotted a hint of a smile on Jade’s face. “So, when did your dad leave you?” 
 
    “He walked out five years ago, but it was good riddance as far as I was concerned. Those two should never have got together.” 
 
    “Why was that?” 
 
    “They fought a lot. He was an evil bastard.” Jade’s eyes narrowed as she spoke. 
 
    “Did he hit you?” 
 
    “Course he did. All the time. He thought nothing of throwing me down the stairs or taking his belt off and whipping me with it.” I listened, giving nothing away in my expression but memories of my own dad’s behaviour came flooding back. My dad was a force to be reckoned with. He had a temper on him and could be violent, but he tended to throw things at me rather than attack me. The fear that evoked in me as a small boy was enough to send me into shivers. Goodness only knew what Jade felt. Glancing over at the shoppers walking past, she nodded to someone. I turned to see who it was. No one was close by.  
 
    “Friend of yours?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” she replied pulling her baseball cap further down over her eyes, as she leaned back and slunk down in her chair. She wasn’t forthcoming with any further details, so I didn’t push it. I swallowed another mouthful of food and washed it down with my tea. We continued to eat in silence. I finished and wiped my mouth with a serviette. 
 
    “So, how do you feel now they’ve charged Billy with your mum’s murder?” She shrugged her shoulders, but her manner changed. Her posture stiffened and her fist clenched. She turned her head and stared at me. As our eyes made contact, I saw a coldness that disturbed me. “I know you must have been neglected by your mum growing up, but alcoholism is an illness.” I thought she would erupt with the scathing look she gave me. She ground her teeth and her chin jutted out. 
 
    “You’ve no idea how bad that woman made my life. She was a miserable good-for-nothing. She was off her head all the time. You don’t know anything,” she spat out. Her face contorted. My stomach churned as I thought about the effect my own drinking must have had on my children. Was this how they felt about me? 
 
    “She didn’t behave that way on purpose,” I said, defending Carmen. Jade rolled her eyes.  
 
    “How would you know? I bet you didn’t come home from school and have to make your own tea every night, scavenging for morsels of food. Often, there wasn’t even a tin of beans in the house. I’d have to go down town and see what I could find in the waste of the restaurants. I once ate a piece of bread I found on the floor covered in ants, I was that hungry,” she cackled. “I was treated like a criminal for pinching an apple off a tree when all I was trying to do was survive. You’ve no idea, Jack.” She shook her head. I watched her. A hardness developed around her lips but no sign of sadness. I waited to see if she said any more. We sat in silence for some moments.  
 
    “Did you get on with Billy?” Jade grimaced, turned to one side and spat on the floor. 
 
    “That’s what I think of Billy, the lowlife scumbag. I never liked him and could never see why me mam put up with him. My dad, for all his faults could run rings around him. Billy was a waste of space and Mam could have done far better than him. I mean he was a loopy juice.” At that she put her forefinger up to her temple and twisted it, pulling faces.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He’s not a full shilling. You know, the lights are on but there’s no one home.” 
 
    “So, do you believe he murdered your mum?” 
 
    “He’s stupid enough and he could fight. They argued a lot, and he got dead jealous.” 
 
    “Was she seeing anybody else?” 
 
    “She was a trollop, a right slag. She put it about all over. I lost count of how many uncles I had,” she sneered. I frowned. “Look, if you don’t believe me, ask Barry, the barman.” 
 
    “What the one with the ponytail?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “He mentioned that she was a flirt.” 
 
    “Bit of a flirt, that’s a laugh. Did he tell you he was giving her one?” 
 
    “What? The barman?” 
 
    “Yes, Barry was knocking her off on the QT.” 
 
    “Are you sure, only he told me he didn’t like her.” Jade laughed. 
 
    “He might not have liked her, but he liked what she put about and of course I’m bloody sure. He was at our house enough times and I know what humping sounds like. The lying, cheating scrote.” Jade pulled a face. 
 
    “Erm, did you and he…? 
 
    “It’s none of your business.” Jade’s lips thinned, and her cheeks glowed. 
 
    “You were seeing him as well, weren’t you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “So, what was it like?” I grinned. Jade frowned. 
 
    “Leave it will you, I don’t want to discuss it.” Jade folded her arms and looked away. 
 
    “Does Dom know about this?” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t, and you mustn’t go blabbing your mouth off.” Jade’s voice became raised. Customers stared at us. “I’m sick of you asking me all these questions,” she shouted. She pushed her chair back and the sound of it scraping against concrete caused more eyes to turn our way. I watched as she rose and stormed out of the café, shrugging my shoulders for the benefit of the woman at the next table. 
 
    “Well, well, well, I might have to have another word with Barry,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The wind howled through the gap in the window frame. Slowly the car moved forwards. Eyes watched, waiting. The tyres hissed and crunched as they hit the gravel below. The air coming through the filters smelt of the countryside. All around, through the tinted windows was the reflection of fields. The driver fiddled with the radio to fill his ears, not content, changing channels. Grunge, hip-hop, the bass was loud. A cigarette butt was thrown out. The tinted window went back up. A hunched form sat there with white knuckles from a clenched fist and gritted teeth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I checked the hallway mirror as a lock of hair cascaded onto my cheek. I gathered it up with a tortoiseshell clip. Too vain to leave the house make-up free, I applied two coats of mascara. It used to be the possibility of bumping into George Clooney that created an obsession with my appearance. Now he was married, but there was still a one in a million chance he might be in Bury, plus I didn’t want to frighten anyone. Mascara would be my item of choice if I were stranded on a desert island. I don’t know who else I expected to bump into but being in the girl guides taught me to be prepared. A quick glance at my pale skin and I was satisfied enough with my look to go out.  
 
    Dark clouds loomed overhead. I looked up and every shade of grey was present from monochrome dull to silver slithers and stormy-looking dark patches. I shuddered, tapping my feet in my new Reeboks. Was this such a good idea? I doubted that wearing my loose lemon top and multi-coloured patterned lycra leggings could improve the lack-lustre day. 
 
    Jack was working even though it was Sunday. His rule on keeping weekends free had long since been broken. The only time he didn’t work was if he was seeing his kids. I was rarely invited on their jaunts which suited me. I’d given up trying to play happy families and had no desire to become their evil step-mother. 
 
    I filled my water bottle and stuffed it into the small lightweight backpack. I didn’t trust the weather enough to leave home without my waterproof jacket, so I slipped it on and gathered up my keys, phone and beanie hat. I was still impressed by this Christmas present off Jack, a Bluetooth hat with a wireless headphone headset. At first, I thought it was a gimmick, what all the best spies wore, but I loved it and the novelty hadn’t worn off. My ensemble might not be everyone’s cup of tea, but it was practical and felt comfortable.  
 
    I opened the door and the wind hit me. It wouldn’t be long before I warmed up from running. My feet pounded along the pavement and I bolted down the road keen to escape my concrete surroundings and feel the freedom of the countryside. I jogged past a brick wall, shaking my head as the debris whipped into a vortex around me. A plastic bag rose into the air and drifted back down like a parachute in mid-flight.  
 
    I thought about my life, work, Jack and his case. Was there something in the stars upsetting our equilibrium? Had Venus aligned with Jupiter and sent our world all to cock? I didn’t know if it was just bad luck, misfortune or something of our own creation. I felt unsettled. I had lost my peace of mind and that wasn’t good.  
 
    I was glad of my running routine even if the wind was hard and biting against my cheeks. I got into my rhythm and I wasn’t panting at all. Avoiding a cracked paving stone, I meandered across the road to where the surface became more uneven. Travelling along, I was soon by the river. I always felt at home here. The rough terrain suited my mood. 
 
    I kept running forward listening to my music. My feet touched the ground in time with the beat. I breathed in the bark from the trees. Daffodils swayed in the breeze. My breathing was steady. I checked my watch. I made good time today, pushing forward at a gruelling pace as the music track quickened.  
 
    The land became more rugged and in an instant, everything changed. I laboured uphill, my head throbbed. I wheezed and gasped for air as a burning sensation ripped through my lungs. As I meandered around the next corner, a bramble bush snarled at my leg. I slowed to a walk, aiming for the bench in the clearing ahead to take a break.  
 
    I reached the seat, feeling unsteady and collapsed down on it rubbing my calves. They felt unusually sore. Perhaps, I had overdone it. Sometimes, I came unstuck with my competitive streak, each time trying to improve on my last run, putting all my effort into winning whatever the cost. Outdoing my best time came at a price because with it came stress and anxiety. I had to learn when there was nothing left in the tank. At that point, I had to accept defeat gracefully.  
 
    Sitting there listening to the sound of the water trickling gave me a moment of peace. A great thirst came over me and I reached for my water bottle. I removed my hat and heard a blackbird coo from an overhead branch. It interrupted my thinking. With too much on my mind, it punched into my ears.  Why was Karen so horrible to me at work? Was there anything I could do to change it? Would I be able to help Jack find Louie? Why had he really contacted Caroline? Did Billy murder Carmen? I shuddered. 
 
    Taking a swig of water, I wiped my mouth. A shuffling noise close by caused me to sit up. I undid my hair, shaking it. My head felt itchy, so I gave it a good scratch and massage. There it was again, the noise. All my thoughts stopped as I listened. I held my breath without realising it. The only sound I could hear was of another distant bird chirruping away.  
 
    The shuffling noise unnerved me. I wasn’t sure why. Pull yourself together girl, there’s no…  There it was again, closer this time. Was it a bird? I looked up at the trees swaying. Closely checking their branches, I cocked my head to the side but saw nothing. A branch cracked, and I jumped. Now I was being silly.  
 
    Memories of unpleasant times came flooding back. That was why I was afraid. This was a different time though. You have nothing to be afraid of. I repeated that several times. The dark sky looked ominous. I should set off again. Then, a burst of movement attracted my eyes and out from behind a bush came my stalker. I dropped my water bottle on the ground and gave a little yelp. The white tip of a tail peeked out of a sea of green grass. A fox turned its head towards me, watching me with its honey-coloured eyes. It prowled across my path and in a flash of copper, disappeared.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” I called out, blaming the fox for my feelings of unease. Why was I so jumpy? I ran this way all the time. I wasn’t normally filled with fear like today. The dark clouds didn’t help. I stood up to leave and felt a drop of water on my face. I’d better get a move on. The clouds looked ominous. I held the side of the bench with one hand and pulled my foot up towards my back with the other. I repeated this with the other leg, stretching my tired muscles. Looking up towards the sky, I frowned then adjusted my hair. I was about to put my hat back on, but something made me hesitate. The sense of foreboding stayed with me. I wanted my wits about me and to be able to hear my surroundings. 
 
    Making my way down the hill, my beanie hat in hand, I contorted my face. I was ready to place it back on my head when I heard a gentle humming sound close by. I frowned. What was that noise? I looked over towards the bushes to my right, slowing my pace back down. Breathing hard, my cheeks felt flushed. Something was wrong. 
 
    I pulled back a branch and looked in the direction of the sound and gasped. Moving slowly towards me from the right side where a gravel road met the path was a shiny black four-by-four with blacked-out windows. The vehicle glided at a snail’s pace and eased forward until it was by my side. 
 
     I froze to the spot. 
 
    The vehicle looked sinister.  
 
    The darkened windows created an air of mystery. I couldn’t make out anyone inside. A distinct feeling of discomfort worked its way through my body.  
 
    I shook.  
 
    I didn’t like the look of this but still, I walked forward to the clearing. 
 
    Instinct told me to turn and run but my gaze was locked on the car, mesmerised. The gentle hum of the windows descending was the only sound to alter the peace of the chirping birds. Then, I heard the bass of a hip-hop beat. It wasn’t pleasant. It felt out of place here.  
 
    The window stopped halfway down. Inside the vehicle only darkness loomed.  
 
    Very slowly two white fingers appeared and pointed out at me.  
 
    The rest of the hand followed.  
 
    It mimicked a gun. 
 
    My eyes locked on the sight. 
 
    A man’s voice made an exploding sound. My pulse raced as I thought about its connotations. I heard laughter and the window gradually went back up. 
 
    I hadn’t seen any faces. My focus was on the action of the hand. At least it wasn’t a real gun. Was it a joke?  
 
    My body trembled.  
 
    My throat felt dry. 
 
    I gulped and spun around.  
 
        There was no one else about.  
 
        No one to come to my safety.  
 
        The car didn’t move, but I did. This time my feet weren’t glued to the ground. I set off running, and I ran as fast as I could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t lie, the incident whilst out running disturbed me. As harmless as it may have been, I believed it wasn’t random. Whoever it was knew me and wasn’t just some idiot messing about. I had the foresight to take down the car registration number. Jack organised a trace on the vehicle. For now, I had to put the matter behind me. 
 
    I went into the storeroom at work. I pulled out some new files and walked back into the main office. The three other counsellors were there, Susan, Miriam and Pauline as well as Karen, the training officer. No one had clients in. There had been two cancellations, so they sat chatting. At least, I heard them chatting as I approached the room. As soon as I opened the door and walked over the threshold, there was silence.  
 
    I hadn’t imagined it. This happened twice before. Once when Miriam and Karen were there and the other time when Pauline and Karen were present. There was a common denominator with these silences when I walked in, Karen. I didn’t know whether to say something or ignore it. I chose to be brave. My eyes narrowed.  
 
    “That’s interesting, you were all talking away before I walked in and now it’s silent.” I pulled a sickly-looking smile at them. Were they ganging up against me? “It’s my birthday coming up, I’m sorry guys. I don’t want to spoil things if you’re planning a surprise for me.” Nobody spoke. Susan blushed. They looked at each other. Pauline looked as guilty as hell. Miriam turned away and Pauline carried on with what she was doing. Something was wrong. You could cut the atmosphere with a knife.  
 
    “Okay, I won’t spoil the party.” I sat at my desk. My skin tingled, and my mind worked overtime. There was something afoot, and I didn’t think they’d been singing my praises. I bided my time and waited for an opportune moment to bring the incident up again.  
 
    I got my chance that afternoon. Susan and I both had a counselling session, and we were in the kitchen tidying away our cups.  
 
    “Can I have a quiet word, Susan?” She looked at me nervously. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said in a whisper. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I had worked with Susan longer than any of the others, so I trusted her the most to tell me what was happening.  
 
    “This morning when I walked in it felt uncomfortable and you all had guilty expressions on your faces.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I could feel my face redden as the anger built up inside me. 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that. I’m not an idiot, Susan. It was obvious you were discussing me.” 
 
    “It…” she began 
 
    “And don’t insult my intelligence by telling me I’m paranoid because I’m not stupid. It’s Karen, isn’t it? She’s saying things about me. I know she doesn’t like me, so you may as well tell me.” 
 
    “To be honest, Sophie, I’d rather not get involved in your squabbles.” 
 
    “What squabbles?” I glared at her with my lips narrowed. 
 
    “Well it’s delicate, maybe you ought to speak to Karen.” 
 
    “Look, I understand you not wanting to gossip but I genuinely haven’t got a clue what you mean.” My arms waved in the air. I realised my voice was getting louder, so I toned it down to a whisper. 
 
    “Listen, Susan, I trust you. We have never had a fallout. There’s something going on in this office. For whatever reason, I am not privy to it. I’d just like you to throw some light on the matter.” She looked at me, then stroked her chin with her left hand and with her right hand touched my shoulder. She was constantly eyeing up the entrance. 
 
    “Okay but I want you to know I’ve paid no part in the discussions.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said breathing heavily. I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Karen was asking us for advice. She said you have been picking on her. She doesn’t know whether to have a word with the boss.” 
 
    “What!” I cried. I couldn’t keep my voice down any longer. “What is she talking about? When have I done anything to make her think that?” I frowned, and my nostrils flared. 
 
    “Please don’t shoot the messenger.” She raised her arms up in a defensive pose.  “I’m only passing on what she said. She feels you have been bullying her. You’ve changed her training material, I believe?”  
 
    “This is unreal.” I stomped up and down the room.  “Who does she think she is? All I did was alter the wording to take in the new legislation on health and safety — a couple of paragraphs, that’s all.” Susan nodded. I had put her in a tricky situation, and it showed. “I’m sorry Susan. I haven’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “I know but you do like to control things sometimes. With her being new, maybe she needs to get used to your way of working.” 
 
    “What? You think I’m controlling?” 
 
    “I think you like things done your way, yes.” 
 
    “Well, doesn’t everybody?” She shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “That was all I could think she meant. I know you’re not a bully.” 
 
    “Bully? Has she accused me of bullying her?” 
 
    “She has implied it, yes.” I put my hand up to my head and shook it. 
 
    “I don’t believe this is happening. I will speak to the boss before this gets out of hand.” I went to move towards the door. Susan took hold of my arm. 
 
    “Sophie, Sophie, don’t be too hasty. I’d have a quiet word with Karen first. I’m sure it won’t escalate if you clear up any misunderstanding.” I sighed and nodded. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that and thanks for your advice.” 
 
    I marched back into the office and scanned the room. Karen wasn’t at her desk. 
 
    “Where’s Karen?” I asked in a short sharp tone. Pauline and Miriam looked at each other. Pauline spoke. 
 
    “She had to go home. She has a migraine.” 
 
    “Very convenient. I hear she’s been talking about me behind my back.” No one spoke. Susan came back into the room. She stood behind me. 
 
    She turned to the others and said, “I’ve told Sophie what she said. My advice was they need to speak with each other and keep the rest of us out of it.” The other two nodded. The boss walked into the office. 
 
    “Is everything okay here?” she asked. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” I said, slumping my shoulders and sitting back at my desk. This could wait until another day. 
 
    Most people would probably go home after a problem at work and treat themselves to a nice glass of wine. I’d lost the ability to do that because in the past I’d done it to excess. So now I dealt with my stress levels in a more positive way. I went for a run or I talked about it.  
 
    The incident with the car had unnerved me enough to keep me away from running for now, so, I gave Joyce a ring.  As my AA sponsor and an older and wiser counsel, she was always good to talk to when I was troubled. Her suggestion was to pray for Karen. Somehow, I didn’t think that would help on this occasion. Karen was doing all she could to create trouble for me at work and I didn’t know why. 
 
    After speaking to Joyce, I took a shower. As the hot steamy water flowed, I rubbed the shower gel in my body and tried to put all thoughts of Karen aside. The lather foamed up as I massaged it in my skin. My birthday was only a couple of weeks off and this year it would be over the Easter weekend. I doubted Jack would have any free time to get away. Maybe we could do something nice together. I’d discuss it with him later. 
 
    I rinsed the soap off and stepped out of the shower, reaching up for one of my nice fluffy towels that had been warming on the towel rail. I shook my hair out, dried myself and popped on my white fleecy dressing gown. I went to lie on my bed, closing my eyes for a few minutes and tried to block out any interference. I’d drawn the curtains so lay there in relative darkness.  Reaching over for my body lotion, I opened the top just as the bedroom door opened. My body almost went into spasm as I jumped up from my supine position. Jack stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Do you want me to do that?” he smiled. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have sneaked up on you but now I’m glad I did.” He had a big grin on his face. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you yet.” I smiled. I still felt excited in his presence. My body tingled.  
 
    “Why? Have you got your lover hiding in the cupboard?” 
 
    “You’re my only lover, Jack North.” I laughed. 
 
    “So, aren’t you pleased to see me?” 
 
    “Of course, I am.” I waved him towards me, and he came over and lay on the bed next to me. He leaned up on his elbow, bringing his body close to mine and narrowing the distance between us.  
 
    “Would you like me to put your body lotion on for you?” he asked, smiling, his eyes gleamed.  
 
    “Would I?” My pulse raced. My mouth felt dry. I moistened my lips with my tongue not taking my eyes off him. He gently removed my dressing gown and looked over my body then pushed me over onto my stomach. I heard him shaking the bottle of lotion. 
 
    “I hope my hands aren’t too cold,” he said as his fingers stroked my back. 
 
    “Oo, I don’t mind.” My head nestled on the pillow with my hands by my sides. Slowly, he massaged my body, first my back and then my legs. His touch was blissfully sensual. I was in heaven. He sat on top of me and leaned forward. His hands came up to my shoulder, and he nuzzled my neck. My whole body tingled with delight.  
 
    He ran his fingers through my hair then turned my head around. His lips met mine and fire exploded inside me. I opened my mouth and his tongue pressed inside it, probing, caressing me. I turned my body and slowly undid the buttons of his shirt. Helping me, he pulled it off. I slid my hands around his hard torso. 
 
    His hands were all over my body. Every touch of his fingertips filled me with desire. I pushed him over to lie on the bed and I kissed him. Reaching down, I undid his jeans, and he helped me with the belt. He quickly slid off his pants, and we rolled together on the bed.  
 
    He gathered me into his arms and kissed me, with one hand in my wet hair and the other caressing my back. I kissed his neck and chest and allowed lust to take over. I felt weak with passion. My heart raced in anticipation. Our bodies entwined. I was lost in a sea of uncontrollable desire. Our lovemaking was just the antidote I needed to get over Karen and her behaviour at work. I felt so content lying there next to Jack that it no longer seemed important what an awful day I’d had at work. 
 
    We lay together in bed. I breathed in the odour of his aftershave. There was nothing that could take away my contentment. Well, maybe just one thing. Jack turned to me and stroked my cheek. 
 
    “I’ve found something out,” he said. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The car you saw while out running.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It belongs to Dom Duggan.” My heart sank. This was bad news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Pubs had changed over the years. Even the smell was different now. It used to be cigarette smoke that clung to my hair, clothes and the furnishings. Nowadays, it was strong, overpowering aftershaves and perfumes mixed in with the pungent scent of body odour. There was no mistaking the booze though. At one time, I could get euphoric breathing in stale beer when I walked in a place, but not anymore. Today, it knocked me sick, both thinking about it and whiffing it. 
 
    I arrived at the pub where Barry worked. This wasn’t one of those establishments where the brewery spent money modernising it, nor was it pristine and more like a restaurant. It was a proper pub full of the great unwashed. This was the sort of place you bought your knocked off gear, from joints of meat to joints of cannabis, it was all here. I could guarantee there’d be a deal taking place at any given moment — TVs, trainers, sports gear, ladies’ underwear, replica designer wear. This was why the British High Street was going under. Nothing to do with your big malls opening.  
 
    It was also the kind of place where you met the most unsavoury of characters, the great criminal hangout. They could put pictures on the walls of the most notorious scoundrels from these parts now doing time. I imagined half the old regulars were now banged up inside over one thing or another. From debauchery to alcoholism, drug dealing to fraud, this place, like many similar establishments, had it all. Let the MPs spend an hour in here. They’d soon find out what life was really like for the locals. No one came in here with anything wholesome in mind. You wouldn’t find any do-gooders around this area. 
 
    I listened to the sound of glasses clinking as I walked towards the bar. It was busier than the last time I was here. Pool, darts, quiz nights and karaoke had so far saved this one from going under like many of the other local pubs. There was a darts match in progress and laughter overpowered the jukebox. I heard the humming of conversations. The first time I visited, I thought it wouldn’t be long before the bailiffs came and shut the place down. Tonight, was totally different, a hive of activity. 
 
    There were some younger people in. Not just the local drunks stood in the corner. A gang of lads hung around the bar, back slapping and laughing. I watched as a woman in her thirties in a figure-hugging dress moved from one guy to the next, working the small crowd. She flashed a smile from her heavily made-up face and in an instant as if by magic a bar stool was put in front of her. She gracefully popped her petite derriere onto the seat and slowly crossed her legs, dangling a high heeled stiletto and flashing her thighs. 
 
    I’d give it an hour before this convivial atmosphere turned into something much darker. It would start with a few wobbly customers slurring their words, building into boastful comments, followed by several choice swear words, then threatening behaviour, a push and a shove and before long I could guarantee a fight would break out. I reckoned it happened most weekend nights in places like this. You had to be one tough cookie to control this crowd.  
 
    I glanced over at Barry, busy serving someone. He looked like he could handle himself. The hubbub and the jostling didn’t faze him. I jockeyed for position at the bar and caught his eye. He nodded recognition.  Two orders later, he stood in front of me. 
 
    “You’ve not come in for the darts. To what do we owe this pleasure?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s your good self I’d like a word with when you’re free.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Well, it won’t be tonight. As you can tell, we are very busy,” he called out above the noise. He held the palm of his hand out and swept it in front of him. 
 
    “No, I appreciate that. Just let me know when you’re available, so we can have a little chat.” 
 
    “Sounds ominous.” I didn’t reply. I glared at him. He looked down. 
 
    “I’m off tomorrow lunchtime. Meet me in the Hark to Dandler up Walmersley Old Road. That’s my local.” 
 
    I nodded and took his number to confirm. I wasn’t staying around to enjoy the merriment the rest of the clientele were soaking up. I went home to a night on my own, just me and my laptop, surfing the net and catching up on paperwork. 
 
      
 
    A sense of déjà vu hit me when I walked into the warm friendly pub the following day. It evoked memories of days in my youth when I was with my ex-wife and we came out somewhere nice for a pie and a pint. That was a long time ago now. Gallons of beer had flowed under the bridge as well as much troubled waters since then. My line of work took me to many establishments such as this. I was grateful that I didn’t need to succumb to drinking the booze in any of them anymore. I’d done enough damage wrecking my life on that score.  
 
    This pub couldn’t have been more different from the one Barry worked in. The clientele here were farmers, businessmen and ladies who lunched. I doubted they’d be offering any Rolex watches for a fiver in here. Barry stood at the bar with his back towards me. He was easy to make out with his heavy frame and dark hair tied back. He wore a short-sleeved polo shirt which showed off his vast array of tattoos. I watched as he took a drink of his pint of whatever amber liquid he was testing today. He looked a real ale drinker with his rugged features, so it was no surprise he hung around somewhere like this on his day off. With its selection of as many unknown concoctions of beer as you could imagine, this was the place to come to sample new beverages. 
 
    My feet padded on the carpet as I crossed the room to the bar. It still had that smell that new carpets have. The woman in front of me ordered two Bacardi Breezers. I’d never tried one of those, and thankfully I had no desire to. Barry spotted me and ordered me a coke and we took our drinks through into a quieter area. I wasted no time explaining the reason I wanted to talk to him. 
 
    “So, did you think you’d get away with keeping information about yourself from me?” His smile changed to one of shock. From the look on his face, he hadn’t expected this visit to be about him. He looked at me with his mouth wide open. “Surely, you knew I’d find out before long?” His already reddened cheeks brightened up a notch and the crimson colour filtered down his neck.  
 
    “Err, what is it we’re talking about?”  
 
    “Well, you tell me what you’ve kept from me and then I’ll let you know what I have on you.” He frowned, then his eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned while he thought. He pointed his chin towards me, looking at me side on. 
 
    “Is this about Jade?” 
 
    “Oh yes, Jade’s told me a few little nuggets about you and her and Carmen, cosy little threesomes, eh?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t like that.” Barry coughed and spluttered after putting his pint down. 
 
    “So, what was it like Barry?” 
 
    “Who’s going to turn down an easy lay when it’s offered on a plate?” 
 
    “And are the police aware of your bonking sessions with both of them?” 
 
    “Erm, not exactly. I couldn’t have them thinking I’d done anything shady. I mean I didn’t murder the woman, so I didn’t want them suspecting me.” 
 
    “And you don’t trust the police to make the right judgement call on you, given your dodgy behaviour. Is that right, Barry?” Barry screwed his mouth up and stared at me. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell them, do you?” 
 
    “It depends if you can help me in any way.” He looked across at me, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “How do you think I can help?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you know about the Russian guy who pals out with the Duggans?” 
 
    Who, Vladimir Popov?” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “So, you’ve met him then?” 
 
    “I know he hangs around with them.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “I’d tread carefully there. I don’t think he is someone you want to mess with.” 
 
    “And why do you say that then?” 
 
    “Only that I’ve studied tattoos and I know the ones he has are like badges of honour.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “He has a leaping stag on his left arm that symbolises time spent in one of the northern labour camps.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “The three crosses on his knuckles show he has been to prison three times.” 
 
    “I see.” I nodded. 
 
    “On his other arm, he has a knife wrapped in chains. That means he has committed a violent crime whilst in prison.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “If you looked at his body, any crimes he has committed will be told as a story through his tattoos. It’s a way of solving any crime.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve learnt something today. I never knew that.” Barry smiled. He seemed pleased with himself. 
 
    “If there’s anything else I can help you with let me know. And, I’m sorry for not being upfront about Jade and Carmen.” I nodded and finished my drink. I leaned forward and spoke quietly. 
 
    “I’m happy to keep my mouth shut for now if you help me out, you know, an eye for an eye.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “Just to keep your nose to the ground and if you hear anything relating to any of that crowd, especially Dom Duggan, give me a buzz.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s a deal.” Barry shook my hand. I’d let him off lightly but then he may come in useful in the future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    As much as I wanted to forgive and forget with Jack, especially after his recent attack, my mind still filled with nagging doubts about him and Caroline. The mistake he made contacting her worked in my favour though as he had been extra nice to me. In the past, he hadn’t involved me much with his kids. That tapped into my insecurities because I convinced myself it was because he couldn’t see any future with us, so kept us apart. Now, walking into Nando’s together, the four of us looked like a cosy family group. 
 
    As usual, the restaurant was full. The high street casual dining chain had brought peri-peri flavours to the masses, and the crowds flocked in, week in, week out to sample the flame-grilled spicy selection of chicken. Teenagers loved it here. It was for them what McDonald’s was for the younger kids. This was the next stage up in their gastronomic journey and had been a complete culinary success story. 
 
    We were shown to our table by a young blonde-haired girl in her early twenties. The branch in Bury had upmarket furnishings. A lot nicer than some of the other restaurants I had been in. The gold velour seating and animal patterned chairs enhanced the rest of the bright relaxed décor. With the long wooden tables and tribal art paintings, the South African influence was evident.   
 
    Megan sat next to her dad and Ryan sat by my side, his legs unable to reach the floor, they swung back and forth. Megan had turned into a pretty little girl having reached puberty and looked much older than her years. She wore a white t-shirt and black jeans with a denim jacket. Her long brown hair had been straightened and her head was topped with a black fedora. Her attention had veered from dolls to boys. According to Jack, Ryan focused more on Formula One racing these days rather than superheroes. His obsession with Batman appeared to be waning. He too wore the staple jeans and t-shirt with a baseball cap he refused to take off. I implored Jack to leave him be. I didn’t want a scene in the restaurant, but Jack insisted on getting his way.  
 
    The last time the four of us went out was nothing short of disastrous. It was a lesson in how not to bring your kids up. Jack was so embarrassed by their behaviour. The kids had straws in their drinks and discovered that if they blew out the liquid and aimed it at Jack, he would go ballistic. They found it highly amusing. The first time they did it, it made me chuckle but by the twentieth time, my patience wore thin, as well. By then Jack had gone purple with rage. So, when Ryan knocked his drink over all hell let loose.  
 
    Tonight, they had been lectured before we entered the restaurant. If they didn’t behave, he wouldn’t bring them out again. Ryan made an aeroplane out of his paper serviette and Megan was on her phone ignoring everyone else. 
 
    “Put that thing away, Megan.” 
 
    “I’m just messaging Raquel, Dad.” Then she held her phone at arm’s length, and with a forced smile, clicked the camera and took a selfie.  
 
    “Do you want one with us all on?” From her expression, you’d think he’d asked if she wanted to swim the river Irwell naked. In fact, that idea was probably less absurd to Megan. “I take it that’s a no then.” I looked at Jack and raised my eyebrows. He glanced at his daughter and back at me, then shook his head. The food arrived and helped avoid any further embarrassment. 
 
    Conversation subsided as we tucked into our various chicken delights. I couldn’t understand how a restaurant could be successful just serving chicken, but what did I know. Jack tried to talk Ryan out of putting the spicy sauce on his dish. Being a wimp himself when it came to chilli peppers, I had to agree it was best to steer away from anything so hot. Ryan didn’t agree and insisted on trying some. We laughed as his eyes watered and he couldn’t stop coughing after putting some on the tip of his tongue. My thoughts turned to Louie and Marcus and how Jack might react if anything happened to either of his children. It had taken his ex-wife long enough to let him have unsupervised access, and I knew he worshipped his kids, even if he didn’t always show it. 
 
    “Who’s for pudding?” Jack asked. I could see Ryan getting restless. He got hold of the salt and pepper pot and clanged them together until his dad gave him one of his looks. “Stop that, Ryan. Are you having anything?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll have ice cream.” 
 
    “Okay, anyone else?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No, I’m stuffed,” I replied, “Unless you want to share one?” I turned and asked Megan. 
 
    “I’m not sharing with you,” she replied, looking down. 
 
    “Megan, apologise now. That’s so rude.” Jack frowned. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jack, leave it,” I said. 
 
    “No, It’s not okay. I’m not having a daughter of mine behaving this way. That’s not how I brought her up.” 
 
    “What do you mean, brought me up? You were never there.” Megan spat out her words. 
 
    “Megan, that’s out of order. I bring you out for a nice meal and this is how you behave.” Megan rose from the table and stormed off.  
 
    “Go after her, Jack.” He looked at me, put his napkin down, and got up. I was left with Ryan. He seemed oblivious to the conflict and was still messing with the cutlery. I sighed. Getting close to Jack’s children would take a lot of hard work.  
 
    Jack and Megan returned some minutes later, and they agreed to share an apple pie between them. She apologised, but I couldn’t help thinking I had witnessed her true feelings towards me. 
 
    We dropped the children off and drove over to my place. Originally, the idea had been to spend half our nights together at mine and half at his. As my place was closer to work for both of us, we ended up spending more time at my flat. I was glad about that. I felt more at home there. Jack’s house was okay. It was larger than mine, with a bedroom for each of his children. His décor was typical male — blacks and browns, which I found depressing. I’m a great believer in the fact our environment can be affected by our moods so encouraged Jack to redecorate. He was too tight-fisted to pay anyone and said he was too busy to change it himself. I was convinced his dark moods were partly brought on by where he lived, but I couldn’t convince him. 
 
    I made straight for the kitchen when we got to my flat and I put the kettle on. Snuggling up on the sofa, I asked him about work. His cuts and bruises had almost healed. He told the kids he’d fallen down the stairs. When I saw the look of horror on their faces, I thought he’d have been better telling the truth. Then I realised the reason for their shocked expressions — they probably had memories of him like that when he was drinking. Thank goodness he could reassure them that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Snakehips or Rocking Rod?” I asked. It was difficult to have a serious conversation when his associates had names like that. 
 
    “Snakehips is on a final warning. I left him in no doubt that my loyalties lay elsewhere and that I’m looking for another snitch as he isn’t reliable. That’s not the case, of course, but it’s got him worried. He’ll do all he can now to find me information. If I find out he had any knowledge of me getting stitched up, then his life won’t be worth living. He assured me he thought the meet was genuine. I hope he’s telling the truth, but I will be wary about trusting him again. Rocking Rod seems to have disappeared, surprise, surprise. I’ve been asking around about the other numpties. I’m sure one of them is a henchman of Dirk’s. I called in his nightclub last night and ruffled a few feathers. If they think they can frighten me off that easily, they can think again. I wanted to let them know I’m no pushover. They can’t go throwing their weight around that easily. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Please be careful, Jack.” 
 
    “I could get them sent down already for the things I’ve found out, but I’ve got to play the waiting game. If I shop them now, I’m less likely to find Louie. It feels like I’m coaxing the lions out of their cages to get to the solution.” 
 
    “You’re no match for wild animals, Jack. Just remember that.” I gave him one of my serious expressions. 
 
    “No, and I don’t suppose I’ve seen the last of them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I slammed the phone down. My ex still evoked anger in me the way she used the children as pawns in an effort to exert control over me. She was a master of one-upmanship and she sought ways to put me down at every opportunity. Megan wasn’t coming to mine this evening as we’d arranged. Not only that, she wouldn’t be coming this weekend. It would just be Ryan. The vague excuse Vivien gave was that Megan was busy with friends. I knew as Megan got older, she would spend more time with her mates, and I would have to accept that. She had picked up some of her mother’s traits though and this was getting back at me for making her apologise to Sophie. I felt sure Vivien would be behind it, stirring trouble as she always did. 
 
    The children still lived in the family home that I was kicked out of in my drinking days. Keeping up the maintenance payments as well as my own mortgage was a struggle. I rented this three-bedroomed cottage for four years, then managed to save enough of a deposit to buy it last year. It suited me here. There was room for the kids to stay. It was a bigger place than I needed, and I just scraped by financially. 
 
    I was still reeling from the way Vivien spoke to me as I pushed the kitchen door open and went over to the fridge. Yesterday’s stew heated up on the stove, but I was hungry now. I scanned the shelves of the fridge and pulled out a yoghurt. Spooning it into my mouth, I thought about Megan and how best to approach things next time I saw her. I changed channels on the radio dial after catching the end of the news. Pressing the waste bin pedal down with my foot as the lid pinged open, I discarded the empty yoghurt pot. 
 
    Wiping my lips, I grabbed a wooden spoon from the kitchen drawer and stirred the stew. Tasting the mixture, I thought how much better it tasted than yesterday. I licked my lips. It should be ready in two minutes. I went to get a plate out, then just as I opened the cupboard door, I heard a rip-roaring crashing sound coming from the front of the house. A loud boom shook the foundations and I jumped. 
 
    “What the…?” I said out loud. Wooden spoon still in hand, I rushed to investigate. The smell of petrol hit me before anything else registered. Even as I darted through the hallway, black smoke billowed under the door. My lungs tightened, and I coughed. I went to open the lounge door but the crackling sound coming from beyond it stopped me in my tracks. 
 
    I didn’t need to be much of a private investigator to comprehend what the petrol fumes meant. Instead of opening the lounge and becoming engulfed in a possible inferno, I retreated to the kitchen. I moistened a tea towel, wrung it out and placed it at the bottom of the door to the lounge, then picked up my mobile phone and bolted out the back door.  
 
    Still coughing, I ran around to the front of the house and phoned for the fire brigade. My hand shook as I read out my address. Flames shot out of the broken front window. The heat was intense. I thought about fanning the flames myself, maybe pouring water in until the emergency services got there but it was already looking like a scene from bonfire night. 
 
    Worried neighbours arrived. I reassured them the property was empty. What a blessing Megan wasn’t here. How lucky it was she hadn’t come over tonight. It showed how fickle fate could be. It didn’t feel fortunate half an hour ago but now knowing she was miles away from this, I breathed a heavy sigh. I wanted to lamp my next-door neighbour, Albert when he asked if I left a chip pan on. I stood watching as the fire licked around the house, helpless to do anything. The orange flames looked garish against the brilliant paintwork. Black smoke made dark columns in the darkening night air. Paint from the once blue door bubbled from the fierce heat. A second window blew out sending hot shards of glass into the garden as the crowd gasped. 
 
    I thought about my possessions and emotion flooded over me. It wasn’t only the stew I’d be missing out on. I had trinkets and souvenirs from a life well spent. I chided myself for not picking up my laptop. Thank goodness everything was backed up at the office. Smoke was being carried to the left of the property as the wind howled over the lane, and soot and dirty ash came raining down. My annoyance at the gawping crowd stood there for their own amusement turned to laughter. Three of my white-haired elderly neighbours who arrived to watch, possibly expecting a firework display, now had hair that was varying shades of grey. Even Dorothy Chadwick’s beautiful white coat was now a dark grey colour. I watched her and giggled inside as she flicked ash off her shoulders. That was the price to be paid for being nosey. 
 
    The sound of sirens filled the air along with the yellow glow from the flames, casting their shadows on the crowd. The smell dominated my every breath and the noise from the humdrum of conversations subsided as it was drowned out by the arrival of two fire engines.  
 
    My cottage looked like something out of a horror movie with twisted plastic and charred wooden posts. The air smelt of burning petrol infused charcoal. My eyes smarted, my throat felt dry and sharp and my lungs breathed in a modicum of pain. This fire had been no accident. It shouldn’t take the fire service long to discover that. There wouldn’t be much left of my place. Now the priority was to protect the properties either side as I watched foam being sprayed on the sides and the roof. 
 
    The fire officer advised me to move my car, and I didn’t need telling twice. Feeling for my keys that were thankfully in my pocket, I climbed into the vehicle. I looked at my sooty hands as I took the wheel and wept. Driving slowly to the end of the road, it dawned on me all I had was the clothes I wore and my vehicle. I phoned Sophie. 
 
    “Can I stay at yours tonight?” My voice shook. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “My cottage has burnt down.” 
 
    “Tell me you are joking,” she said. I could hear the shock registering in her voice. 
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I got out before it took hold.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come over?” 
 
    “No, I want to get as far away from here as I can.” 
 
    I heard further sirens in the distance and within a few minutes, an ambulance had arrived. I wasn’t going to wait around and tell them they were too late for the party. Putting the car into first gear, I drove off. I’d not given much thought to the perpetrators until that point, but I’d be interested to find out what the fire investigators uncovered. 
 
    Standing at Sophie’s front door, I must have looked like a poor little urchin boy. She greeted me and wiped my cheek down with a kiss. We held our embrace, stood out in the cold night air. She grabbed my hand and led me through into the warmth of her flat. Her hands were tarnished with a sooty film. 
 
    “Let me get you a drink,” she said. It was times like this when a stiff brandy would have been called for, but I had long since lost the right to drink brandy for medicinal purposes. Coffee would suffice. 
 
      
 
    The following day she joined me to visit the remnants of my property. We were going shopping after that to get me a new wardrobe of clothes, something I detested. Sophie suggested I stay at hers until I got something sorted. I was happy to take up the offer although I felt guilty putting on her. We arrived in the lane where I lived and neither of us spoke as we got out of the car. The blackened hollow that was my home until yesterday stood in tatters. Glass littered the area outside. The remains looked cold and forlorn, just how I felt.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what I expected to feel from touching the charred remains of my possessions. Blackened books that melted to ash when I held them. Somewhere in that mess was my life, the person I had become since getting sober. Heartfelt sentiments that had been written in my self-help books, words of wisdom from people who cared and encouraged me were now lost forever. All that was left were memories. 
 
    This had been no accident. Whoever did this, meant business. I was seeing the police after our shopping expedition and there was one name on the top of my list of suspects – Dom Duggan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    “It feels like I’m living in a horror movie right now.” Jack sat on the sofa, clutching hold of the cushion. He gazed out of the window. “There was nothing to salvage in there.” 
 
    “It could have been worse, Jack. At least it was only material things.” He scowled at me.  
 
    “There were pictures of the kids, books and paintings they’d done. They can’t be replaced.” I’d never thought of Jack as the sentimental type. I knew it wouldn’t be good for him to wallow in self-pity, but I wasn’t sure how to bring him out of this mood. Maybe time would be the best healer. The rain outside wasn’t doing anything to help the gloom in the room. I was happy to let Jack stay with me as long as he wanted. Even if it was only for a short time, he may as well move in while the repairs were done on his property. If I was honest, it was what I had been hoping for but not like this. If it was me, I couldn’t imagine wanting to move back after what happened, but it was up to him to decide what to do. 
 
    The fire had affected him, and it was hard to cheer him up. He hardly spoke and when he did, his words were filled with sadness. In a few short days, I saw a big change in him. Just to get a smile out of him was a major coup. 
 
    Staying with me wasn’t something we’d talked about. From a practical point of view, there wasn’t enough room for both his kids to come and stop. Given how Megan behaved towards me the last time we met, I didn’t think she’d want to stay here, anyway. I was right. I was the adult though, and I knew I needed to work on my relationship with her for Jack’s sake. Although for now, one moody member of the North family was as much as I could cope with. 
 
    Having Jack staying with me wasn’t an issue, in fact, I loved it. He stayed over enough times in the past. It would be like a trial run if we decided to take the relationship to the next level, and we moved in together permanently. That was what I wanted more than anything. I wasn’t so sure what Jack thought. He played his cards close to his chest. 
 
    He was taking the kids to the cinema today, so I was looking forward to some me time. It would be a welcome break to be on my own. His low mood since the fire grated on me now. My patience was running out. I wished he would snap out of the doldrums. 
 
    I drove down to Whitefield to get my nails done. I’d been going there for years so knew the owner, Mandy well. This was my fortnightly treat, and I looked forward to a catch up with the girls who worked there. I walked in and glanced around at the glossy white workstations. Every one of them was occupied. I groaned. I didn’t like waiting.  
 
    Mandy looked up from her client and waved. Sharon, recognisable by her long bright red curls came over to take my coat. The smell of acetone hit my nostrils. 
 
    “Here, Sophie. Let me take that.” She held out her hands as I manoeuvred out of my brown suede jacket. I nestled down onto the sofa in the reception area. 
 
    “Can I get you a drink or anything?” Sharon asked. 
 
    “No, I’m fine, thanks.” I picked up one of the magazines and flicked through. 
 
    “I’ll be doing your nails today. I should only be a couple of minutes.” I nodded, glancing up at the clock. As I expected those two minutes turned into ten. Even the big hand moved too slowly. I tapped my foot on the light-grey parquet-style flooring. Waiting seemed such an unnecessary pastime. If I wasn’t careful, it could turn to boredom. If that happened, I was in trouble. Boredom caused my mind to wander and negative thoughts came in. 
 
    “Ready for you now, Sophie.” I jumped at the interruption. “Sorry.” Sharon smiled. She led me to the vacant position. “You okay?” she asked. I hadn’t been in since the fire at Jack’s place. I was in no mood for going into the details about what happened, so I tried to play it down. 
 
    “Jack’s moved into my place temporarily. There was a fire at his flat, so he’s staying with me while they repair it.” 
 
    “Oh, I heard about that.” The dark-haired woman at the next table stared at me. My eyes were transfixed on her false lashes. She glared. There was no warmth in her face. I frowned. Did I know her? Her features looked familiar. She didn’t acknowledge me but kept glancing my way. I didn’t expand on the fire story, so Sharon told me about the holiday she had booked to go to Tenerife with her husband. My mind wandered. 
 
    “It’ll be the first time we’ve been away without the kids,” she said as she pushed my cuticles back with the metal implement. The dark-haired woman continued to stare. I racked my brain to recall if I knew her from anywhere. Nothing registered. 
 
    “We went to Tenerife last year,” she butted in. Her voice wasn’t recognisable from anywhere. “What part are you going to?”  
 
    “Los Cristianos,” Sharon replied. 
 
    “You want to get to Playa de las Americas,” the dark-haired woman said. “That’s where the best bars are. You can have a bazzin’ night there.” Sharon laughed. 
 
    “I haven’t been wasted since Christmas. I overdid things at the office party.” Mel one of the other beauticians chirped in. 
 
    “You can say that again.” Sharon shook her head. She turned and spoke to me.  
 
    “The hangover was so bad, Sophie. Never again.”  
 
    “I’m sure it was a good night though,” I said. 
 
    “Oh yes, what I can remember of it. I know they had to carry me into the taxi on the way home.” Pangs of identification flooded back. 
 
    “Thankfully, I don’t suffer hangovers anymore since I stopped drinking.” I observed the dark-haired woman’s eyes narrowing. The more she looked over, the more I did the same. She seemed keen to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t recall who she might be. I watched her as she removed her hands from the drying machine and got up to leave, tottering on her high stiletto heels. She flashed her false lashes at me one last time and I thought I saw a hint of recognition in her eyes.  
 
    “Who was that?” I asked Sharon as the woman closed the shop door on her way out.  
 
    “I think you’ll know her partner.” Sharon leaned in towards me and spoke in a whisper. 
 
    “Oh?” Sharon glanced around the room before she spoke. 
 
    “It’s the gangster, Dirk Duggan.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains it.” I nodded. “Is she a regular, only I haven’t seen her in here before?” 
 
    “She usually comes in when it’s quieter at the beginning of the week. I think she’s going to a special do or something tonight. She normally insists that Mandy does her, but she had to make do with Alicia today because we couldn’t fit her in.” Sharon laughed, and Alicia raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Is she a handful then?” I asked, 
 
    “Yes, Charlene loses her temper if she doesn’t get her own way, isn’t that right, Mandy?” she called out, so Mandy could hear. 
 
    “You don’t want to get on the wrong side of Charlene Morgan. I wouldn’t want to upset her. She might have me shot.” The girls laughed but there was a sinister irony about their words. There was every chance Mandy could be right. 
 
    “Does she talk much about Dirk?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. She’s mentioned his nightclub once or twice and she’s even offered us VIP tickets but, to be honest, it’s not my kind of place. I don’t want to be mixing with that crowd.” I nodded. Coming here today proved to be more interesting than I might have expected. Jack would be fascinated to know who I’d been rubbing shoulders with. 
 
    Driving home, I mulled over my encounter with Charlene. Her ears pricked up when I mentioned the fire at Jack’s. I hadn’t imagined it, the way she kept looking over, I felt sure she knew who I was. I thought about Jack staying at mine. He had a valid point why it wasn’t a good idea to stay there indefinitely and why I shouldn’t get involved with his business. The more I thought about it, the more my stomach churned. If the Duggans were on to Jack, then it wouldn’t take them long to discover he was staying with me and if that was the case then my life might also be in danger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Jack suggested I should treat myself to more pampering sessions when I told him who I bumped into. It would be nice if he was paying but unfortunately, my budget didn’t run to any more time at the salon. I doubted Charlene would divulge anything of interest anyway. It might be worth having a quiet word with Mandy to see if Charlene ever spoke about Dirk’s business interests. 
 
    Right now, I was more interested in baby things as I was going to be an auntie. I thought about them all the time. Before Steph’s news, it wasn’t something I ever noticed. Of course, most women considered having children at some point in their life. For a long time, I couldn’t even look after myself, never mind a child. I surfed the net looking at baby outfits and cuddly toys. I kept suggesting baby names, but Steph wasn’t impressed with my choices. She wouldn’t give me any clues about their decisions. It was an exciting time for Steph and Tim.  
 
    I even allowed myself to daydream about having a child with Jack. He told me in no uncertain terms he didn’t want any more. It was because he went through so much heartache when he split up with Vivien, he said he couldn’t cope with the intense feelings of missing his children. He worried too much about anything bad happening to them. He was selfish and not considering me, but that was Jack through and through.  
 
    Before Steph got pregnant, I’d never even heard of placenta previa. The fact Steph wasn’t having an easy pregnancy brought us closer together. I downloaded an app that told me about the stages and the growth of the baby. Steph was in constant touch by phone and text and I was genuinely pleased for her and Tim. Since going into the third trimester, she incurred all sorts of problems from constant back pain, heartburn, and sleeplessness. She had countless extra trips to the hospital and now due to them discovering issues with the placenta, she had to have permanent bed rest. I offered to stay with her for a few days, but she told me to wait until after the baby was born. 
 
    Driving into work this morning, all I had on my mind was babies and children. I tried to put myself in Louie and Marcus’s mums’ shoes. It must be sheer hell having a child disappear. I couldn’t imagine what that must feel like. I hadn’t seen Louie’s mum Christine at the centre for some time. I waited until my break and gave her a ring. There was no answer. I tried again at lunchtime and left a message. She didn’t reply. That wasn’t like Christine. I decided to call to see her on my way home from work. I walked up to her front door and knocked. The door opened slowly, and I was shocked at the appearance of the woman stood in front of me. 
 
    “Christine, I thought I’d pop by and see how you were.” She wiped her nose on the sloppy jumper she wore and sniffed. Her hair was matted. She looked gaunt. 
 
    “You’d better come in.” I followed her through into the kitchen, surprised at how untidy the place was. Crockery was piled up in the sink. Breakfast cereal was left unopened on the side with spillages not cleared up. I frowned. 
 
    “You’ve not been to the centre. I wanted to see how you were getting on.” She looked down and spoke in a low voice. 
 
    “As you can see, I’m not doing very well.” 
 
    “You should have phoned me, Christine. I’d have come over.” I stroked her arm. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t want to face anyone. I hate it when I get like this.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. It must be hard for you.” 
 
    “I can’t motivate myself to get out or do anything when one of these low waves comes over me. The trouble is, I never know how long it will last.” 
 
    “Have you seen your doctor?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s upped my dosage of anti-depressants, but they won’t have kicked in yet. It’s so difficult at times, Sophie.” 
 
    “Here, let me put the kettle on.” We talked for some time. It didn’t help matters that Christine blamed herself for what happened to Jack. 
 
    “If he hadn’t been looking for Louie, it would never have happened.” 
 
    “We can’t know that and you’re certainly not to blame.” I tried to lighten her mood. “So, it’s all your fault.” I laughed. “I’ve now got a man in my house who doesn’t put the toilet seat down and leaves his dirty socks and undies lying around.” She mustered up a half smile. 
 
    “How is Jack? I haven’t spoken to him this week.”  
 
    “I’m sure he’ll update you himself. He is making progress, but the petrol bomb incident has affected him more than he’s letting on.” 
 
    I left Christine after making her promise to pop in to see us all at the centre. I felt sure if she could make the effort, it would cheer her up. It wasn’t just her who needed brightening up. All this was affecting me. What with Jack’s low moods and having him around all the time, I hadn’t realised how negative he could be. Then there was Steph’s problem with the pregnancy for me to worry about. I wasn’t even enjoying work anymore. Karen was still giving me the evil eye. It seemed like she was waiting for me to put a foot wrong, the way she followed me around the building. She picked up on any triviality.  
 
    I kept going over in my head the mantra that this too shall pass. Whatever I was going through right now, it wouldn’t always be this way. I had to cling on and ride out the storm. 
 
    Jack sent me a text to say he wouldn’t be home until late so not to make him any food. I worried about what he had got himself involved with. I felt it was too big for him to deal with alone and I wasn’t much help. Later that evening, the phone rang. I thought it was an update from Jack but when I looked at the screen, I saw it was Tim. Just seeing his name come up on my screen filled me with fear. 
 
    “Hi, Tim. What’s up?” A hunch told me this wasn’t good news. Steph still had ten weeks to go.  
 
    “Hi, Sophie. I can’t stay on long. I’m at the hospital now. Steph’s been bleeding heavily. They’ve been trying to control it but they’re taking her to do an emergency C section.” 
 
    “Oh, Tim. I hope they’re both okay.” I didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “Can you let your dad know. I want to get back in there as soon as I can?” 
 
    “Of course, is there anything I can do? Shall I come down?” 
 
    “Let’s wait and see what happens. Just pray for them both, Sophie.” 
 
    “I will.” We ended the call. I didn’t know what to do. I walked up and down the room. My mind was all over the place. I couldn’t concentrate on anything. I phoned Jack and Dad to let them know. Looking out of the window, I bit inside my mouth. I couldn’t sit in one place for more than a couple of minutes. I glanced at the time. There should be news by now. I was too anxious to get excited. I’d been googling information about her condition and worrying myself silly. It wasn’t a good idea to be armed with too much knowledge. I changed my dial tone for Tim’s number, so I’d know straightaway when he rang. The piercing shrill tones made me jump when he finally called. 
 
    “It’s bad news, Sophie.” 
 
    “What, what do you mean?” 
 
    “She’s lost the baby. They couldn’t save her.” My hand went over my mouth and I sunk onto the sofa. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I cried. “Oh Tim, I’m so sorry. How’s Steph?” 
 
    “She’s heavily sedated at the moment.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    “My parents are on their way over.” 
 
    “Listen, I’ll organise something and come down for a couple of days.” Tim burst out crying and I joined him in his grief. 
 
    I got off the phone as Jack walked through the door. He dropped his bag and rushed over to comfort me. I couldn’t speak for some time. The tears flowed. Life was chucking all it could at us right now. Once my tears subsided, I phoned my boss to organise emergency leave. Jack offered to drive me to London, but he had enough to contend with sorting out his insurance from the fire and his heavy work commitments. I would travel alone to see Steph and do the sisterly thing. She’d done the same for me in the past and now she needed me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    The gloom of the grey sky seeped into my pores. I couldn’t shake it off. A steady rain fell from under the blanket of dark clouds. People walked past me, tussling with umbrellas, soaked through. An old man trundled along, his cloth cap offering little protection, while the newspaper under his arm became soggy and ruined. 
 
    I’d do anything to get away from this place. I’d love to escape the drudgery, but I couldn’t afford a holiday. Running away wasn’t an option. I had to stay and face my responsibilities. This was the life I had chosen. The bleak weather didn’t help though. 
 
    As if the fire wasn’t enough, I found out Vivien had another fella in her life. It hurt like hell. Maybe deep down, at some subconscious level, I clung on to the hope we could salvage our relationship at some point in the future, but not now. Her meeting Stephen had made it so final. She kept it hidden from me for some time, but to ask the kids to do the same was evil and manipulative. 
 
    I didn’t want them to have another dad. They would soon nose me out. Vivien promised me that wouldn’t be the case, but I wasn’t so sure. I’d seen it happen with some of my mates. If I wasn’t careful, I’d become the substitute dad. Sadness spread inside me like a germ, sending out roots to choke the hope from my heart. My life weighed me down and the load felt too heavy to pick up. 
 
    With my hands in my pockets and my head held low, I trudged through the streets of Bury. I had to get back on track. The only way I knew how to do that was to concentrate on work. I called in the police station to fill out the police report regarding the arson attack on my home. They confirmed it was a petrol bomb thrown through the window. It was fortunate I was in the kitchen at the time. If I’d have been a few yards nearer the front of the property, I wouldn’t be sitting here now. I’d have gone up in flames, the same way as my possessions had.  
 
    At this stage, there were no leads on who might have done it. I had my own theories. I’d be curious what forensics picked up though. After downing the last of my coffee, I got up to leave. Jimmy Carlton, the constable I’d been dealing with stood up and shook my hand.  
 
    “Where did you do your training, Jimmy, Sedgley Park?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, do you know it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m an ex-bobby myself but it was a long time ago when I was there. I’m sure there’s been plenty of changes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I was there last April. It was tough going.” 
 
    “What, tougher than on the streets?” 
 
    “The tests and exams were a nightmare.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. Still, you made it through,” I winked at him and patted his upper arm. “Anyway, thanks again, Jimmy and you’ll let me know if anything comes back from forensics.” 
 
    “Of course.” I turned to leave. It made me feel old stood next to him. He was by my side.  
 
    “It’s okay, you don’t need to show me out, I know my way.” He looked around, unsure of what to do. I didn’t wait for his response. I was off.  
 
    I walked towards the exit. A pang of remorse about my past life hit me when I was here. There’d been lots of changes since I left. There were still some stalwarts here who knew me. I’d already bumped into a couple of ex-colleagues on my way in. I was nearing the exit when coming up the corridor towards me was a grey-haired officer with his head looking down at his paperwork. 
 
    “Jeez, they must be working you too hard, Mike Harper. When did you go grey?” He looked up and his face changed to a massive grin. 
 
    “Blood and sand, if it isn’t my old mucker, Jack North. How the devil are you?” We hugged, and I nodded. 
 
    “I’m doing okay. You heard about the fire at my place?” 
 
    “I didn’t realise it was your place they targeted.” 
 
    “Yep, seems I’m still rubbing people up the wrong way.” Mike shook his head. 
 
    “I’d invite you for a pint to catch up but are you still not drinking?” 
 
    “That’s right, still sober, but it doesn’t stop my social life if you’d like to get together sometime?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Jack. Here, let me take your details and I’ll bell you.” I gave him my number. 
 
    “So, how’s life treating you? Working on anything juicy?” I asked. 
 
    “I got married last year. The missus wanted to do one of those weddings on the beach, you know, that romantic stuff women go for. We got hitched in the Seychelles. Yeah, and I’m part of this murder investigation team, did you hear about it? The woman found on waste ground near the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah, didn’t they charge her bloke Billy with it?” 
 
    “You know him, do you?” 
 
    “That’s correct.” I tried to remain calm and not appear too excited about this turn of events. Sharing information with Mike might prove to do us both a good turn. 
 
    I added, “but I don’t believe he did it.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “No, my money is on the Duggan brothers.” 
 
    “We must get together, and I can listen to your far-fetched theories,” he laughed. 
 
     “I’ll look forward to seeing you then, Mike,” I said, shaking his hand. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “You too, Jack.” He stood and waited as I passed him and left the building. 
 
      
 
       I met up with Mike the following week. He was a good copper. I wondered if he’d be prepared to put his job on the line for me. This meeting was off the record, but he knew what he was doing, feeding me with information, hoping to get twice as much back. I wasn’t daft. I would keep well in with him if he wanted to pump me for what I knew.  
 
     The least I wanted to do was share my concerns over Billy’s arrest with him. I was upfront about my own knowledge of Carmen. I gave him the details of my case and hoped in return he would share something back. Most of the police officers I knew loved talking about their work even though they weren’t supposed to. They found it hard to keep information confidential and didn’t always consider the potential consequences. Mike Harper liked to talk, and he trusted me. I was onto a winner. I bought him another pint and sat there with my coke. 
 
    “Strictly between the two of us, right?” I nodded at him. 
 
    “Of course, you know anything you say won’t go any further.” 
 
    “I don’t know how much you’ve heard about Carmen’s murder, but the injuries were horrific.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard it was a frenzied attack. Has Billy any previous for violence?” 
 
    “Not as a civilian, only when he was in the army.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “The pathologist said he had never seen anything as bad in a case where there was no sexual assault. There were wounds to her neck that had cut through the muscles, windpipe, jugular vein and carotid artery.” 
 
    “Phew,” I blew out. 
 
    “She’d have been unconscious in seconds after the artery was cut. Death would have occurred a few minutes later. He didn’t stop there though. There were extensive injuries to her face, chin, neck and head consistent with blows, kicks or punches and a blunt instrument was used on her. There were deep cuts to her face and inside her mouth.” 
 
    “She’d seriously upset someone, by the sounds of it.” 
 
    “There was more.” He looked across at me. “There were cuts to the arms, abdomen and chest that were inflicted after death. Extensive bruising to her hands and wrists showed she tried to defend herself. It was interesting there was no sign of a struggle on the path side of the wall. That infers that she crossed over into the wooded area with someone she knew.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve spoken to a few people on the force. They told me the killer would have had to have local knowledge of the area.” 
 
    “That’s true. It would be unlikely for a complete stranger to know about that pathway. Obviously, extensive door-to-door enquiries were carried out. Neither the murder weapon nor her phone has been found yet.” 
 
    “So, what’s the evidence against Billy?” He looked at me with a serious expression. 
 
    “He was known to carry a knife for his own protection. He even kept one under his pillow. We’ve got witness statements of guys in the pub who heard him bragging about how he knew how to slit someone’s throat.” 
 
           “Nice.” 
 
      “Billy wasn’t sober when we picked him up which didn’t help matters. We had to leave him for several hours in a police cell before we could interview him. He admitted to calling for Carmen at 5 p.m. on the day of the murder. She didn’t go to the pub at lunchtime like she usually did because she had an errand to run. So, Billy was drinking on his own all afternoon.” 
 
    “That was normal for Billy, I hear?” 
 
    “Yes, and witnesses confirmed that Carmen went out somewhere as she was seen at the bus stop close to her home at about 1 p.m. that day. When the police checked his phone, she had ignored Billy’s messages asking where she was. He told us he didn’t know where she’d been all afternoon. They were both seen in the pub later at about 5.30 which corroborated Billy’s story. Billy said he left the pub alone later that night. He wasn’t sure what time, because of the amount of alcohol he had drunk, but witnesses confirmed he left about 8.15. When asked why he went and what he did afterwards, he said he went home to feed his dog as he had been drinking all day.” 
 
    “So, he’s not admitted to anything?” 
 
    “No, he said after feeding Putin, his pit bull terrier, he crashed out and woke up at five in the morning. He said he fell asleep on the sofa and Putin nuzzled his neck wanting a walk, so he took him out early. In his police interview, he admitted to being fed up with Carmen mucking him about.  
 
    “Billy’s phone showed that he had not tried to contact Carmen after leaving the pub, even though they had words. She had not been in touch with him either. He stated that when he took Putin out first thing in the morning, the weather was misty and damp, with fine rain. He said they walked down by the wall, his usual route. Then the dog stopped and wouldn’t come away from the wall. He was sniffing around. Billy said he got annoyed with Putin because he wouldn’t move. He said he wondered if he had found a dead animal or something. He said it only took him a few more minutes to make the gruesome discovery. Because he didn’t have his phone on him, he had to rush home to phone the police. Then he waited outside, so he could show them where the body was.” 
 
    “So, you believe Billy did it?” I said. 
 
    “What did it for Billy was him lighting a fire in his back garden the morning of the discovery of the body. When questioned about it, he said it was something he often did but none of his neighbours have corroborated that. Also, a parka coat he always wore is missing. He can’t explain where it is. He said he might have left it in the pub.”  
 
    “There’s a lot of people lighting fires just lately,” I murmured under my breath. 
 
    “Sorry, what did you say, Jack?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Are there any forensics back yet?” 
 
    “No remnants of his jacket were found in the back garden. His DNA was on the body, but it would be, given his involvement with Carmen. No DNA off anyone unknown to Carmen was found at the scene or on her person. So again, this points to someone she knew.  Also, the couple were known to fight from time to time.” 
 
    “It still seems to be circumstantial.” I looked at Mike, the corners of my mouth turned downwards. He shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “The CPS seemed satisfied.” I raised my eyebrows. There must be some wallies worked in the Crown Prosecutor’s office then. I kept my thoughts to myself, but I didn’t agree with their findings. There seemed to me to be a lot of unanswered questions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    There would be no sightseeing on this trip to London. This was purely a duty call on my part. Steph was kept in hospital for two more days after I arrived. Although I stayed at her place, I hardly saw Tim. He spent most of his time at the hospital. They both took it badly which wasn’t surprising. They planned on having a small burial service for the baby. The hospital arranged everything. Steph asked if I wanted to see the baby. I was squeamish about that sort of thing, so I reneged. Dad wasn’t well enough to come down for the service. He was bad with his bronchitis again. So, it was just us three and two of Steph’s closest friends who attended. Tim and I both picked a poem to read out, and it was a lovely little service. We cried together, comforting each other in a circle outside the chapel. 
 
    Steph walked around in a daze after the funeral. I couldn’t get through to her. The saddest part was walking into the nursery they set up for the baby. Tim must have spent hours decorating and painting and putting up murals. I had my own grief to deal with, but it was nothing compared to theirs. After a few days, I found it difficult to be around them. They grieved in different ways. Tim tried to be strong. He put on a brave face and talked about the future whereas Steph wasn’t coming to terms with it at all. She looked vacant most of the time. That expression — the lights are on, but no one’s home came to mind. 
 
      
 
    I was glad to go home. The whole experience was distressing, and it left me feeling low. I suggested Steph come up and stay with us to give her a break from their usual scene. I was surprised when two weeks later, she took me up on the offer and arrived on my doorstep. She drove up, which I didn’t think was wise, given her zombie state. It was against doctor’s orders as she was on medication but there was no telling Steph once she set her mind on something. 
 
    My flat went from me living alone to sharing a bathroom with two other adults, not good, but that was the price to pay for being accommodating. I told Steph she could stay as long as she wanted. I hadn’t given much thought to the practicalities of the living and sleeping arrangements. She’d been staying for over a week on a camp bed in the lounge with no talk of going home. I was surprised at Steph putting up with a camp bed, as she was used to the finer things in life, but this was a different Steph than I’d seen before. Her mood hadn’t improved much. I didn’t know how to approach the subject tactfully. Steph and I had the knack of rubbing each other up the wrong way and I didn’t want to fall out with her, the state her mind was right now. 
 
    “Do you want to come to the women’s centre and help out for a day or two?” I asked her. “You could make the teas or something and I’m certain the company would do you good, rather than stay here on your own all day?” 
 
     Steph didn’t answer. She looked over at Jack. I smiled, raising my eyebrows. 
 
    “I think that would be a great idea, Steph. You could even come and spend a day or two with me if you felt up to it,” he said.  
 
    “I’ll think about it.” That was as good as we were going to get. I couldn’t believe how different Steph was. Normally, she’d be swanning around my home, taking over, bossing me about, doing the housework, commenting on the mess, but her stillborn baby had affected her. Her personality changed overnight. I preferred this quieter, calmer version but I wouldn’t dare tell her that and I knew it came at a price. 
 
    I thought I was being a martyr for putting up with Jack and Steph. I didn’t know who was worse. Jack seemed constantly down, and Steph’s moods ranged from very low to bordering on the manic. I prayed she’d go home soon. My tolerance levels took a battering. I lost patience myself and became snappy. I thought about taking them on a night out. So far, I’d suggested a meal, the cinema or bowling but got no takers. The way things were going, I’d be taking them mountaineering just to push them both off a cliff.  
 
    Steph finally decided to come into work with me. We were silent in the car going in. Just before we arrived, I turned to her. 
 
    “I’d value your opinion about Karen. I’m sure she’s got it in for me.” Steph gave me a half smile and nodded. 
 
    By lunchtime, Steph’s personality had transformed back into the Steph I knew. I couldn’t believe the difference in her. It was like a magic force had come and put her back to her old self. Why didn’t I think of this sooner? I walked in on Steph talking to some of the clients who were offloading their issues whilst stood in the kitchen waiting for a brew. It took her out of herself, away from her own problems. 
 
    Christine, Louie’s mum was in for a counselling session, so I introduced her to Steph. They hit it off immediately. Maybe it was the similarities around their losses. By the end of the day, Steph’s face beamed. As we left the office, she told me she planned to meet up with Christine for a coffee the following day. Now all I needed to do was to find a way of working the same magic on Jack. 
 
    I drove home with Steph and we pulled up outside my flat. I put the car into neutral and yanked up the handbrake. We both stared out the window. 
 
    “What the hell!” Steph’s head leaned forward. 
 
    “Your car was parked here when we left, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Too right. Tell me Jack’s not moved it.” I frowned. 
 
    “I can’t see him doing that.” We both jumped out of my car and ran to the empty space where Steph’s vehicle had been. With my hands on my hips, I scanned up and down the road. I even set off walking looking for the BMW.  I wondered if we had it wrong. It couldn’t have disappeared. I thought I was losing my marbles, but Steph knew where she left it and our sanity wasn’t in question. Jack wasn’t home yet. I couldn’t see him taking it or moving it, but he was our only hope it hadn’t been stolen. I rang him.  
 
    “No, I haven’t been anywhere near,” he said. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said to him, “Steph’s trying to say something. What is it, Steph?” 
 
    “I think I’ve got one of those tracking device thingies on it.” 
 
    “Did you hear that, Jack? We might be in luck. Steph has a tracking device on her car, she thinks.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m on my way. I’ll be there in five minutes. Hang on until I arrive.” I ended the call and turned to Steph. 
 
    “So, how does it work, Steph?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ll phone Tim and find out.” Steph came off the phone from Tim just as Jack pulled up.  
 
    “I have an app, apparently.” 
 
    “Here, let me.” Jack took Steph’s phone off her and scrolled through.  
 
    “Look, it’s picked it up. It’s not that far away.”  
 
    “Wow, this is exciting,” I said. Jack glared at me. 
 
    “I think I should go alone to get it. We don’t know who these morons are who have taken it.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” Steph said. “It’s my car.” 
 
    “And I’m coming, too,” I said. Jack shook his head. I loved it how the two of us could gang up on him. 
 
    “Well, we must be careful.” 
 
    “We’ll need Steph’s phone to track it, so I’ll phone the police on mine.” We climbed into Jack’s car. 
 
    The police advised us not to get involved. They said they’d be sending someone over. I knew neither Jack nor Steph would listen to that. We followed the signal. It brought us to a small garage and car sales forecourt just off Rochdale Road. We slowed down before coming to a stop. I was restless to do something. We sat in the car across the road from the premises. 
 
    “Can anyone see Steph’s BMW?” I asked. 
 
    “Sshh. Let’s sit here and wait and watch for a minute,” Jack said with his eyes peeled firmly on the forecourt and garage.  
 
    “How about if we pretend to buy? We could get a better look then.” Jack looked like he was considering my suggestion.  
 
    “Okay, Sophie, we’ll do that. Steph and I will walk up as customers. Can you see if you can snoop around the back?” That sounded precarious. 
 
    “What if I get caught?” 
 
    “Look, you were the one who wanted to come,” he snapped. “You’ll have to be careful and not get caught.” My lower lip drooped, and I bowed my head. 
 
    “Whoa, wait a minute.” Jack put his hand over my body to stop me getting out of his car. “Look what we have here.” I glanced up and saw Dom Duggan coming out of the office talking to a bald man on the forecourt. Next thing, another man came out shouting something. 
 
    “Bingo, if it isn’t my favourite Russian with my bestie. This is getting very interesting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I had no idea how long the police would take to get there but I wasn’t happy with the girls staying around now I’d seen those two bruisers. I watched as Dom threw a cigarette butt to the floor. Vladimir chatted to the car salesman. He held a clipboard and the bald guy popped the spectacles off his forehead and flicked through sheets of paper. They both nodded.  A customer arrived on the scene, a young man in his twenties who pointed to a red Audi. The bald salesman went off with him to view it. 
 
    I checked my watch. Ten minutes we’d been there watching and waiting. I took out my binoculars for a closer look. One of the mechanics walked out onto the forecourt. He smoothed back his thinning hair and licked his cracked lips. Rubbing his hands together, he walked up to Vladimir. They meandered through the lot. I turned my attention to the customer and baldie. The younger man peered through car windows as he searched around for a vehicle. 
 
    There was a silver-grey Mercedes that I wouldn’t have minded having a look at myself, but it was neither appropriate nor in my price range. What I wouldn’t give to sit behind the wheel and take control of such a beauty. I would sneer as I drove past my critics with that German engineering to support me. I sighed. 
 
    “I will take a walk to get a closer look,” I said as Sophie grabbed hold of my arm. 
 
    “Give it five more minutes to see if the police arrive or the tracking company.” She was right of course but I was getting agitated. I fiddled about, changing channels on the car radio. Frowning, I realised the noise wasn’t music but the approaching sirens of a police vehicle.  
 
    Three police cars came screeching down the hill. Our knights in shiny white vehicles had arrived. Another car approached. It looked like the tracker company. I would enjoy watching this. The police team didn’t mess about. Within minutes, three men were in handcuffs being led towards the police van. Two other men were brought out of the garage. They two were handcuffed. The young customer bid a hasty retreat. 
 
    This looked more serious than just winding the clock back on a couple of vehicles. I wondered how many of the cars on the forecourt were kosher and how many were stolen. I got out to have a word with one of the police officers. They’d uncovered four other cars in the back being stripped down alongside Steph’s vehicle.    
 
    Some days I got out of bed and everything went wrong. When that happened, I constantly dodged the curve balls. Days like today were just the opposite. Once one thing goes right, then it’s like karma is on my side. My phone rang. It was Barry. 
 
    “Okay, mate. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I think it’s more what I can do for you, Jack.” 
 
    “You’ve got my full attention.” 
 
    “Good, well, by a stroke of luck I happened to overhear a chance meeting between your Russian guy and a certain prominent Russian businessman in the area.” 
 
    “Give me a clue.” 
 
    “Have you heard of Nikolai Moschovis?” 
 
    “I’ve heard the name. Doesn’t he own Bury football club or something? 
 
    “Yeah, he’s part of a conglomerate that owns the club, yes.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s invited Vladimir and Dom to be his guests at this Saturday’s game. Bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Interesting, yeah, but I’m not sure they’ll be able to make it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothing, thanks for that, mate.” 
 
    Even though I was currently seeing Dom being led away by the police, I didn’t think they could keep him detained long. I felt sure he’d be at the match. Watching Bury versus Carlisle wasn’t my idea of a fun afternoon. If it had been Manchester United at Old Trafford that would have been a different matter. This was work, though. I was happy to go along to the division two game to find out what these guys were up to. I phoned Mike to see if he fancied joining me. 
 
    “Why not, I’m sure it’ll be riveting. If we can’t catch any criminals, at least we’ll be entertained.” 
 
    “Careful now Mike. I wouldn’t go as far as saying Bury playing football will be entertaining.” He laughed, and we arranged to meet up that weekend. Being in the police he could automatically get in the executive suite just by showing his police pass. There were still one or two perks with the job. 
 
    Mike phoned me the next day to tell me Dom had been released on bail. He had more escape routes than Houdini. That meant Saturday’s match was still on. I didn’t know if we’d find out anything useful, but it was worth a try. 
 
      
 
    Mike and I turned up at Gigg Lane on Saturday. We decided to split up when we arrived at the executive suite. If we were going to do some digging, we’d have more joy separately. The first person I saw when we walked into the lounge was Dom. He spotted me when I went to the bar to order a drink. 
 
    “Alright, Dom. Fancy seeing you here. I thought you were banged up.” I smiled at him as he stood with his party at the side of the bar. He scowled. The motley crew he was with stared at me. “You’ve come up in the world, haven’t you, being entertained by Russian dignitaries?” He frowned. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” he snarled. 
 
    “Same as you. I’ve come to enjoy a game of football.” I could tell I’d rattled his cage. I got my drink and worked my way around the room. I didn’t find out anything of interest and the game was a complete washout. Bury lost 3-0. I met up with Mike back in the lounge after the game. 
 
    “I’d love to be a fly on the wall and know what Dom said about me.” I laughed as I put the drinks on the table. 
 
    “If he’s got involved with the Russian businessman, there could be something big going down.” 
 
    “I’m surprised at Mr Moschovis being happy to be seen with Dom,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve wasted no time. I’ve found out why our Mr Duggan’s mixing with the Russian dignitaries rather than the hoi polloi. Dom’s won the security contract to guard the club.” 
 
    “Has he now? That’s a good number and it could be a front for something else. I’ll tighten the thumbscrews on my contacts to see if they know about anything going down.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to the drug squad to do the same. I think there’s more to this than meets the eye.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Steph made arrangements to go home the following weekend. Her mood had improved considerably. She came into work with me again today and she was meeting Christine later. They had a project they were discussing to set up a charity or social enterprise to help families of missing children. She told me she would fill me in on the details later. I was intrigued.  
 
    We were both in the kitchen making a brew when Karen stormed through. Her face looked like thunder. She almost pushed me over.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” she snapped. She didn’t stay to hear the discussion about her. 
 
    “What’s got into her?” 
 
    “She’s always like that. I think it’s the charm school she went to.” 
 
    “No, haven’t you heard,” Pauline whispered, “the police arrested her boyfriend yesterday.” I raised my eyebrows. My day was getting better already.  
 
    “No, why what did he do?” 
 
    “Apparently he was caught up at a garage where some stolen cars were discovered. The police arrested everyone at the scene.” 
 
    “Hang on a minute.” My voice was raised with excitement. This sounded too good to be true. 
 
    “Shh, keep your voice down,” Pauline said. “I don’t know the details, but Karen says the police made a mistake, and it was a wrongful arrest on his part. He was only there as a customer looking at vehicles.”   
 
    I had a good feeling about today when I woke up. The sun was out. I walked in with a grin on my face after seeing one of the posers from my gym fall flat on her face as she walked up the Rock in the centre of Bury. 
 
    I moved from foot to foot as I took in this revelation. Inside, I felt giddy. I had to let Jack know. My heart pumped fast. I felt like a hungry cat who’d just spotted a mouse in the corner. My brain worked overtime as I considered the implications. The electricity wiring my body was well and truly plugged into the mains. Jack sounded more apprehensive when I called him. 
 
    “You will have to be more careful around Karen now. I think we need to do some digging into her background. What was her surname?” 
 
    “Well, she says it’s Novak.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll see what I can find out. In the meantime, you be careful.” 
 
    Never one to heed a warning, it was time to do some snooping. I wanted to get to her personnel records to find out where she came from. Her joining the company straight after we started investigating her boyfriend and his chums sounded too much of a coincidence. She joined us through an agency, so maybe they might help. It wouldn’t be easy getting to the personnel files as they were kept locked away. I had to think of a way to get to them without being detected. 
 
    I stayed at work late that night. Sheila, my manager was the only other person there. 
 
    “Not got a home to go to?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m writing up my notes. Have you heard, Steph’s arranged to meet up with Christine? They’re looking at setting up an organisation to support the families of missing children.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard them chatting in the kitchen earlier.  That sounds a great idea.” 
 
    “I know. Steph’s excited about it and it’s taken her mind off her own problems.” 
 
    I watched Sheila. She was busy working at her desk. I wasn’t even sure where she kept her set of keys. There was another bunch in the safe. I couldn’t come up with a valid reason to get them out though. I had a spare key for the front door, so I could always come back later. That was risky though. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to avoid the CCTV, and I didn’t think I was cut out to be a burglar. 
 
    I kept looking over at Sheila. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Sophie?” she called over. 
 
    “Yeah, fine thanks.” I smiled. Had she picked up on my nervousness? She came over and sat on my desk. I wasn’t in the mood for any friendly chats. I felt too edgy.  
 
    “How’s your course going?” she asked. 
 
    “I think it’s going well. My current assignment fits in with our initiative around children. I’m so pleased about the project Christine and my sister are setting up. It will do wonders for Christine, give her a new lease of life. In fact, I would say the same for Steph too. I think this could be the making of them both, just what they need under the circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes, they’ve both had a lot to contend with. I’m glad we’ve been able to help them in some small way.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re very grateful.” Sheila asked questions about some of my clients. I bit inside my mouth and flicked my fingers. She looked down at my hands. I felt certain she could sense my irritation but continued to talk. Finally, she looked up at the clock and decided it was time to leave.  
 
    “What time are you staying until, Sophie?” she smiled, putting her coat on. 
 
    “Jack’s working late tonight so I thought I’d take the opportunity to catch up on paperwork. I’m meeting him later. We’re going for something to eat.” Why did I have to lie? I wasn’t meeting him.  
 
    “Well, have a good time and don’t work too hard,” she said. I opened my mouth to speak, then thought better of it. She walked out the door and I puffed out my cheeks and breathed out through my pursed lips.  
 
    I sat for a few moments, making sure she had left. Slowly, I made my way over to the safe. My fingers jittered as I tapped in the combination. I looked over my shoulder as I took out the keys for the personnel filing cabinet.  
 
    My ears were on high alert. It was a good job as I might have missed the sound of footsteps approaching. Quickly, I put the keys back and closed the safe door. I turned around and Sheila was behind me. She stared and my cheeks began to glow. Had she seen me put the keys back? I waited for her reaction. 
 
    “I forgot my umbrella, and it’s started to rain.” I gulped as I felt my stomach churn. Inside I was trembling. I tried to smile, but I was filled with fear. Sheila continued to watch me for a few moments. It felt like her eyes were boring into my soul. I felt sure she knew what I was doing. If she did, she didn’t say anything. She bent down and picked up her brolly, her eyes affixed to mine, then she turned and left. 
 
    My hands shook. I couldn’t go through with this. My bottle had gone. I would have to find another opportunity to prowl. 
 
    That night, Jack and I sat up in bed discussing the implications of what had been revealed at work today. 
 
    “If Karen is Vladimir’s partner, then she’s up to something.” 
 
    “I know, that’s what I’m worried about. She knew I was linked to you from the start. She’s been trying to get rid of me. I feel sure now.” 
 
    “But why? What good would it do?” 
 
    “Same reason the gang have been trying to ruffle our feathers from the offset. They must have known you were watching them, Jack.” 
 
    “I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all.” 
 
    “No, neither do I.” 
 
    I may not have been able to get to her file but the first thing the next morning I phoned through to the agency our company used to take on staff. I gave Karen’s name and waited while they checked. 
 
    “No, we’ve no one of that name registered with us.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I gave them the date she joined us. The woman went away to check again. She came back with a negative response. 
 
    “No, no record of her. You must have used a different agency.” I was confused. We only ever used the same agency for staff recruitment. Where had Karen come from? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I’d had enough of pussyfooting around the Duggans. It was time to go straight to the horse’s mouth. I needed to nip to the office to pick a few things up if I was going to see Dom Duggan. I thought catching him early would be the best move before he got out and about and up to no good. My anxiety levels increased. I’d never been inside his farmhouse, but I knew where it was.  
 
    I packed my rucksack with my usual tools. Not knowing what to take, I threw in a few extras. I recently blew my budget on a covert listening device. A lot of the equipment was expensive. If I was to keep up with the times, I would have to invest at some point in the future. There were other staple requirements I carried as standard such as my camera, screwdriver, Swiss army knife and binoculars. I had various other implements that came in useful for picking locks or as a weapon.  
 
    Thinking of weapons, I didn’t own a gun, and I wondered how wise it was to go to Dom Duggan’s place without one. I would soon find out. The rucksack went in the boot of my car. I wore my dark jacket and jeans and a black beanie hat. It was still cold enough for gloves, so I didn’t look out of place wearing them. 
 
    The apprehension inside me increased as I started up the car. Butterflies quivered, my muscles twitched, but I wasn’t one to shirk away from danger. In fact, I lapped it up. I liked the adrenalin rush that going into unstable situations brought on. It was why I joined the police force in the first place, and it was one of the main reasons I still enjoyed this type of work. 
 
    Most of what I did was mundane. It wasn’t often that I got involved with masters of crime. They didn’t come much more notorious than Dom Duggan. We went back a long way. It still riled me that to outsiders he looked like he was doing well for himself. The fact he got away with his criminal activities didn’t sit well with me. If there was one hoodlum that I wanted to nail it was Dom. He was my nemesis, ever since he stole my first girlfriend, Sarah Murphy, off me at school. That hurt so much at the time. It hurt, even more, when years later, I nabbed her for prostitution when I was a copper. She was hooked on drugs, probably all down to getting involved with Dom Duggan. 
 
    He used to bully me at school. He would often walk up behind me with his mates and sing, “You’re gonna die, Jack North,” to the tune of Those were the days. They thought it was hilarious. I started drinking and my life spiralled out of control. Was it because of the way he treated me back then? Who knows? What I did know was that the resentment I had towards him ate away at me like a cancer. The chance of getting revenge over that man kept me awake at night. I had a mean streak, and I wasn’t one to let go of my past easily. 
 
    I watched his career with interest over the years. His notoriety was often the talking point down the pub. My career took a nosedive, but his seemed to flourish. Knowing he owned that big farmhouse in Helmshore left a nasty taste in my mouth. I hoped he was behind Louie’s disappearance and what happened to Carmen because I wanted to put him behind bars so badly.  
 
    Driving along I tapped the steering wheel as I thought about my plan of action. There were two other farms near Duggan’s place, so I could leave my car close to one of them rather than walk up the long unadopted road. Once I got on the rough road, I wasn’t sure I’d made the right decision not having a four-by-four vehicle. The terrain was rough. There were a lot of potholes. My head bounced just missing the roof of the car. There was still some snow in patches. Whatever the outcome of this visit, I knew I wouldn’t be looking forward to a quick getaway, not if I wanted my tyres to be in one piece. 
 
    The car bounced over another pothole and I bit my lip as I turned towards his property. My eyes darted about as I peered through the windscreen. There were no other vehicles in sight. I came to a fork in the gravel road and stopped. I took out my binoculars and opened the door. Standing with one arm resting on the door frame, I scanned the scenery. I couldn’t see anything of any significance, but I could hear gunshots.  
 
    There were a lot of them, so I thought it was either a farmer shooting rabbits or a clay pigeon shoot. It was common in these parts. I got back in the car and weaved slowly down to Nutbush farm. I chuckled at the name and wondered if the person who originally named it was a fan of Tina Turner.  
 
    As I approached, my anxiety heightened. It was a few years since I had a proper run-in with Dom Duggan. He wouldn’t have enjoyed my winding him up at the match, so, I knew I wouldn’t be welcome. I looked through a gap in the hedgerow and noticed several vehicles parked outside the farm. There was a black Toyota, a red Honda and an old BMW as well as his Range Rover. Either he had company, or he collected cars. 
 
    The CCTV system wasn’t hard to spot. There was no point in me trying to snoop around or hide. I walked stealthily up the driveway taking in the surroundings. I brazened it out and knock on the front door. A woman with dark curly hair and a cigarette in her mouth opened the door. 
 
    “Maggie, what a pleasure to see you,” I smiled. She took the cigarette out of her mouth and blew the smoke in my face. 
 
    “What the ‘ell do you want?” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’d like a word with your husband if that’s okay.” She looked me up and down and paused for a few moments.  
 
    “Is he expecting you?” 
 
    “He will be now he’s seen me on the cameras.” I pointed up to show her I knew where they were. 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll want to see you, Jack North.” 
 
    “Oh, Maggie,” I smiled, “You always were so charming. I’d just like to ask Dom’s help on a minor matter.”  
 
    Just then the door sprung open wide and Dom stood there in a vest and jeans. He folded his arms. It showed off his muscles. 
 
    “What the…?” 
 
    “I see you’ve been working out Dom. I’m impressed.” I leaned against the wall.  
 
    “Get out of here,” he waved his arms in a motion to brush me aside. 
 
    “Where’re your manners, Dom? You’re as inhospitable as your missus.” I moved closer into his personal space, our noses almost touching.  “Now, I believe you knew Carmen Weston and you know her daughter Jade pretty well.” I spoke in a whisper, but Maggie was onto it straight away. 
 
    “What’s that he’s saying, Dom?”  
 
    “Give us a minute, Maggie, love while I see this toe rag off the premises.” I heard dogs barking, not too far away. I breathed a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to invite me in? It’s cold standing out here and you don’t want anyone to catch you talking to a PI, I’m sure.” He sneered at me then opened the door. 
 
    “Five minutes, that’s your lot. In here,” He showed me into the kitchen after patting me down. 
 
    “Nice place you’ve got here, Dom,” I said, nodding like I was impressed. “We must do the tour when you’ve got more time.” 
 
    “Cut the crap and tell me what you want.” I could still hear the gunshots going off. They were louder now. 
 
    “Got your own shooting range, have you, Dom?” 
 
    “Yes, and I haven’t got time for this. Hurry up.” I nodded and took out a photograph of Louie.  
 
    “I’m investigating the disappearance of a young lad, Louie Stanton and I know you’re partial to youngsters, so I wondered if you’ve seen him?” I could see I had hit a nerve with that last comment. His face went red and his eyes bulged. He looked at the photo and his solemn expression never changed. 
 
    “You always thought you were a comedian even when we were at school but it’s me having the last laugh now. No, I’ve never seen him before, and I’d watch your loose tongue if I was you in front of Maggie.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” I nodded and winked at him.  His phone rang.  He looked in two minds whether to answer. He kept looking at the door. In the end, he decided his call was more important, and he left me alone as he moved into the hallway to take it.  
 
    This was an opportunity not to be missed. If I got caught doing this, I’d end up cut up into little pieces and fed to the pigs. I was a gambler, so I was prepared to risk it. I took out the equipment. The door was still closed. I watched for any movement and listened for sounds getting nearer. My heart thumping was the loudest noise I could hear. My hand shook as I hastily fitted a piece under the central island in the kitchen. I kept watching the entrance as I fumbled. I could normally do this with my eyes shut. Today, a lot more was at stake. My life was on the line.  The seconds passed and I quickly installed the listening bug.  
 
    I moved over to the window and looked out at the views just as Dom walked back in. His eyes narrowed as he watched me. I had been trained to give nothing away with my expression and I stayed cool. I picked up my bag and made my way to the door before he kicked me out. 
 
    “If you see or hear anything of the boy, I’m sure you’ll tip me the wink.” I smiled. He looked at me stone-faced. 
 
    “Get out.” He continued to watch me. 
 
    “And maybe next time you’ll be able to show me around the place. I’d love to have a go on your firing range sometime.” I winked at him. 
 
    “Out, I said.” He closed the door and caught my foot in it. My pulse raced as I walked towards my car. I knew I was being watched, so I turned back and waved at the farmhouse. I got in the car and breathed a big sigh of relief. That was easier than expected. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I’d always been good at eavesdropping. Listening into the conversation of others came naturally, and I’d highly recommend it on a boring night out. I was a nosey so-and-so, wanting to know all the gossip. In my teens, it was to check if anyone was talking about me because I thought it was always about me. My life revolved around me back then. Thank goodness I found out I’m not that important. Few people give a damn what I’m doing these days, but I’m interested in knowing their business.  
 
    Being a busy-body, I loved hearing anything juicy. When I was small, I listened in on my parents’ fights. I had to check out their conversations in case I was the reason for the disharmony. It was always about money and trying to make ends meet. Both Mum and Dad blamed each other for overspending. I hated that time. It was never a happy home. I suppose that listening to others became second nature, something I always did, but this was different. 
 
    Adrenalin flooded into my body like an intravenous drip. I didn’t understand why I felt scared. It wasn’t as though anyone knew I could hear them. Perhaps it was the fact it was the Duggan household I was listening in on. I was afraid of the consequences if we got caught. 
 
    Chopping up the onion in silence, I listened hard to the crackling sounds. There’d been no movement all morning. Like an idiot, I allowed Jack to persuade me to listen to this thing all day. He hoped his surveillance bug might uncover something interesting. I was having kittens worrying it might get found and traced back to Jack. 
 
    So far, no one had surfaced this morning. They weren’t early risers in the Duggan household. I’d have preferred to listen to the radio while I prepared the lasagne for tonight’s meal, but I was a sucker for offering to help Jack.  
 
    I threw the mince in with the onions and let them sweat it out together. Thinking I heard footsteps over the system, I turned the dial up a notch and reached for a wooden spoon in the top drawer. Directing my ear closer to the machine, I listened hard. I must have been mistaken. I continued with my cooking and stirred the mixture around in the pan. The pan sizzled but this time I heard a noise as someone burped over the airways. I smiled, wondering how they’d feel if they knew they were being listened to.  
 
    “If you can do the bathroom when you’ve finished in here, Jade.” Jade? What was going on? 
 
    “Sure thing, Maggie. Are there any more cloths?” That was definitely Jade’s voice. 
 
    “Yeah, third drawer down,” Maggie shouted. There were some banging and rustling noises. I listened hard. The system went dead again.  Twenty minutes later there were more noises, running water, cupboards opening, crockery clanking. More time lapsed and I heard Jade’s voice again. 
 
    “Do you want me to make you some toast, Maggie?” 
 
    “No, I’m not hungry but you can take Dom and the lads some. They’re over in the billiard room. Dom said they didn’t want to be disturbed. He told me he had called an emergency meeting. I don’t know what it’s about. I don’t get involved with his business dealings. Make sure you knock first.” 
 
    “Okay, will do.” 
 
    There was silence for ten minutes, then I heard footsteps and Jade spoke. 
 
    “Dom went ballistic when I popped my head around the door. He screamed at me to get out. There was smoke coming out of his ears. He was fuming. He looked like a kettle ready to boil. I only asked if they wanted any toast. He didn’t have to behave that way.” 
 
    “I warned you,” Maggie said. “He’s not in a good mood today. I’d stay out of his way if I was you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but there’s no need to take it out on me. When I tried to speak, he shoved me out of the room and slammed the door in my face.” 
 
    “Welcome to Dom’s world.” 
 
    “But it’s not fair, I was only trying to help.” 
 
    “Look, you earn good money here and we don’t pay you to ask questions or moan. Steer clear of him if you know what’s good for you.” Jade huffed and puffed and there were more clattering sounds. There was nothing else of interest. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was going on, but Jack would be interested in this development. He returned to my place two hours later and I couldn’t contain myself any longer with the news. 
 
    “You’ll never guess what.” I grinned. 
 
    “What?” His eyes widened as he chewed on some gum. I recounted what I’d heard. “Well, well, well. Jade’s working as a cleaner. No wonder she wasn’t in when I went to see her. She was over at Dom’s farm. How brazen can you get? Surely she’s not sleeping with him right under Maggie’s nose?” 
 
    “Well, it sounds like she’s wormed her way into their good books.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of Maggie, I tell you. That woman is as tough as old boot.” 
 
    “She’s playing a dangerous game.” Jack nodded. 
 
    “I’ve heard some other news. Here, put the radio on. I don’t know if it’s linked to our infamous Duggan family. Let’s have a listen. It should be on soon.” He glanced at his watch then turned on the radio. There were several reports before the one Jack wanted me to listen to. He turned the dial up a notch. 
 
    “Three people have been arrested after what is described as the largest drugs seizure in Lancashire’s history.” I raised my eyebrows. “Drugs worth twenty million pounds have been seized at Birch services on the M62. Police described the colossal haul of class A drugs as one of the largest they have seen. A substance believed to be cocaine was discovered hidden inside a van that was stopped in a routine search yesterday morning. The vehicle was travelling towards Yorkshire. Three men remain in police custody after being detained on suspicion of conspiracy to supply class A drugs. This is the second time in as many months that police have foiled a major drugs ring in the area.” 
 
    “I wonder if it’s anything to do with the Duggans?” I asked. 
 
    “Wait, wait, there’s more,” Jack said. 
 
    “Detective Chief Superintendent David Barker, head of crime at Lancashire police stated — we’re in the early stages of our investigations. I am confident that taking these huge hauls out of society will go some way into disrupting the organised crime groups in the area. The criminals involved have no scruples. They prey on the most vulnerable people in our communities. The corrosive effect of illegal drugs on our local area cannot be understated. Behind every single drug deal, there is heartache and misery for those affected. As a force, we are committed to tackling the problem and targeting those involved. I am sure the public will see this as a positive step in our fight against the illegal drug trade in Greater Manchester and further afield. We are aware that removing such a large haul from the streets may impact on health agencies and we are liaising with them closely to minimise potential problems. I commend my officers for their diligent work and would like to thank those involved publicly for their dedication in tackling this major issue in today’s society. Our fight against serious and organised crime will not stop. Any information that members of the public can provide in helping bring to justice anyone involved will be treated as always in the strictest confidence.” 
 
    “Wow, what do you think?” I looked across at Jack. 
 
    “If the Duggan brothers are involved, trouble will be around the corner. Birch services must be on their patch, being so close so I reckon they will be like wasps at the end of summer now, looking for their targets. They won’t be happy, and they will be gunning for someone. I can’t believe these large busts would be down to random searches. The police must have had a tip-off.” 
 
    “If someone shopped them, I wouldn’t want to be in their shoes,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for my good friend Snakehips to pay back the favour he owes me after I was set up.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s wise involving him?” 
 
    “Oh yes. I’ll find out now where his loyalties lie. If he knows anything, then he owes me that much to let me know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Bury is a place where people know each other’s business. Many of the women who came to the centre knew one another and if they didn’t, they soon made friends there. Christine was doing a stalwart job organising the social enterprise she and Steph set up. It sprang up in no time. Steph and Tim put a chunk of money in to help get it off the ground. Steph was back in London now. A lot of the day to day front line work was down to Christine, while Steph prepared the bids for funding. She spoke to Christine daily. Her plan was to come up as often as she could to see how things were running. The centre had temporarily donated a free room to their organisation to help the project. It wasn’t ideal because of the rules around men attending, so they could only use it in the evenings. I went over to check things out if I wasn’t helping Jack.  
 
    I walked in and was surprised to see Marcus’s mum, Justine talking to Christine. She looked a mess. Her hair was lank. She shook. Her complexion looked gaunt, and her bones protruded through her thin acrylic jumper. Christine had an arm around her shoulder, comforting her. 
 
    “I need to find Marcus as soon as possible. I can’t have this happen to him as well.” She covered her face with a large handkerchief and blew her nose. She’d been sobbing. 
 
    “Can I get anyone a drink?” I asked. Both ladies nodded. I left them and went through to the kitchen. Christine joined me a few minutes later. 
 
    “Have you heard the news?” she whispered. 
 
    “What news?” I shook my head. 
 
    “About Toby.” 
 
    “Sorry, you’ve lost me. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Toby is Marcus’s eldest brother.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, yes. Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    “He’s been found dead.” 
 
    “No!” I put down the kettle and put both my hands over my mouth, my eyes wide open. “Poor Justine,” I said sitting down trying to take in the news. 
 
    “She’s devastated, poor woman. I’m sorting out some support for her. If she’s left to her own devices, she’ll probably OD on drugs. She is in a bad way right now.” 
 
    I phoned Jack straight away.  
 
    “Are you any further forward with finding Marcus, Jack? We’ve got to find him ASAP. This poor woman is in a terrible state.” 
 
    “No mother deserves that to happen to their child. It’s unthinkable. I’m shocked. The poor woman. I can’t imagine how I would cope if anything happened to one of my two.” 
 
    “I realise you’re busy, but if you can find out anything, it may help find Louie.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m looking into the Duggans’ drug dens. They have a few houses around the area. I’m working my way around them.” 
 
    “You be careful, Jack. Don’t let them know what you’re doing. We don’t want any more warnings like that petrol bomb.” 
 
    “Okay, love. I’ll be as discreet as I can.” 
 
    After speaking to Jack, I went back to chat with Christine and Justine. Christine was still comforting the distraught mother. I sat opposite them and leaning forward, I took Justine’s hand. 
 
    “Words cannot describe how sorry I feel for your loss, Justine. We will help find Marcus. I can’t imagine what you are going through right now, but I want you to know we will give you all the support we can. I’ll give you my number and you can phone me any time, morning, noon or night. You mustn’t suffer alone with this.” 
 
    Justine dried her eyes and thanked me. Slowly she spoke about Toby through her sniffles. 
 
    “I had high hopes for him. He loved his sport when he was at school. As a kid, he was a great little footballer. I hoped he’d play for Bury one day or even Manchester United, but it wasn’t to be.” She started to cry again. “No mother should have to see their child die before them. I’d have preferred it if they’d killed me. Why is life so unfair?” she wailed. Christine tried to calm her down.  
 
    “We’ll help you through this, Justine. We’ll give you all the support we can. It will take time. Have the police said anything about what happened?” she asked. Justine shook her head. I felt a pang in my stomach as I thought about Christine’s own heartache with Louie still missing. She wiped a solitary tear off her face. “We’ll get through this together, Justine.” I watched as Justine’s expression changed. The fight seemed to leave her in that instant. 
 
    “I’ve got to stop using.” She nodded. I squeezed her hand. “It’s drugs that got my Toby killed. They’re evil. I have to do something for his memory.” Her eyes and lips narrowed. 
 
    “I’ll be here for you, Justine. There’s a lot of help available nowadays. I can put you in touch with organisations who can help you get clean.” 
 
    “I’ve got to do it, for Toby’s sake.” 
 
    “And for the rest of your children. They would be so proud to see their mum turn her life around.” 
 
    “I need to do it for them, don’t I?” 
 
    “And for yourself, love. Even making the decision to quit, Justine, Toby will be looking down on you now, proud of his mum.” 
 
    “I miss them all so much. I’ve been a bad mother.” 
 
    “You’ve made mistakes, but you can’t continue to condemn yourself for that.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve a good life,” she sniffled. 
 
    “Don’t say that, Justine. Of course, you do.” Christine said, putting an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “If you want to stop taking drugs, it will be the most worthwhile thing you could do with your life. It won’t be easy, but trust me, it will be worth it.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened to Toby?” Christine asked. 
 
    “His body was found by a dog up at Rivington Pike in Bolton. He must have been dead for a while. No one knew.” 
 
    “Oh, Justine.” I put my hand over my mouth. 
 
    “I hadn’t seen him for months. It’s ironic that this happened, and he was only down the road from me.” 
 
    “Have the police given you any more information?” 
 
    “They’ve not said a lot. He had been shot, but you know how it is with these drug dealers. There’ll be a wall of silence. Any witnesses will be intimidated. They’ll be lucky if they catch anyone for it. The scum bags will get away with it. Toby’s life will have been in vain.” 
 
    “You can’t think like that. Try to think of your happy memories of Toby, the boy before he got into drugs.” Justine pulled her tissue into small pieces. Her sniffing continued. 
 
    “I have grieved for Toby for a long time. Ever since he was arrested for shoplifting when he was twelve. I knew I’d lost him even back then. He was no longer the innocent little kid I pushed on the swings, squealing with delight. Once in his teens, he became an abusive thug. He was expelled from school and I couldn’t handle him.” 
 
    Justine didn’t paint a positive picture of having kids. I wiped out any brooding on my part to start a family as I listened to her tales of woe about bringing up her children on benefits. 
 
    “You’ve not had it easy, Justine.” She nodded. 
 
    “You’re right. He changed as soon as he became a teenager. Up until then, he’d been affectionate. You know, he picked me flowers and stuff like that.” She laughed. “They may have come from other people’s gardens, but it was the thought that counted. Within a year, he became my worst nightmare. I couldn’t control him. He was always shouting obscenities at me. He was like a caged animal. I had to let him go.” 
 
    “No one blames you, Justine,” I said. 
 
    “Oh yes, they do. So, they should. I was a rubbish mother and now I’ve paid the ultimate price, losing a son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
        My mobile rang. I answered on the third ring. 
 
    “Jack North,” I said. 
 
    “Hi Jack, it’s Mike Harper. How are you doing?” I could tell from his tone that this was no social call. 
 
    “What’s up, Mike? You got any news?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said in a long drawn out tone. “Have you got time to stop by the office?” 
 
    “Sure. I can make time. Can’t you tell me over the phone?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to talk to you in person. It’s sensitive. It’s that Toby kid. I believe you’ve been involved with the family?” 
 
    “That’s right. I can be over in an hour?” 
 
    “Great, I’ll see you then.” 
 
    I didn’t have time to get too intrigued as the phone rang again as soon as I ended the call from Mike. 
 
    “Jack North.” This was becoming something of a hotline. 
 
    “Jack, it’s Marcus. I need to talk to you.” His voice trembled. 
 
    “Marcus, where are you, kiddo?” 
 
    “I… I… Can we meet somewhere?” 
 
    “Sure, name the place.” 
 
    “Just near the chimney in Burrs Park, would that be okay?” 
 
    “Course, I’ll come straight over. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Sophie had left my clean washing on a chair in the bedroom. I picked up a pair of jeans and a casual top. No time to pick up any food, so I’d grab something later. I raced out to my car and drove the few miles down the A56 to the meet location. When I pulled up, three other cars were in the car park. 
 
    I peered over at the stone chimney. I couldn’t see anyone. Locking my car, I headed up the path that ran alongside the river. A couple walking their dog smiled, and I greeted them with a nod. I looked out towards the sculpture of a troll and spotted a youth dressed in dark clothing. With my hands deep in my pockets, I walked towards him. His head hung low but as he glanced my way, I saw the recognition in his eyes. As I approached, he threw his cigarette butt on the ground and stamped it out with his shoe. 
 
    “Shall we walk?” I asked, more as a command rather than a question. Marcus nodded. His eyes looked hollow, dead inside. I had seen that look before. With robotic movement, he walked alongside me. “You look like you could do with a good meal. Shall we go to McDonald’s?”  
 
    “I… err….” 
 
    “It’s okay, I haven’t been followed.” Even though it wasn’t cold, he drew his jacket close to his chest. 
 
    “Come on, lad, I’m sure you’ll feel better with a Big Mac down you.” It might mean I would be late to see Mike, but I had to look at my priorities and right now Marcus’s welfare and my angry belly came first. 
 
    We drove up the road to the retail park and waited in line at the drive-thru. After collecting our order, I drove along one of the cobbled backstreets and pulled up. We tucked into our paper bags. The smell of chips would no doubt linger in the vehicle long after we’d finished eating. It would give Sophie something else to complain about. 
 
    We ate in silence apart from the music blaring out from the radio. He’d not said anything yet, not where he’d been since absconding again, nor about his brother’s death. I scrunched up the paper and the remnants of the chip scrapings and threw it in the back of the car. Holding up my thumb, I signalled for Marcus to do the same. I’d discard the rubbish later. 
 
    His hand reached over and caught mine. It was cold, stone cold.  
 
    “I need your help, Jack.”  
 
    “You don’t look too clever, lad. What is it you think I can help with?” 
 
    “I don’t want to go the same way as Toby.” 
 
    “I warned you they’re a dangerous crowd you’re mixing with.” He threw me a dirty look. 
 
    “The other lads have been talking, they say it was Dirk who murdered Toby.” 
 
    “And why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because Toby double-crossed him.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “He’d been working for another crew. I believe it was Toby who tipped the police off about the Duggans haul at Birch services. He was blasted to death with a shotgun up by Rivington Pike.” He buried his head in his hands. “All because he carried out the instructions of the Bolton gang.”  
 
    “I’m on my way to the police station now. Do you want to come with me and speak to them about what you know?” 
 
    “I can’t do that, Jack. I’m scared. Now they know I’ve done a runner again, they’ll be after me.” 
 
    “I’m sure the police would offer you protection.” 
 
    “No, I’m not getting involved. It’s too risky. There’s not just me to think about. What about my brothers and sisters and my mam?” 
 
    “I know it’s not an easy decision, but with your help, the police could put away your brother’s killer for life.” 
 
    “You don’t understand how ruthless those guys are.” He shook his head. “There’s something else.” 
 
    “What’s that then?” 
 
    “I was at one of the houses the other night, playing cards, and one of the older guys mentioned the name, Louie.” 
 
    “Really?” My ears pricked up. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if it’s the lad you’re looking for, but I thought I’d mention it.” This was the first bit of positive news I’d had in the months since I had been searching for Louie. I had loads of questions in my head, but I needed to contain my excitement. 
 
    “Do you know the lad’s name who mentioned Louie?” 
 
    “They call him Scabby.” I frowned. “He has scabs and pockmarks on his face from acne.” 
 
    “Can you remember anything else about him?” 
 
    “He’s a tall kid with ginger hair. He’s got a broad accent. I think he comes from Haslingden.” 
 
    “And where did you meet Scabby?” 
 
    “It was a house in Edenfield. I can show you if you like?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’d be great. Listen, I’ve got to see what my mate from the police wants now,” I said looking at my watch. I was already ten minutes late. “How about we meet up later tonight and you can show me the house?” He nodded. 
 
    “You take care of yourself, okay? Do you have somewhere to go?” 
 
    “I can lie low for a few hours.” 
 
    “Good.” We arranged to meet again after dark. 
 
    I got to Mike twenty minutes later than arranged. He dressed down for the occasion. His leather jacket was well-worn, his jeans had mud-covered patches on the knees. He liked to be on the front line, and it showed. Mike never shirked the action. He thrived on it. 
 
    “So, what is it, Mike?” I asked.  
 
    “One of your favourite brothers has been up to no good again.” 
 
    “I think I know what you’re going to tell me.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Dirk Duggan. Have you arrested him?” 
 
    “Yeah, how did you find out?” 
 
    “You know me, Mike. I keep my ear to the ground.” I winked at him. His eyes didn’t leave mine as he opened a file.  
 
    “You’ve been involved with the Broadbent family, haven’t you, Jack?” 
 
    “That’s right, I found Marcus Broadbent along with Jade at that house in Chadderton.” 
 
    “I thought so. Well, you know then about his brother’s murder.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard he’d been shot dead.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve had a stroke of luck in nailing Dirk Duggan.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “A dog found the body in woods over Rivington way. We then discovered six brass shotgun cartridge cases buried in a shallow grave nearby. We traced the gun used to one that Paul O’Malley owns.” 
 
    “Isn’t he the fence who fronts the buy and sell shop up Rochdale Road?” 
 
    “That’s the one, yeah. Well, he’s admitted to lending the gun to Dirk Duggan who told him he wanted it to shoot a few rabbits.” 
 
    “He must be getting sloppy in his old age.” I laughed. 
 
    “Sometimes, we need a stroke of luck. If it hadn’t been for that dog, Toby’s body might never have been found and his disappearance would have remained undetected.” 
 
    “I might be able to help you further with your evidence, Mike.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah, his brother Marcus surfaced again today. He’s scared out of his tiny mind after what’s happened to their kid, Toby.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” Mike raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “He’s aware that Dirk’s behind the killing and he may be ready to talk if you can get him into witness protection. At the moment he’s saying no, but with a bit of gentle persuasion, you never know.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    “I’m meeting him later if you want to tag along. He’s raised my hopes with the case I’m working on, the missing lad, Louie. He heard mention of his name so he’s showing me a property the gang use. I think we might get more information out of him after what’s happened to his brother.” 
 
    “We could do with a few more loose lips, but yeah I’ll join you if you don’t mind. He could prove useful.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Edenfield is a quiet little picturesque village on the outskirts of Bury. Its landscape is dominated by moors. Not a lot happens there. It’s an area popular with walkers and hikers. Rumour has it that a ghostly headless horseman roams the streets but probably the most exciting thing to happen there is sheep rustling. Residents wouldn’t be too happy if they found out that one of the most dangerous notorious drug gangs in the area had moved into their peaceful setting. 
 
    Mike drove, and I sat in the front. I was worried Marcus wouldn’t turn up, but he was first at the rendezvous point. We picked him up, and he sat in the back biting his nails. His baseball cap covered his eyes. The sky turned dark grey in no time. Mike tried his best to get the kid to speak, but it had been a bad move bringing a police officer along. Marcus dried up. Apart from showing us the house in Edenfield, he wasn’t prepared to say any more.  
 
    There were no crackheads standing on the corner here. The houses were mainly terraced, and the road was full of cars parked the whole way up. Marcus pointed out the property. It was a stone-built end of terrace with a ginnel running alongside. At the back was an industrial unit with open fields. Surveillance work would be too risky there. 
 
    We dropped Marcus off in Rawtenstall. He didn’t want to wait around with us any longer. All my skills of persuasion went down like a lead balloon. He had done as he promised and didn’t want to get too close to the property. By the look on his face, I think I betrayed him bringing Mike. I only wanted to do what was best. I couldn’t deal with these gangsters on my own, plus I couldn’t offer Marcus safety like the police could. He was itching to get away. He couldn’t get out of the car quick enough. I told him I’d be in touch, but I wasn’t sure if he believed he could trust me anymore. 
 
    Mike and I went back to watch the house. It was nice to have company for a change. I got bored out of my tree watching and waiting for something to happen when I was doing this sort of work alone. Too many hours spent thinking screwed me up. It gave me too much time to worry about Sophie and the kids and my ex, Vivien.  
 
    There was nowhere around these parts to buy a takeaway coffee so I took a swig from my water bottle. Mike found a parking spot within sight of the property. He turned off the engine. The sky darkened as evening settled in. The street lamps flickered with a dull, yellow glow. We hadn’t discussed how long we’d stay there but Mike seemed glad to get out of the office for a few hours. Likewise, I was happy to let Sophie have some peace at home. 
 
    I wasn’t used to living with someone. I’d been on my own too long. Having Sophie come up behind me and clear away my mess irritated me. I enjoyed being slovenly. It was a man thing. I’d had enough of moaning women. Sophie wasn’t as obsessive as Vivien had been about cleaning, but she was more verbal about my untidiness. Caroline had been a nightmare. She was obsessively tidy. Thank goodness I hadn’t heard from her in a while. 
 
    We both spotted a young black lad riding a pushbike along the pavement. He leant his bike against the side of the house we were watching. Leaving it for five minutes in any other part of town, it would get nicked, but he must have thought it was safe enough around here. He carried a plastic Tesco grocery bag, and he walked up to the front door and knocked. We watched as a light came on in the porch area.  
 
    “Well, well, well. If it isn’t our ugly-looking Russian mate. He gets about,” I commented. 
 
    “He sure does,” Mike asked. 
 
    “I keep bumping into him. It must be some sort of omen.” 
 
    “He’s a nasty piece of work, by all accounts.” 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to bump into him in a dark alley, the size of him.” 
 
    “Oh, the young lad is on the move. He was probably dropping off his takings.” 
 
    “Do you want to follow him or stick with the property?” 
 
    “Nah, he’ll be one of the drug mules. The bigger fish are more likely to be inside if they’re anywhere in the area.” 
 
    I watched as the young lad put his hood up and got on his bike. He rode off towards Rawtenstall minus his carrier bag. We sat for some time in silence. There was a distinctive lack of movement from the property. A text came through from Sophie, but I didn’t reply. My battery was ready to die. I didn’t even read the message. It’d be something and nothing. Two minutes later a message flashed on the screen from Vivien. I read that one.  
 
    Call me. It’s urgent. 
 
    I questioned how urgent it was. Knowing her, it would be along the lines of Ryan scuffing his school shoes and needing new ones. She only contacted me when she was after more money. There was nothing I could do. There wasn’t enough juice in my phone to reply. I could have kicked myself for not bringing a charger. The screen went blank, and I put the phone in my pocket. The messages from both women nagged away at me. I tried to put them to the back of my mind, but I couldn’t concentrate. I pulled at the hem of my jacket then crossed my arms. Mike chatted about football. England had a match coming up and neither of us gave them much hope of victory. 
 
    An hour passed with no movement. Mike glanced at his watch. 
 
    “I think we’ll call it a night. I’ve got reports to write up. I’ll speak to the drugs squad when I get back, see what they know about this place. If you can get young Marcus to say any more, let me know. The team will want to try themselves if we can get hold of him.” 
 
    “Will do.” Mike dropped me back at Sophie’s. As well as feeling tired, I felt deflated. I’d hoped for more action tonight. I didn’t expect Marcus to agree to give evidence. Hopefully, the police had enough on Dirk to send him down for a long time. I needed to help catch his brother. 
 
    I turned the key in the door and Sophie came rushing towards me. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Vivien?” 
 
    “No, my phone died. Why? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Someone has threatened her and the kids.” 
 
    “What!” I didn’t take my jacket off. I turned and went back out the door. 
 
    I drove over to Radcliffe to the estate where Vivien and the kids still lived. When we bought this house, I thought I would be living there for the rest of my life. How wrong can you be? My addiction had cost me dearly. My maintenance charges paid the mortgage, and it still grated on me when I saw the house that I couldn’t live there but had to pay for it. There was no time for regrets today. I ran up the path towards the front door. Vivien answered when I rang the bell. She looked pale, with red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    “Where have you been? Why didn’t you reply?” 
 
    “Sorry.” I held my hands up. “My phone died. I’ve only just heard from Sophie. What’s happened?” I asked. She had a tissue in her hands. She blew her nose and then put her hands over her mouth.  
 
    “It was awful, Jack.” I put a hand around her shoulder, conscious of the intimacy. She stared up at me with those steely-brown eyes that had wooed me in the past. “Look at this.” She handed me a brown envelope. I watched her. Her eyes never left mine. I looked at the address. It had been typed on, so looked official. I glanced inside and took out two photographs. They were of Vivien and the kids, taken at the local park. Megan and Ryan were both pictured on the swings and Vivien stood next to them. I picked up the photograph and turned it over. There was a hand-written note on the back saying: What beautiful children you have, Viv. It would be a shame if anything happened to them. 
 
    I felt my cheeks glowing. My eyes narrowed. It wasn’t just the implication of the words. No one called Vivien Viv. How dare they get personal. I knew this was aimed at me. 
 
    “Have you told the police?” 
 
    “That’s not all.” 
 
    “Why, what else has happened?” My stomach lurched as I waited for a response. 
 
    “Two guys followed Ryan home from school. He was really frightened. They wore baseball caps and hoods and had scarves covering their faces. He said one of them spoke to him.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Ryan told me he said to tell your dad to stay away.” I shook my head and leaning forward, put my head in my hands. How dare they intimidate my son. “What have you got yourself into, Jack?” She glared at me. I ignored her. 
 
    “Where’s Ryan now?” 
 
    “He’s in his room.”  
 
    I climbed the stairs to his bedroom, two at a time and ignoring the sign on his door that said knock before you enter, I pushed the door open. I stared at Ryan for some time. He lay on his bed, holding a model of Batman. 
 
    “Are you okay, buddy?” He rolled over and looked up at me, his eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yeah, fine, Dad.” I approached the bed and sat down next to him. I took Batman out of his hands and held his tiny palm in mine.  
 
    “It will be alright. I’ll look after you guys, okay?” 
 
    He nodded, frowning.  
 
    “Can you remember the two guys who spoke to you? Were they tall, short? Is there anything you can tell me about them?” Ryan shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “They looked normal. Well as normal as you can with scarves over your mouth. We could only see their eyes.” 
 
    “Would you know them if you saw them again?” 
 
    “I doubt it, Dad. I only saw their eyes.” 
 
    “Were they white, black? How old do you think they were?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dad. They were both white.” 
 
    “You said we, who was with you?” Ryan rolled over away from me. 
 
    “Do I have to keep answering these questions?” 
 
    “You do if you want me to catch them and keep you and Megan and your mum safe.” He blew out a sigh. 
 
    “I was with Perry.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks, Ryan. Let me know if you remember anything else.” I could tell from his fidgeting I had overstayed my welcome. He wanted to deal with things his way — a chip off the old block. I went back downstairs to speak to Vivien. 
 
    “Ryan’s not saying a lot but then he’s not the most observant of people. I’ll go and see Perry. Which house does he live at?” 
 
    “Number twenty-three. I hope you’ve not been upsetting him. He’ll be vulnerable enough.” My eyes narrowed as I looked at Vivien, Contempt was bursting out of the back of my eyes. 
 
    “Ryan’s fine. Have you spoken to the police?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll speak to Perry and see if he remembers anything further.” I walked towards the door. 
 
    “Oh, Jack,” Vivien called. 
 
    “Yes?” I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “You haven’t forgotten I’m on that course next week and you said you’d have the kids.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t forgotten.” I closed the door behind me. I had forgotten. Blast! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I wasted no time going over to Perry’s house. The smell of jerk chicken wafted past my sensitive nostrils when his mum opened the door. I explained who I was and why I was there.  
 
    “Cool. Come in, bro. I’m Gabby.” She held out her dark-skinned hand to greet me. There was a large strawberry emblazoned on the front of her black top and with her black leggings, she could have passed as Perry’s older sister. Her braided dark hair swished in my face me as she turned towards the hall.  “Perry!” she screamed. I’d met Perry on several occasions in the past but hadn’t been to his home before. Gabby led me into the kitchen which had a homely feel about it. I raised my eyebrows at the shiny green Aga cooker warming the place. Some well-worn splashes of food lay on the surface. Somehow, it seemed in total contrast to the outside with its small but neat Astro-turfed front garden. Paint peeled off the sides of the window frame, but otherwise, the red-brick residence looked well maintained. It was one of the pre-war semis near the border with Bury and was spacious inside. The house looked solid enough to withstand any storm.  
 
    Music blasted through the door as Perry walked in. The sound of the base made my stomach quiver. Perry sported a red and black check shirt with a white T-shirt underneath and jeans. His trendy appearance was cut short by a pair of black Spiderman slippers.  
 
    “Hi, Perry. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Okay.” He looked down and put his hands in his pocket. 
 
    “Perry, take your hands out of your pocket and turn that music off. Mr North wants to ask you a few questions,” said Gabby. 
 
    “Please, call me Jack.” 
 
    I gleaned out of Perry the fact that the guy who spoke to Ryan had a local accent. He also spotted that one of the guys was bald.  
 
    “Did you hear them call each other by name?” Perry looked up, his eyes narrowed, and he frowned.  
 
    “No, I don’t think so.”  
 
    “Come on, think, son,” his mum said, tapping his arm. 
 
    “Leave off, mam. I’m trying to remember what they said. He shook his head. He had nothing more to add.  
 
    “If he remembers anything else, however small, will you let me know?” I gave Gabby my business card and thanked them both for their help. I left the house and got straight on to Mike. We discussed what happened.  
 
    Whilst he was sympathetic, all he could offer was an extra patrol car in the area.  
 
    “That’s not good enough, Mike. My family have been threatened.” 
 
    “I understand you’re upset, Jack, but you know yourself, the police haven’t got the resources to deal with every situation where something like this happens.” 
 
    “This isn’t just any situation, Mike. This is me and my family.” 
 
    “I know, and I wish I could do more to help but our hands are tied. Maybe you should take the kids away for a break.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can hardly take them away indefinitely. I suppose I should be thankful that at least Dirk Duggan is behind bars.” 
 
    “Oh, haven’t you heard?” 
 
    “Heard what, Mike?” 
 
    “His solicitor got him released on bail.” 
 
    “You’re joking? He’s committed murder for goodness sake. How’s he managed that?” 
 
    “I don’t know but I think the Duggans have got some of the top brass at our place on their payroll.” 
 
    “Do you reckon?” 
 
    “They may have a judge or two with a liking for dirty money. There must be some reason he’s been let out of nick. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it, Mike. This country is just so corrupt.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Talking of corruption, it may be that Dirk has got one over on his brother.” 
 
    “Why? What do you mean?” 
 
    “His places were raided when he was taken into custody. It seems from the team looking over his finances that he’s been syphoning money off from joint business ventures he has with his brother.” 
 
    “You’re joking. What, Dirk has been stealing off his brother, Dom?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, how much are we talking?” I laughed. 
 
    “Somehow he’s syphoned off a cool two and a half million.” I whistled. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding?”  
 
    “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “There is justice in the world. I wonder if Dom knows about this little discovery yet.” 
 
    “We haven’t told him.” 
 
    “I think someone ought to.” I smiled to myself. We ended the call. I still had the problem with keeping my family safe to deal with. This issue would last longer than a few days unless whoever was behind it got caught. I now had Megan and Ryan to look after. Maybe I should do as Mike suggested. I could take them away for a holiday. I’d speak to Sophie and see what she thought. 
 
    “That sounds a great idea, Jack after what’s happened. But unfortunately, I can’t come with you. We’re far too busy at work.” 
 
    “Okay, Sophie, I understand. I wasn’t thinking of taking them far. I need to be here with everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “I’m sure the kids will love it if they’re taken out of school for a few days.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll see what I can sort out.” 
 
    My mind was on Dom Duggan and how he would feel knowing his brother had stolen all that money off him. Perhaps I was in the wrong business. If someone stole two hundred off me, I’d know about it. I couldn’t fathom how someone could steal two and a half million off Dom and he didn’t even notice. Either he was too rich or too dumb, probably a bit of both, either way, he needed to be told somehow about what had happened. I decided to pay Jade a visit. 
 
      
 
    I called at her house. There was no answer when I knocked so I went around the back. The latch was up on the back door, so I let myself in.  
 
    “Jade, it’s only me,” I cried out as I walked into the kitchen. I could hear the low beat of a bass drum coming from upstairs. Next thing, I heard a rumbling noise, like a herd of tiny elephants coming down the stairs. The door to the hall opened and Jade stood there, dripping wet with only a towel to cover her modesty. 
 
    “Jack! What do you think you’re doing?”  I held up my hands and hunched my shoulders. 
 
    “The back door was open. You should lock it. You don’t want any Tom, Dick or Harry walking in on you.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Jack, you can’t be seen here. Dom’s on his way over. He’ll go bananas if he sees you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well I wanted to talk to you about that boyfriend of yours.” 
 
    “Sorry, Jack. I haven’t got time. I need to get dressed.” 
 
    “It’ll only take a minute, I’ve got some news I think he’ll…” 
 
    “I mean it, Jack. I haven’t got time to listen to your nonsense. Dom will go ape shit if he finds you here. I don’t want you here when I come back down.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m going but I’ve got some important news for Dom.” 
 
    “It’ll have to wait, Jack.” She had already left the room. From the noise, she was climbing the stairs two at a time. 
 
    I was in no mood for a stand-off with Dom Duggan today. As much as I was dying to tell him what Dirk had been up to, maybe it was best he didn’t hear it from me. He wasn’t likely to believe me, so I had to come up with another plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Something made me stir in the night. Jack had taken Ryan and Megan to stay in a hotel. I insisted I would be okay here alone. Now I wished I had gone with them. Whatever disturbed me, it made me bolt upright in bed. Blood pulsed through my head as I listened for any sounds. A thin streak of light from the moon seeped through the join in the curtains. 
 
    I couldn’t recall any dream or nightmare that had caused me to feel so alert, but I was wide awake now. I sat still for an eternity, listening. It was difficult to control my shallow breathing. The bedroom felt cold as I sat in the darkened room. Shivering, I grabbed my fleece dressing gown off the hook. If I didn’t investigate, I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep. 
 
    Reluctantly, I moved away from the bed, wrapping my robe around my body. I tied the knot at the front and strode towards the bedroom door. I opened it and crept into the hallway. Blackness surrounded me. If someone was in the flat, I didn’t want them to know they had roused me, so I didn’t turn on the light. I heard no sounds. Creeping along, I reached out and pushed open the bathroom door. The room was empty. 
 
    Moving towards the lounge door, I noticed it was ajar. I normally closed it when I went to bed. Had I left it open? I took a few cautious steps forward. Looking around for something to use as a weapon, I picked up my umbrella off the hall table. It wasn’t ideal, but this wasn’t an ideal situation. 
 
    My heart pounded as I gently nudged the door open further with one hand, umbrella in the other. A dark shape fell from above. I yelled out in pain as what felt like needles stuck in my hair. Something warm and soft pressed down hard on the crown of my head. I heard a screech that didn’t come from me and quickly held my hand up to find the light switch. As the sudden glare of unforgiving electric light hit my eyes, I winced, then broke out in laughter. Max darted past me into the hall. 
 
    “Oh Max, you frightened me!” I cried. I had obviously scared him. There would be no purring noises from his direction for a while. I breathed in deep and sighed. What an idiot I was. At this rate, I’d be frightened of my own shadow. I was thankful that Jack wasn’t around to witness my unfounded fear. Jack told me to contact him if I had any concerns. I couldn’t tell him about this. He would either be annoyed or laugh at me. I knew it was pointless trying to sleep now, so I went into the kitchen to make a drink. I groaned when I saw the time. It meant I would be tired and grumpy all day at work tomorrow. I took my drink to bed and read for some time until sleep came. 
 
    Feeling groggy when I woke, I ambled up and had a quick shower. Getting ready for work was an effort. I spoke to Jack briefly, asking how they were. He said the kids were excited rather than worried and thought of it as a great adventure. They weren’t aware of the true reason they were staying away. 
 
    I didn’t mention to Jack about my own fears. I felt such a fool now being frightened by my cat. I was grateful I had no clients due in this morning. Normally, I hated doing paperwork, but I wasn’t in the mood for putting a brave face on to the world. I was fed up that our lives had been turned upside down by Jack’s investigation. I wished now he’d never taken the case on. It was my fault. I suggested to Christine that Jack could help. He’d opened a whole can of worms by stumbling onto the Duggans’ network of criminal activities. 
 
    If I wasn’t in the mood for work when I set off, my motivation deteriorated further when I walked in and Karen’s narrowed eyes greeted me. What was up with her?  She goaded me all morning. Even here at work, tension ran high. I should be the bigger person and offer an olive branch rather than react to her animosity, but it was so hard with Karen. I sighed. Why did she ever start working at the centre? Was it really to get at me? Since her arrival, I no longer viewed work in the same way. I didn’t trust her, especially now I knew of her connections. Work had become a chore rather than an enjoyable experience like it used to. 
 
    She stood in the doorway, her arms on her hips. Her face was mottled crimson.  
 
    “Has anyone seen Mary Bailey’s file? It isn’t where it’s supposed to be in the filing cabinet.” There were a few negative murmurs. “You had it last, didn’t you, Sophie?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so, but if I did, I’d have filed it away.” 
 
    “You’ve probably hidden it on purpose because you know I need it.” She scowled at me. I shook my head and raised my eyebrows. I looked around for sympathy. Pauline’s eyes widened, and everyone centred their attention on me, waiting for my reply. Karen had well and truly lit my fuse. It took all my efforts to internally dampen down the rage building up inside. 
 
    “If I had the file last, I’d have put it back where it’s supposed to go. My guess is you haven’t looked for it properly,” I snarled. 
 
    “Okay, well show me where it is then,” she spat out. 
 
    I banged my pen on my desk, staring at her. My cold fury burned with dangerous intensity. I heaved myself up from my position, brushing past her and headed to the filing room. She followed me. As I watched her close the door behind her, I knew straight away I had made a mistake to be alone in a room with her.  
 
    She stood watching me, arms folded, coldness radiating from her eyes. I walked to the filing cabinet, staring back at her. If the file was there, I was determined to find it. I looked where it should be. The section was empty. My hands flicked through the files, checking to see if it had been misfiled. Suddenly, a hand slapped me across the head. My legs jerked as Karen pushed me into the cabinet.  
 
    “What the…?” I cried but Karen interjected. 
 
    “Bitch.” She threw a punch at me. I avoided it but hit my head on the back of the set of drawers. Stars appeared in front of my eyes then everything went red. How dare she attack me. My vision was blurred as flames curled in the pit of my stomach. I pulled a pile of files out of the cabinet and flung them at her. She punched me again and kicked my shins. 
 
    “What are you playing at?” This was crazy. I tried to drag her off me, but she kept raining blows over my body. I was no match for her strength and the ferocity of the attack. Ducking, I covered my head with my hands as she kicked me some more. Then I watched in disbelief as she got hold of the cupboard door and cracked it into her face. Blood spurted out from her nose and she screamed. She ran out of the room, the crocodile tears flowing, leaving me on the floor. What just happened was incredulous. I sat there shaking my head, in shock. 
 
    Next thing, Pauline poked her head around the door. I was still on the floor coming to terms with my situation. Her eyes widened as she did a double take. 
 
    “What on earth…?” 
 
    “Karen attacked me,” I said as I tried to get off the floor. Pauline came over to pull me up. 
 
    “Err, that’s not what Karen’s saying.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I frowned as I stood facing Pauline. 
 
    “She’s saying you set about her.” 
 
    “Jeez, you’re joking.” 
 
    “You better get out there and tell the others.” I brushed myself down and followed Pauline out of the small room. Sheila, my manager stood waiting in the corridor, arms folded. 
 
    “Sophie, can I have a word with you, please? Pauline, can you join us?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” She led me and Pauline into her office. 
 
    “I believe Karen accused me of hitting her,” I said. She ignored my comment and took out her glasses and put them on. 
 
    “Please sit down, Sophie.” Her expression was stern. She looked at Pauline. “Pauline, please will you take notes. This goes without saying that this is a highly confidential interview.” 
 
    Sheila turned to me and said, “Sophie, a serious allegation has been made against you, namely that you attacked Karen.” 
 
    “That’s not the case, I…” Sheila put her hand up to stop me speaking. 
 
    “You are to be suspended from duty with immediate effect while an investigation is carried out.” 
 
    “But wait a minute, what about Karen?” 
 
    “Please, Sophie. Let me finish. This is not a disciplinary sanction. It doesn’t mean you have done anything wrong, only that an allegation has been made which we have to take seriously.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Pauline will collect your belongings and escort you off the premises. If you can hand over your work’s pass and keys until proceedings have been completed. You should not attempt to contact any members of staff during this time.” I looked at Pauline, wide-eyed. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You will be called back in for a fact-finding interview to answer the charges that you attacked another employee. If at that point, disciplinary action is deemed appropriate then you will be invited back in for an interview. If it is found to be gross misconduct, then action will be taken which could lead to your dismissal.” 
 
    My mouth was wide open. 
 
    “Do you understand?” My head throbbed with disbelief. I nodded.  
 
    “Pauline, will you collect Sophie’s things and please don’t speak to anyone about this.” Sheila walked with me to the door. “I’m sorry it has come to this, Sophie.” She wasn’t sorry. I could tell she believed Karen’s lies. I walked towards the front door feeling numb. Pauline brought along my jacket and handbag.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie.” She gave me a half-hearted hug. 
 
    “Not half as sorry as I am.” I was ready to break down in tears, but I wouldn’t do it in front of her. I rushed out the door, the harsh wind on my face, and began to sob uncontrollably. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    Jack didn’t say much when I phoned him to tell him my shocking news. He suggested I come to the hotel to be with him and the kids. I had no other plans, so wiped away the tears and headed towards the car park. I’m not the most observant of people, but there was a reason I spotted the white BMW three-series behind me. If I won the lottery, that would be the vehicle I would want for myself. My present financial situation put it right out of reach, so for now, it was just a pipe dream. 
 
    When I stopped at the lights near Gigg Lane and noticed a white BMW behind me, I hoped it was only coincidence. There was a mist in the air brought on by fine drizzle. I focused my attention on the rear-view mirror. The car of my dreams was still behind. I watched it wondering if it could be a mirage, given my state of mind at the moment, but it wasn’t. I swore out loud as I followed the road up through Whitefield. 
 
    It was now two cars behind. I waited until I got near Prestwich village, pulled into the bus lane and stopped. The BMW had no choice but to drive straight past. As I glanced out the side window, I spotted the driver. His face looked familiar. I couldn’t think from where. He was bald with a round face and dark piercing eyes. I couldn’t recall where I knew him from. 
 
    I was sure now I had been followed. This didn’t look good. I gave out a deep sigh. I would have to be more vigilant in future. Glancing over my shoulder would need to become as instinctive as breathing. I set off driving again. This time I took no chances. I got close to Sedgley Park and instead of taking a right, I swerved quickly left off the main road without indicating. The car behind blasted his horn. I didn’t care. I turned up Kings Road and meandered through the avenues. Cars were parked on either side. I pulled up behind one and waited. The only moving vehicle in the area approached from ahead. I checked the driver. An elderly couple sat in the front.  
 
    Convinced now I was no longer being tailed, I made my way to the hotel and Jack. There was a lot of thinking I needed to do after the incident at work. I could do without this drama. I arrived in the lobby. It was a while since I frequented this place. The last time was for the wedding of a colleague back in my drinking days. I didn’t remember it being so dingy back then, but I was probably too drunk to recall my surroundings. 
 
    Jack had given me the room number, so I didn’t need to dally at reception. The carpet was a decade too old and the threadbare patches didn’t mingle well with the dark red floral pattern. I glanced around to see which way to go. I walked past a pair of antlers on the wall. A couple were talking to a man in a suit over by the far door. The receptionist watched me scanning the lobby but didn’t comment. I spotted the direction I needed. Good, it was up past the leisure facilities. Hopefully, I might get to use them at some point. 
 
    Money might be tight, but I’d been suspended on full pay. I may as well splash out and make the most of this time, even if I was going to lose my job at the end of it. I shuddered. I didn’t want to consider that option. 
 
    Walking up the corridor, I found the number Jack said, knocked on the door and waited. Jack opened it. There was no warm hug. He moved aside to let me enter. I nodded at Megan and Ryan. 
 
    “What’s happened at work?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I’ve probably not got a job anymore.” I sat on the bed with my head in my hands.  
 
    “Surely it’s not that bad.” 
 
    “It is if they believe that cow, Karen.” Jack frowned at my outburst and looked at his children. “Sorry, I’m just so upset right now. I can’t get my head around it,” I sobbed. My shoulders shook. 
 
    “Well, at least they’re paying you while they investigate. They know you’re a good worker.” 
 
    “Sheila’s never liked me, I can tell. I’m not sure I want to go back if Karen is there.” 
 
    “You’ll feel differently in a day or two. Don’t be too hasty making any decisions.” 
 
    “The way I feel at the moment, I don’t care if I ever see the place again.” 
 
    “What will the girls and women you help do if you leave?” 
 
    “They managed before. I’m sure they would cope.” Jack made me a drink of tea. Not once did he show me any affection. Maybe he was embarrassed to in front of his son and daughter. I whispered to him my suspicions about being followed. 
 
    “You weren’t followed here, were you?” 
 
    “No, of course not” I replied in a low annoyed voice, hoping the children hadn’t heard. They seemed oblivious to our conversation, both active on their phones. 
 
    I drank the hot liquid, deep in thought. My head throbbed. Finally, Jack spoke.  
 
    “Are you okay staying here with these two? I need to go out for a few hours. I’ve got things to do.” I looked down feeling dejected. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine.” It wasn’t, but I was in no mood for an argument. 
 
    “I’ll bring us a takeaway back later. What does everyone fancy?” 
 
    “Chinese,” piped up Ryan. 
 
    “Indian,” said Megan, not even looking up from her device. 
 
    I couldn’t muster up any enthusiasm to think about food so looked at Jack and shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll get us a pizza then,” he laughed. The children moaned. Jack gave me a peck on the cheek and left me staring into space. 
 
    “So, where are you going, Jack?” 
 
    “I’m not going to Caroline’s if that’s what you think.” 
 
    “I’m only asking.” 
 
    “If you must know, I’ve arranged to see Terry Booth, the guy who had a feud with Dom Duggan. Their argument was over a car Dom sold him.” 
 
    “So, what has he got to do with finding Louie?” Jack frowned. 
 
    “You never know what I might find out.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re taking this obsession you have with Dom Duggan too far?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t tell you how to run your life, so don’t you go poking your nose in mine.” With that he stormed out the room, crashing the door behind him. That was me told. 
 
    “Of course, I’d love to babysit your children. Thanks for your help, Sophie,” I said out loud. Megan glared at me. I was in no mood to entertain two youngsters who didn’t like me much. This wasn’t the time to bridge any gaps. We were here for a reason, to keep us safe. If I was going to stay, this family room was hardly ideal. It was too small to coop four people here for days on end. I was still smarting from Jack’s words. If I was staying, I would book myself another room. 
 
    “Are you okay here while I go to speak to reception.” Ryan nodded. Megan didn’t speak. “Megan?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    “Keep an eye on Ryan and I’ll be back in a jiffy.” She didn’t even look up from her phone. It should only take me five or ten minutes to go down and check on availability. Hopefully, I could get a room on the same floor. My luck was in and they had a single room available down the end of the corridor. I took it. It would mean Jack could spend time with the children and I could pop in and see them when I wanted company. I went back up to the family room feeling pleased with myself. I walked in and Megan was sat alone in the chair. The other chair was empty. The bathroom door was closed.  
 
    “Where’s Ryan?” Megan shrugged her shoulders, without looking up. 
 
    “Don’t know.” The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. The sensation ran through my body. 
 
    “What do you mean, you don’t know?” I said with force. It shocked her into peeling her eyes away from her phone and looking up.  
 
    “I thought he was with you. He must be in the bathroom.” I frowned and knocked on the bathroom door. 
 
    “Ryan, are you in there?” Silence. I knocked again, harder this time. “What are you doing, Ryan? Can you hear me?” I leaned in with my ear to the door, unable to hear any sounds coming from within. “Ryan!” I called out as I tried the handle. My eyes gaped wide open at the empty room. 
 
    “If he didn’t come with me, where can he have gone?” My hands shook. 
 
    “I wasn’t watching. I didn’t see him leave.” 
 
    “Oh, Megan,” my voice quivered as I swallowed hard. I wanted to admonish her but held my tongue. “We’d better look for him.” Both of us ran out into the corridor shouting Ryan’s name. We ran to the lift. “You search the leisure centre and I’ll try reception.” Megan looked on the verge of tears. I patted her arm. “It’s okay, Megan. We’ll find him.” She ran off towards the pool and I walked into the lobby.  
 
    “Has a little boy passed this way?” I asked the receptionist.  
 
    “No,” she shook her head. I was about to walk into the bar area when I noticed two guys wearing hoodies walking out. I rubbed the back of my neck. I didn’t like the look of them. If anything happened to Ryan, I didn’t know what I’d do. I could never forgive myself for leaving him. There was no small boy with them. I walked into the bar asking if anyone had seen Ryan. I felt physically sick.  
 
    “Has anyone seen a small boy?” I said out loud to no one in particular.  
 
    A woman in her forties approached me.  
 
    “What was he wearing, love?” 
 
    “He had a grey top and jeans on.” My eyes scanned the room. Where was Ryan? What had happened to him? Jack would never forgive me for this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    The two guys I’d been suspicious of looked friendlier close up. They said they hadn’t seen Ryan. My heart sunk. Where could he be? I could see he wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity so rushed out towards the leisure centre. I was just about to push the door to the pool open when it swung towards me and out came Megan followed by Ryan looking somewhat sheepish. I rushed over and hugged him. 
 
    “Oh, Ryan. You nearly gave me a heart attack leaving the room without saying.” 
 
    “I told Megan I was having a wander down to the gym, but she wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “Really!” I shook my head. I had a few choice words in my head I wanted to say to Megan but thought better of it. He’d been found, and all was well. It was me who was in the wrong for leaving him, not Megan. 
 
    “I don’t want to get you into trouble with your dad, Megan so we’ll keep quiet about this little episode. Deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” they both said, and we exchanged high fives. 
 
    Jack returned and the kids and I were on our best behaviour. Nothing was said of the incident. We ate our food in silence. Jack told me later his visit had been fruitless. I apologised for meddling and the atmosphere softened. 
 
      
 
    A few days went past quickly, and things began to improve between all of us. The four of us were benefitting from our little vacation away from our usual surroundings. The children enjoyed their time at the hotel. They didn’t understand why they weren’t allowed to visit friends though. We tried to keep them occupied. We played squash and tennis. Megan and I attended a Zumba class together. She laughed at my moves, but I wasn’t offended. Megan was warming to me, which meant Ryan followed suit. I struggled to keep up with the coordination of the fast dancing and body swaying. Running was my exercise of choice, so these extra classes and sessions took their toll on my body. I woke up aching, but the endorphins released had upped my mood. 
 
    I had to call home to pick up more clothes and feed Max. Checking my back had become a habit as I turned the key in the lock on the front door of my flat. I picked up the mail, straightened the envelopes and popped them on the hall table. I gathered up a few extra items including toiletries and magazines to make life more bearable at the hotel. The post could be left. It would only be bills, but then a thought struck me, and my stomach churned. There may be something from work. My brow perspired. I went into the kitchen and put some food and milk out for Max. He wasn’t around. He was probably in his favourite spot on the bedroom window sill. Sure enough, when I popped my head in the bedroom, there he was. He didn’t even acknowledge my presence. 
 
    Walking back towards the hall, I put my jacket back on, ready to leave. Then I glanced again at the mail. Curiosity wouldn’t let me leave it. A knot reached the pit of my stomach as I shuffled the envelopes and recognised work’s logo on one of them. My hand shook as I tore it open and quickly read through the formal typed letter from Sheila. It wasn’t anger that built up inside me as I read the words through again, it was out-and-out rage. I tore the letter up. Fact-finding interview indeed. I clumped up the hallway to the front door. 
 
    Driving back to the hotel, a dark cloud descended over my mood once more. From the tone of the letter, I felt sure now they would sack me. If that happened, I wouldn’t be able to get another job anywhere, especially not in counselling. I’d be outcast from society. What was I to do? I looked up at the clouds, pleading for inspiration or a sign, something to help me with my decision. An elderly man stepped off the pavement. He was about to walk into the road. I blasted my horn. Shaking my head, I continued my journey. By the time I reached Besses o’ th’ Barn, I had made a momentous decision. 
 
    I tried Pauline’s number for the third time. I felt certain she was avoiding me. I punched the steering wheel as the ringing tone continued. It wouldn’t let me leave a message. There were still things nagging me about Karen. I wanted to sort them out. I knew where Pauline lived. It was in the opposite direction to the hotel. I pulled over near the bus stop and sent Jack a quick text: Something’s come up. See you later x. If I phoned him, he might try to talk me out of speaking to Pauline, but she was my closest ally at work. I wanted her on board with my plans and that had to be done in person.  
 
    She lived up Brandlesholme Road, a place I knew well from my past. Driving through certain areas still evoked uncomfortable memories for me of my past behaviour, enough to make me physically cringe in my seat. I pulled up outside Pauline’s house. Her car was on the drive. I rang the doorbell and waited. The door opened, and Pauline’s immediate response was to clap her hands over her mouth. She looked both ways and pulled me in. No warm friendly welcome. A hug would have been nice. She looked in no mood for sentimentality. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Sophie? You know we’re not supposed to have contact. I could get into trouble for letting you in.” I was hardly public enemy number one, and I had to bite my tongue to stop from saying so. It wouldn’t be a good idea to antagonise Pauline at this point. I wanted her on my side. 
 
    “I need to talk to someone.” Her teenage son, Isaac brushed past me in the hall, half dressed. He mumbled something. 
 
    “Isaac, get some clothes on,” she called. 
 
    “Leave off, mum. I only came down for a drink. I’m going back to my room.” Pauline turned to me, raising her eyebrows. 
 
    “Teenagers, hey, who’d have ‘em? It’s school holidays, so he doesn’t even bother getting dressed half the time. It’ll be different when he starts work.” 
 
    Pauline directed me towards the lounge. She’d never invited me in before.  I looked up at the silver Next chandelier. It matched the various shades of grey furniture. The décor didn’t surprise me, knowing how well co-ordinated Pauline’s dress sense was. I plonked myself on the sofa. 
 
    “I’m handing my notice in at work,” I said. 
 
    “What!” Pauline stared at me, wide-eyed. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve given it a lot of thought. I can’t continue to work in that atmosphere with everyone against me.” 
 
    “You’re paranoid. Sophie. No one’s against you.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t give me that. The number of times I’ve walked in the room and it’s gone quiet, I haven’t imagined it.” 
 
    “I know you and Karen don’t get on, but it’s a bit of a knee jerk reaction to the incident, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Knee jerk reaction? I didn’t do anything. Treating me this way was over the top. If I could guarantee Karen would get sacked for what she did to me, then I may reconsider.” Pauline gave me a strange look. “What, what is it?” She looked down, then back across at me. She rubbed her chin and showed her teeth. 
 
    “I don’t think Karen is getting disciplined for the incident.” 
 
    “Why not? Wasn’t she suspended as well?” 
 
    “Err, no.” Her shoulders drooped. “She must have convinced Sheila that all she did was defend herself.” 
 
    “But didn’t you tell her that wasn’t the case?” 
 
    “I made a statement about what I saw. I couldn’t lie, Sophie. The fact is, I didn’t see any attack. If I’m honest, Karen looked like she came off worst out of the pair of you.” 
 
    “That’s because she cracked her head against the cupboard door on purpose to make it look like I attacked her. Do you see now, why I can’t come back if everyone believes Karen over me?” I put my head in my hands. Pauline came over and put an arm around my shoulder. “I tell you what, Pauline, she’s dangerous. I’d watch myself around Karen if I was you.” 
 
    “So, what will you do, Sophie?” 
 
    “If I wait for them to get rid of me, I’ll never get another counselling job. At least, if I resign nothing’s proven.” 
 
    “What will you do for money?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll think of something. The stress is getting to me. I can’t carry on this way. I feel anxious all the time.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry it’s come to this. Everyone will miss you.” 
 
    “I doubt it. The clients maybe, but there’s only you that I talk to really, out of the staff. Can I let you into a secret?” 
 
    “What’s that, Sophie?” 
 
    “I was trying to look in Karen’s file. The reason I came here was for your help. I want to know where she came from. Sheila caught me snooping. I’m sure that’s why she wants rid of me now.” 
 
    “You should have asked me sooner. I know how she got the job. Karen is good mates with that Russian billionaire. I think he pulled a few strings and got her in.” 
 
    “So, she didn’t come from an agency?” 
 
    “Not according to what Sheila said, no.” 
 
    “This is making sense now.” 
 
    “Why? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Her Russian boyfriend is involved with Dom Duggan and his drug empire. Don’t you think it’s something of a coincidence that she started working here just after me and Jack began investigating their operation?” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve sussed her little game.” I nodded.  
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” Pauline asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Vivien wasn’t too pleased when she found out I’d taken the kids out of school. I couldn’t do anything right in her eyes. I had to protect them somehow. They broke up anyway mid-week for the start of the Easter break. I had to go with my instincts and their safety was my number one priority. I could cope with the wrath of Vivien, but I couldn’t face the consequences if anything happened to Megan and Ryan. They saw it as a bit of fun. They had no concept of how serious the situation was. I couldn’t keep them out of school indefinitely though. The thugs threatening me had to be caught. For now, Sophie’s suspension had come in handy and she didn’t seem to mind looking after them while I worked. 
 
    I walked into Carmen’s old local off Wash Lane. I didn’t recognise the guy sat with Snakehips immediately. He hadn’t had a shave in a while and his black and grey beard did nothing to enhance his appearance. Snakehips wriggled in his seat when he saw me. He’d been rolling up tobacco when I walked in. He put the packet away. I walked straight over to his table, in no mood to be messed about. 
 
    “Move over,” I said as I parked my backside on the plastic-looking sofa. Snakehips had no choice but to quickly hutch himself along. If he hadn’t, I’d have sat on him. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry about the other week, Jack. I honestly had no idea.” 
 
    “It hasn’t gone unnoticed you’ve been avoiding me,” I said. 
 
    “Err, well, I’ve been busy. There’s a lot been happening.” He looked at the scruffily-dressed man sat next to him. As well as sporting a beard, his grey hair curled up over his collar and looked unkempt. He wore a tartan waistcoat and black jeans.  
 
    “Don’t I know it.” I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    “You’ve met Lovejoy, haven’t you?” Snakehips pointed at his associate. Lovejoy had acquired his nickname because of his love of antiques, so was named after the main character in the popular TV programme of the same name. He didn’t just love antiques, he loved taking other peoples’, out of their houses.  
 
    “Yes, we’ve met before,” I said, nodding. 
 
    “I’ve nothing for you at the moment, Jack,” Snakehips said as he downed the last of his pint. 
 
    “Here you are, Lovejoy. Get the drinks in.” I handed a twenty-pound note to Lovejoy. “Mine’s a coke, and don’t forget the change.” I waited until Lovejoy was out of earshot and checked around me before I spoke. 
 
    “I’m after a favour from you, Snakehips. After all, you do owe me one.” 
 
    “Look I’m sorry for what happened to you. I never suspected it was a set up.” 
 
    “So, you never mentioned anything to the Duggans about me keeping an eye on them.” 
 
    “No, you know me I wouldn’t do anything like that,” he said avoiding eye contact. I couldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. 
 
    “No, I’m sure you wouldn’t,” I said with a short laugh. 
 
    “I haven’t seen anything of the pair of them. I’ve been too busy.” 
 
    “What’s that with? Shifting gear for Lovejoy?” He laughed. 
 
    “Och, you know me too well, Jack. I’ll do whatever I can to make a few quid.” 
 
    “So, do you still go to Dom’s café?” 
 
    “Occasionally, I nip in for a breakfast. Why?” 
 
    “Do you ever see Dom there?” 
 
    “He’s rarely there, Jack. Why? What’s this about?” 
 
    “I’ve got information about his brother that Dom may be interested to hear,” I said, keeping my eyes peeled to check no one was close by. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    I told Snakehips about what Dirk had been doing with their so-called joint ventures. He whistled when I told him the amount.  
 
    “We’re in the wrong business, Jack.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I said when I heard.” 
 
    “And that information is definitely kosher?” 
 
    “Oh yes and you never know, Dom may reward you for passing on that sort of information.” Snakehips rubbed his hands together and winked at me as Lovejoy returned with the drinks. I drank mine in one big gulp. I’d done what I’d come here to do. Pushing the chair away from the table, I got up to go. 
 
    “I’ll do what I can. Leave it with me, Jack,” Snakehips said. 
 
    “I’ll see you around.” I nodded to both guys. 
 
    “Let me know if you’ve any more work for me, Jack,” Snakehips called as I walked away. 
 
    “Will do.” I put my thumb up and left the pub. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    That night, Sophie and I sat down piecing together everything that had happened. 
 
            “I still feel Dom Duggan is behind Carmen’s murder. I reckon he probably set Billy up.” 
 
            “Do you really think so?” Sophie looked at me quizzically.  
 
            “Billy would have been too drunk to get rid of the evidence. After all, he’d been drinking all day. It takes a devious mind to do something like that. Someone cold and calculating did that and that’s not Billy.” 
 
            “No, and are you saying Dom is?” 
 
            “Most definitely and I bet you a penny to a pound the bald guy who warned our Ryan off was the one we saw at the garage, Dom’s second in command.” 
 
            “Wait a minute, that’s who I saw.” 
 
            “That’s who you saw where?” 
 
            “The bald guy who followed me the other day. That’s where I’ve seen him before, at the garage. I think we need to pass this information onto the police now, Jack and let them deal with it.” 
 
            “You’re right, I’ll speak to Mike. It’s a shame I’m no nearer into finding Louie.” 
 
            “No, and we can’t stay here forever. It’s annoying they didn’t find any evidence to arrest anyone for petrol bombing your place.” 
 
            “It galls me to think of Dom Duggan getting away with that.” I had to stop thoughts like I was having from festering. They weren’t doing me any good. 
 
      
 
      
 
            Early the next morning, my phone rang. I answered it straight away. 
 
    “Have you heard the news?” Mike’s voice crackled the other end of the line. 
 
    “Hi, Mike. There’s some news I’ve got.” I rabbited on before he had a chance to speak and told him what Sophie and I had discussed. This was too big for us to deal with and outside my remit. I suspected now that the Russian billionaire was involved with the drug business, so I let Mike know my views. 
 
    “Thanks for the information, Jack. I’d stay well out of it if I was you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I intend to.” The line crackled and cut out. I phoned Mike back. The connection was still poor. 
 
    “Hang on, let me move. I’ll see if I can get a better reception.” I walked towards the front door. “Go on, Mike. What’s your news then?” 
 
    “There’s been a shooting in broad daylight outside the boxing gym.” 
 
    “And, I feel as though you’re about to tell me more.” 
 
     “The person targeted was none other than Dirk Duggan.” I blew between my teeth. 
 
    “What? Is he dead?” 
 
    “He was taken to hospital in a critical condition but died within the hour.” 
 
    “Blimey. Is it a gang war?” 
 
    “There were two gunmen dressed as police firearms officers. They both carried MAC-10 submachine guns. They could have done a lot more damage, but they knew who they were coming for. There was a small crowd there for a boxing match. They gunned Dirk down. Apparently, they arrived on a motorbike. The one on the back used his weapon and shot Dirk at point blank range. He didn’t stand a chance. Witnesses did what they could to help but the blood pumping out of his chest was too severe. The paramedics tried to save him, but were powerless, really. His injuries were too serious.” 
 
    “I take it the gunmen got away?” 
 
    “Yeah, so far they’ve not been caught.” 
 
    “So, are there any early indications who’s behind it?” 
 
    “Well, we believe an unknown source tipped Dom off about his brother syphoning off their drug money.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yeah, you don’t know anything about that, do you, Jack?” 
 
    “No. Surely you don’t think Dom would kill his own brother?” 
 
    “If he left him short of a couple of million, he might.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you catch the scum who did this.” I was glad Mike couldn’t see the smirk on my face. 
 
    “I hope it’s an internal matter with the Duggans. These guys are in the big league now. We don’t want a drugs war on our turf.” 
 
    “So, do you reckon your lads will do what they can to take Dom down?” 
 
    “You can bet on it.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    My phone rang again straightaway.  I answered it expecting it to be Mike forgetting to mention something. No one spoke. I shrugged my shoulders and put the phone away. It rang again. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “It’s me, Jack.” The words were slurred. I could just make out the accent. 
 
    “Where are you, Marcus?” 
 
    “It’s too late to save me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Louie’s here.” My ears pricked up. 
 
    “Where are you, Marcus?” My speech was louder, firmer.  
 
    “Err, Radcliffe. I can’t…” The line went dead. 
 
    “Marcus, Marcus,” I cried, shouting at the dead phone. The number hadn’t shown up on my screen, so I couldn’t phone back.  I waited but the phone didn’t ring again. What was I to do? Marcus sounded in a bad way. Time was of the essence. There were two properties in Radcliffe that the gang used. Which one should I try? Eeny meeny miney mo. I plumped for the property up Ainsworth Road. I could be walking into trouble, going after Marcus but I had to do something. I told Sophie my plans and she said she’d look after the kids. 
 
    “You be careful, Jack.” 
 
    “I will.” I drove up to the house. It was foolish to go in without a weapon, but I didn’t have time to waste. I hoped there wasn’t too much company waiting for me. There were no cars about. I hoped my hunch was right, but I wasn’t taking any chances. After weighing up the property, I sprinted to the back door.  
 
    Peering through the window, the door through to the lounge was open. I was in the right place. I could see Marcus comatose on the sofa. From that angle, it wasn’t possible to see if anyone else was there. I tried the handle of the door. It opened. I walked through, taking tentative steps. If this was a set-up, I wanted to be prepared. There was no one in the kitchen and I couldn’t hear any noises coming from the lounge.  
 
    I made my way to the adjoining door. Slowly, I walked in to investigate. Marcus was either stoned or drunk. His eyes were shut. His head flopped on his shoulders. My gaze went from him to the chair next to him. There was Louie. He looked straight at me and smiled. Something was wrong. This was far too easy. The whole scene didn’t feel right. 
 
    “Louie, are you okay?” He nodded. “Do you know what Marcus has taken?” I was about to check on Marcus. I watched Louie’s eyes change. His expression turned to one of horror. He wasn’t looking at me but beyond me. I turned to follow his gaze. 
 
    “Alright, Jack? Fancy you walking into the lion’s den.” There was a gaggle of laughter. 
 
    Dom stood there with two of his foot soldiers. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this, Duggan.” My chest thudded. 
 
    “Oh, but I think I will. I can’t be doing with do-gooders, can you lads?” The other goons laughed again. I watched as they moved to block the exits. 
 
    “The police know I’m here,” I blagged. 
 
    “Well, we’d better be quick then. Grab him, lads.” 
 
    A scuffle broke out. They wouldn’t take me out that easily. I watched in slow motion as a fist came towards my face. An explosion of red. I heard the cracked bone immediately. Trying to scramble to my feet, the bald guy was too quick for me. He stamped on my fingers. Another crack. Pain darted through my body as the blows came tumbling down. I heard more laughter as I became momentarily disorientated. Someone enjoyed the sound of broken bones. 
 
    I screamed out as the pain continued to soar through my body. Rolling up in a ball, I’d have been happy for the world to end at that moment. If not that, then losing consciousness would have been preferable. These guys wanted me to suffer.  
 
    “Come on, get him out of here,” Dom said. They bundled me from the house into a waiting car. I didn’t speak. We drove along in silence. It looked like we were going to Dom’s farmhouse. I was up against three of them. I wasn’t going to try anything stupid. They had weapons. I didn’t know what they had planned for me, but I had a plan for them. 
 
    “Get the guns, lads. It’s time for a little target practice,” Dom said to two of the others. The meanest and largest of the bunch had my arms locked behind my back. They manhandled me out the back of the property. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I cried. “If this is the end for me then at least let me have a final drink before I go.” Dom frowned.  
 
    “I thought you were on the wagon?”  
 
    “That’s right. I’m a recovering alcoholic and don’t touch the stuff. Taking another drink is as likely to kill me as any gun. I always said, if I’m going to meet my Maker, I’d like to get drunk one last time before I go.” 
 
    “I like your style.” Dom laughed. “You’re brazen. I’ll say that about you.” 
 
    “Go on. What do you say? For old time’s sake. Let’s have a drink together.” Dom’s eyes narrowed, and his hands went on his hips. He chuckled, and the noise burst into a crescendo of raucous laughter. 
 
    “Macca, nip and get the Courvoisier out of the dining room. You know where it is. Let’s have a celebration drink.” Dom laughed heartily.  
 
    “Let’s sit in the kitchen, shall we?” I suggested. 
 
    Macca brought the bottle and four crystal glasses.  
 
    “Dom, do us a favour and get rid of your goons. Just you and me, mate. Come on, we go back a long way.” 
 
    “I don’t trust you, North.” He stood pondering what to do then turned to his companion. 
 
    “Here, Macca, get me my shotgun. It’s in the gun room.” Dom passed a key to Macca and he lit a cigarette. “You’re as bold as brass. You never were a full shilling.” He looked over at me, watching me until Macca returned with a sawn-off shotgun. He pushed me through into the kitchen. 
 
    “Lads, you wait outside. Jack and I are going to have a quiet drink.” He placed two glasses on the table and poured the brandy into them. He held the glass to my nose. I wanted to vomit. The smell of the alcohol so close made me nauseous. I picked up the glass and sniffed it. 
 
    “Tell me something, Dom, how do you sleep at night knowing you killed your own brother?” 
 
    “Ho, don’t give me that. You know what he did.” 
 
    “But your mam would turn in her grave knowing you had Dirk killed.” 
 
    “Nobody double-crosses Dom Duggan and gets away with it.” 
 
    “But your own brother. Surely you could have spoken to him about it.” 
 
    “He’d crossed me one too many times, blood ties or not.” 
 
    “So, you admit it, then?” I put the glass down without taking a sip. He smiled. 
 
    “He was greedy, only interested in my money. There was no brotherly bond there. It was a neat job, don’t you think? Took him down while he was enjoying himself. His favourite hobby was boxing, so I was considerate until the last. I let him think he was about to enjoy the match, then BOOM.”  The noise of him pretending to pull the trigger made me jump. “Come on, drink up.” I picked the glass up again and watched him down his brandy and pour another. “You’re slacking, North.” 
 
    “What about Carmen? Was that you as well?” 
 
    “Carmen couldn’t keep her mouth shut. She knew too much because that slag of a daughter of hers, Jade had done too much gabbing. I lost a lot of money because of that bitch tipping the police off about drugs being exchanged. There have been too many loose lips around these parts. She and Toby got what they deserved as far as I’m concerned. Both of them came unstuck. They were a drain on society. The world’s a better place without them in it. Those tossers from the police think it was Billy,” he laughed out loud. He looked at me. “Come on, why are you not drinking?” 
 
    I put the glass to my lips and laughed. 
 
    “Remember that song you used to sing to me when you followed me around school with your mates?” I began to sing. “You’re gonna die, Jack North.” He joined in. 
 
    I heard a noise in the distance.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t settle. I paced up and down the hotel bedroom. Megan watched me as I scratched my head. A thought suddenly came to me. What if Jack’s been set up again? He’d rushed into this blindly.  
 
    “Are you okay, Sophie?” 
 
    “No, I’m worried about your dad. Listen, guys, is there somewhere I could drop you for a couple of hours while I check what’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m sure Raquel’s mum wouldn’t mind if we went to hers,” Megan said, jumping up and down. It was a wonder we hadn’t all gone stir crazy, cooped up in this place. She phoned Raquel, and I had a word with her mum. Within twenty minutes, I’d dropped them off at Raquel’s house in Whitefield. Ryan moaned. He’d have preferred to go to Perry’s, but I didn’t have time for messing about. I put my foot on the accelerator and made my way over to the property in Radcliffe where Jack was heading.  
 
    A feeling of trepidation wouldn’t leave me. My stomach told me all was not well. The closer I got to the house in Radcliffe, the more my heartbeat increased. I knew where the address was and as I turned onto the road, I recognised the Range Rover that passed me. I gulped in air and gasped. Realisation shot across my face. My hands shook as I considered what to do. Do I go to the address Jack gave me or follow that car? Heads or tails?  
 
    A three-point turn later, and I was on my way with my life in my hands as I overtook a lorry on the busy main road. I could see the four-by-four up ahead. Jack had given me Mike’s number, and I quickly phoned him to tell him what I was doing. 
 
    “Don’t get involved, Sophie. Leave it to the police.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, Mike but I’ve got a hunch that Jack’s in trouble.” 
 
    “Leave it, Sophie. These are dangerous criminals you are getting involved with.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mike.” I ended the call. I was in no mood to be lectured by a policeman even if he was right. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be too far behind me. If my hunch was right, I didn’t want to lose Dom Duggan’s vehicle. I could see the car a few vehicles in front as it approached the roundabout. The lights turned to red. Just my luck. Part of me wanted to jump them and face the consequences but the road was too busy. I wasn’t sure which way they’d gone. Instinct told me to get on the motorway. 
 
    I put my foot down and headed up the M66 through Ramsbottom.  I noticed the car way up in front indicating to come off. Good, I hadn’t lost it. My guess was they were heading towards Dom’s farm. My eyes widened as the vehicle turned off the road in Helmshore. My breathing became ragged. My hands physically shook as I kept a tight hold of the steering wheel. My fingers curled so tightly, they would need to be prised off. With great hesitation, I followed up the gravel road. I nearly cracked my head on the windscreen as the car bounced up and down. My leg twitched, but I kept it firmly on the accelerator pedal. I couldn’t go right up to the farm. I didn’t want to be spotted, so I parked up near an outbuilding and got out.  
 
    Right now, I felt afraid of everything. If the scarecrow in the field opposite said boo, I would run a mile. I couldn’t hear my rapid breathing but felt the oxygen flooding in and out of my lungs. I had to get closer. A poorly constructed white gate with chicken wire flexing against the wind stood at one end of the yard. At the bottom was a stable with a corrugated metal roof. Then I heard the sound of a car engine approaching. What was I to do? I had to think.  
 
    Mud lay in uneven patches as I trampled across the concrete yard. Scurrying into the farm building, I looked for somewhere to hide. It was the smell that hit me first. A puff of last year’s summer straw pressed into my nose, mixed with the disgusting smell of manure. If that wasn’t enough, I could also detect the odour from stank, dried out dung and droppings.  
 
    The place was dimly lit. I spotted a ladder leading up to a hayloft. Two buckets and an old horse blanket with an earthy smell lay on the ground. A shaft of light streamed through the russet-painted heavy wooden door. Then came the haunting sound of footsteps. I hyperventilated, trying not to make a sound. Each second seemed to last forever. Time passed so slowly. I sat on the cold stone ground behind a mound of hay. It was no good, the footsteps were getting nearer. One by one the sound of boots hitting concrete killed the silence. 
 
    I looked around, my mind working overtime while I decided what my next move was. I squeezed my body between two bales of hay and stayed perfectly still. A feather sprang up from the mound of hay and I prayed I wouldn’t sneeze. The noise of leather on concrete grew louder. It was a squelching sound. I hoped they couldn’t hear my breathing. It was loud and rapid now. 
 
    Crouching down, I lay flat on the ground. I squeezed my eyes shut. If I was found, it would be the end for me. I prayed some more. The footsteps grew louder and closer, louder and closer. A shadow fell over me. 
 
    A large hand went around my neck, squeezing it tightly. I thrashed out. The only sound I could muster was a gurgling noise. No cries for help. Unable to see my assailant, my eyes enlarged as the blood drained from my face. This was it. The end had come. No time for goodbyes or to speak to my loved ones. My windpipe constricted as panic grew inside me. Disorientated now, I thought I heard a sound in the distance. It didn’t matter. It was too late for sirens, too late to be saved. My eyes closed for what I thought was the last time.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
      Suddenly, there was a crashing sound as loud as thunder. 
 
    “Freeze.” 
 
    “Stand down.” 
 
    “Move away.” 
 
    “Slowly. No funny business.” 
 
    The hands disappeared from my neck as the pressure was released. I coughed, choking and rubbed my neck. Something hard was digging in my side. I felt to see what it was. It was a mobile phone. Without thinking, I put it in my pocket. Rolling over, I was about to get up. A hand approached and helped me to my feet. I coughed and spluttered some more, unsure of what was happening. I rubbed my eyes and in front of me were about half a dozen police officers kitted out with weapons. 
 
    “Are you okay?” one of them asked. I couldn’t even nod. “Don’t worry, an ambulance is on its way. One of the officers put an arm around my shoulder and escorted me outside. I felt dazed, unsure of what was going on. The ambulance arrived and I refused to get in it at first until I found out where Jack was. It wasn’t long before I was told.  
 
    “Here he comes,” one of the officer’s cried. I looked up and saw him walking towards me. I tried to run up to him, but I was too wobbly. I waited until he came close then ran into his arms. Thanks to my call to Mike, the police arrived in the nick of time to save Jack’s life. He was found only a few hundred yards from where I’d been hiding.  We rode together in the ambulance to the hospital. 
 
    “What would I have done without you?” he asked. 
 
    “Got yourself killed, that’s what,” I croaked. My throat felt like there was a permanent frog stuck there. 
 
    “It was worth going through that knowing Dom Duggan will be behind bars for a long time. You know I got him to admit to things while I was in his kitchen. It will all have been recorded. He confessed to me just before he was about to blast me with his shotgun.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” I looked over at Jack’s face. He was going to have a real shiner in the morning. He looked a pitiful sight. It turned out his fingers had been broken when one of the gang stamped on his hand. He was going to need my services running him around for some time.  
 
    “I forgot to mention, Jack. I found this old phone in the barn.” 
 
    “Here, do you want me to pass it on to the police?” Jack said. 
 
    “Sure.” I handed him the phone and waited for the nurse to check over my neck. It was badly bruised but there’d been no internal damage to my windpipe. She told me it would probably be sore for a few days. I could live with that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Sophie 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dom was arrested at the farmhouse. The police confiscated firearms and drugs worth a quarter of a million from his property. His two henchmen and Vladimir had been there. It was the Russian who tried to strangle me. His girlfriend, Karen had now also been implicated in their drug business, so she was now behind bars.  
 
    Sheila phoned me and asked if I wanted to reconsider my resignation. 
 
    “Of course, we would not need to proceed with our investigation into your gross misconduct case. In light of Karen’s arrest, we have terminated her services, so she wouldn’t be here to give evidence against you.” 
 
     “You were in the wrong. I’m surprised you believed Karen, a newcomer, over me. I wasn’t treated fairly. You listened to her and didn’t give me a chance.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Sophie. We had to follow procedures.” 
 
    “Karen attacked me. How come she was never suspended?” 
 
    “The state of her face at the time, it was obvious she had been attacked.” I felt the vein in my neck pulsate. My nostrils flared.  
 
    “No, you jumped to conclusions. She banged the door in her face to make it look like I’d attacked her. You never gave me a chance to tell you.” 
 
    “You were called in for a fact-finding interview. I don’t know what else you expected us to do, Sophie?” 
 
    “I expected you to believe me, that’s what I expected you to do. I’ve never hit anyone. I’m not like that. I’m disappointed you had no faith in me.” 
 
    “Well, this is the olive branch we’re offering. Your clients miss you.” 
 
    I’d given a lot of thought to my career and my life since my suspension. I used to love working at the women’s centre. The job satisfaction I took from watching women turn their lives around was immense. 
 
    “It’s kind of you to phone me. An apology would have been nice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sophie. You know your colleagues have a lot of respect for you.” I didn’t know anything of the sort. Not one of them had been in touch since I tendered my resignation. “If you want time to think about it, I can take your answer on Monday,” Sheila said.  
 
    “It’s okay, I know what my answer will be.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s good news I trust?” 
 
    “Maybe for me but not for you, I’m afraid. I’m not coming back. I don’t feel I was supported. The whole incident gave me endless sleepless nights and caused me immense anxiety. I won’t be returning.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Sophie but I respect your decision. Your P45 will be sent out to you.” 
 
    I felt numb when I put the phone down. What had I done? Walked away from a job that gave me financial security, but I had no peace of mind from it anymore. No one there had my back. They’d well and truly kicked me to the kerb. I didn’t know what I would do. Hopefully, I would find something. Counselling jobs weren’t easy to come by. Perhaps it was time to set up on my own. That was a scary thought, but Jack had done it, so maybe I could too. 
 
    I met up with Jack later. 
 
    “You know I’ll support whatever decision you make. There’s only you that can decide what is right.” 
 
    “Yeah and now feels like the right time to move on.” I smiled at him. We walked through the centre of Bury, arm in arm. A lot had happened over the last few months. Had it brought us closer together? I glanced sideways at Jack.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. I couldn’t read him sometimes, but he always seemed to know what I was thinking, well not quite everything. Since Jack had been staying with me, waiting for the work to be done on his place, I’d grown to love him at a deeper level. Even with his mood swings, I loved him unconditionally. 
 
    I longed for us to be together properly as a couple, but we never spoke about him moving in being a permanent arrangement. I guessed he couldn’t wait to get back to his own place, to have his own independence back.  
 
    “Come on, Sophie. Spill the beans. There’s something on your mind.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, honest.” His lips narrowed, and he shrugged his shoulders. I couldn’t tell him what I hoped and prayed for. I didn’t want to frighten him off. Since he said I was suffocating him, I’d tried my hardest not to be too intense. 
 
    We’d driven in today in his car and we arrived back at the vehicle and climbed in. I was glad he turned the radio up to fill the silence between us. We picked up a takeaway pizza to eat for our evening meal, and the smell of cheese and garlic filled the confined space.  
 
    The Italian aromas were still there when we walked into the flat. I took the plates and cutlery out of the cupboard and drawers. Jack couldn’t wait. He had helped himself to a slice. We moved to the dining table, and I watched him munching away. He looked content. We had both been through so much. I blew air out through my mouth as I thought about the last few weeks. 
 
    “There’s something wrong. I can tell. What is it, Sophie?” 
 
    “No, nothing honestly. I was thinking about the young kids like Louie and Marcus. We’re fighting a losing battle trying to help them.” 
 
    “It’s not possible to help all of them, sadly.” 
 
    “No, we weren’t able to help Toby. It seems so futile.” 
 
    “You can’t think like that. You need to focus on the people we did help.” 
 
    “It’s going on all over the country. Kids are getting enticed by these gangs.” 
 
    “Listen, we did what we could. Do you know the story of the starfish?” 
 
    “No, what’s that then?” 
 
    “It’s a lovely story from “The Star Thrower” by Loren Eisley when a load of starfish get washed up onto a beach after a storm. A young boy picks one up and throws it back into the ocean. A man walking alongside him and asks why he’s bothering because he can’t begin to make a difference. He turns around, looks at the one he’s thrown back and says that at least he made a difference to that one.” I nodded. 
 
    “I see. Yeah, you’re right. I suppose we did make a difference!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Louie and Marcus were found at the address in Radcliffe. Louie returned home to Christine, Marcus would be going back to his foster mother. I spoke to them both, and they seemed sincere in their desire to stay out of trouble and away from gangs in future. We would have to wait and see. For now, we could only pray that was the case. 
 
    Jade was another story. Since Dom’s arrest, she wouldn’t speak to me.  She didn’t return my calls. I went around to see her on several occasions. There was no sign of life at the property. None of her neighbours had seen her for days. It looked like she had moved out of her address, maybe even done a runner. All I could think was she held me responsible for getting Dom banged up and didn’t want to talk to me. I had to let it drop and allow her to move on with her life. I didn’t understand the youngsters of today. Jade fell for a wrong ‘un. Now she had the chance to turn her life around but instead chose to run away.  
 
    I still had the phone that Sophie found. I thought about charging it up to see if there was anything of interest on it. I should have given it to the police. It was a lot of hassle, finding an old charger for it but finally I managed it. 
 
    What was I to do? Should I do the right thing and hand it in? 
 
    I went for a walk down by the river and thought about everything.  
 
    I took the old phone out of my pocket and stared down at it. My heart pounded as I considered my options. I took a big sigh and listened to the voicemail messages and read through the texts. I’d got it all wrong. 
 
    Jade was there that night her mother died. Carmen had been to the police station that day to tell them what she knew about the Duggans drug operation. Jade was livid with Carmen for snitching on Dom. By the sound of things, Jade was pumped up on crack or gear and was as high as a kite when she met her mother. Jade got into a rage and years of pent-up emotion from the abuse and neglect she had suffered at the hands of her mother, came out that night. Dom helped her get rid of the evidence. Shame they didn’t destroy the phone. I listened again to Jade’s last conversation with Dom. 
 
      
 
    “You know I won’t say anything about what you’ve done. Your mam deserved it anyway.” 
 
      
 
       “Mam was toxic. I hated her. Hate was all I knew. It ate away inside me like a cancer. I planned how I would get revenge on her for the way she brought me up. Hate was my only companion in the wilderness of my life. I didn’t have a life though. It was an existence. Revenge over my mam was the only thing that allowed me to keep breathing. I fought a war against her in my head for years. All the shame and insecurities she brought on me beat me down again and again. It wasn’t just the way she neglected me. She never showed me any love. I didn’t know what it was to be cared for. I had never felt wanted. I was brought up to believe I was just a blot on society, a misfit who didn’t deserve to be here. Now, I don’t have to be the victim anymore. I rose from the ashes and destroyed her. The satisfaction I got as I plunged that knife in her body was euphoric. It felt so good. She can’t poison my soul any longer.” 
 
      
 
     I shuddered and listened again to the recording of Jade’s voice. Memories of my own drinking, how I had treated my children in the past flooded back. At least their mother had protected them from how I behaved. I couldn’t turn the clock back on what I had done but at least I could do the best for them now and if that meant putting drug dealers away to keep them safe then that was what I would do. Thankfully, I’d been able to turn my life around and make amends. 
 
     I’d got what I wanted — Dom behind bars. The police would have enough evidence without the phone to put him away for a long time. If I gave the phone to the police, would it shorten Dom’s conviction? I felt sure it would. He was an evil sadistic predator who deserved to be behind bars until he died. 
 
    I looked down at the phone and gazed up at the river. The murky water no doubt held secrets forever untold. There was no one around. Holding the phone in my right hand, I threw it as hard as I could. I heard the splash as it landed in the water. I stayed and watched the ripples disappear. 
 
    Glancing up, I noticed a heron waiting on the grassy bank, poised on one leg, patiently waiting for his prey. A gentle breeze hit my face and I thought how patient I had been. I’d waited for what seemed a lifetime for Dom Duggan to get what he deserved.   
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    A sinister phone call, an unknown visitor. Sophie's life is about to be turned upside down

Sophie has worked hard to free herself from the clutches of addiction and turn her life around. Practising as a counsellor, in a women's centre in Manchester, she now helps other girls in trouble.
She forms a close relationship with Cassie, one of her clients and tries to help her escape the clutches of a violent boyfriend.

But is Sophie being followed?

How can she uncover the truth, when she can't trust what is real?

The more she delves, the closer she gets to danger.

Can she revisit her own dark past before it is too late?

Get hooked on this dark, twist-filled suspense thriller that's in the vein of works by Rachel Abbott and Mark Edwards. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    YESTERDAY 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something soft and feathery brushed past the end of my nose. I sneezed and opened my eyes. 
 
     “Oh Max,” I said. 
 
     The vision of loveliness that met me made me smile. What an adorable furry sight to wake up to in the morning. Sat on top of the silver satin duvet cover lay Max, the new addition to my family. At twelve-weeks-old, Max was a cute, mischievous bundle of joy. With big doleful eyes looking up at me, my heart melted. I stroked his velvety golden coat and tickled him under his chin. 
 
     “Want your breakfast, Max?”  
 
    I ignored the sound of him purring as I pressed my phone and looked at the time. 6.42. I groaned. I didn’t need to get up early today. It was Saturday, so no work and I’d had a fitful night’s sleep. 
 
    I’d had that dream again. The same one I’d been having over the last few months. I was running away from something or someone. I didn’t know what, but I always woke up full of tension and fear. Thankfully, I never got caught. One minute I was jogging by the river, on my usual route, the next I’d been transported to a house. The combination of the red poppy wallpaper and mint green leather sofa was a scene I knew well from my childhood. Mum stood by the mirror in the hall, carefully putting on her lipstick. She wore the last outfit I’d seen her in, a tan polo neck ribbed jumper and fawn herringbone tweed skirt. I pulled at her arm. 
 
     “Please come, Mum.” She didn’t acknowledge me. 
 
    “Mum, come on, we need to go.” No response. 
 
    “Hurry up Mum.” Still, she ignored me. 
 
    I wasn’t happy. Whether it was the bright shade of her crimson lip colour I didn’t like or the fact she didn’t respond to me, I didn’t know. 
 
    In the dream, I began to panic as I sensed trouble brewing. I kept looking around. I had to act now. I tried one last time, shaking her.  
 
    “Mum, Mum, we’ve got to leave.”  She continued to face the mirror.  
 
     “Come on Mum, we’ve got to go.” 
 
    I shouted out, but Mum still didn’t acknowledge me. I began to cry. Fear enveloped me. I knew we were in danger. I watched her as she slowly applied another coat of lipstick and massaged her lips against each other. She didn’t respond to me, so I turned away from her and ran. 
 
    That was when I woke up. Slowly, I re-entered the land of the living with a big stretch. Max jumped off the bed. My palms were sweating, and my pulse was racing. The anxiety rose in my chest. I had left Mum again and even though I knew it was only a dream, I didn’t feel good. My stomach ached as I thought of the memories of her. 
 
     Might as well get up now I’m awake, I thought and walked over to open the curtains. I squinted as I looked outside. It wasn’t the brightness of the day that greeted me. The clouds looked grey and forlorn. I begrudgingly put my dressing gown on and pottered into the kitchen. 
 
    I had Max now to look after, and I enjoyed spoiling him. My first job in a morning was to get him a saucer of milk and his food.  
 
    “Come on Max, here’s your breakfast,” I said. He didn’t even give me the chance to get the food out of the can. He had his nose busy poking inside, trying to get at the fishy delights.  
 
    There weren’t many places for a kitten to wander around and explore, especially with a flat as small as mine. When he got bigger, I knew I would have to let him out to discover the big wide world, and that scared me. 
 
    After feeding Max, I reached up into the cupboard to get the breakfast cereal. I sat for a few minutes, crunching a mouthful of fruit and fibre, contemplating the day ahead. Saturday usually meant doing chores which I detested, followed by a trip down to the shops to get my groceries for the weekend. 
 
    Shopping list done, I began milling around the place, starting with tidying up the kitchen. After walking into the hall to get the mop out of the cupboard, I checked myself out in the mirror. 
 
    My hair looked tangled, so I picked up the hairbrush and brushed it. It had a sheen and style that many women envied. I loved the comments I got about my beautiful long red locks. 
 
    The flat never seemed lonely on a Saturday, thanks to James Martin. Saturday Morning Kitchen was a favourite TV programme of mine. It formed part of my weekend ritual that included eating a bacon butty for lunch and a curry later that night. I didn’t think of myself as a creature of habit, but there were certain behaviours that ran so deep, they were a regular part of my life now. 
 
    I had a passion for food, which spanned from cooking to watching cookery programmes on TV. I owned a vast range of recipe books and of course, I loved eating. Thankfully, I enjoyed running, as my frame would have been a lot larger had I not.  
 
     I wasn’t one to try new recipes; I usually kept to classics like chilli and fish pie. I often dreamed of being the head chef of a Michelin-starred restaurant. Sadly, the culinary skills I possessed fell a long way short of that. Sometimes, I’d be in the shower, merrily singing away and realise that the sound accompanying me wasn’t violins but the smoke detector going off in the other room. I would then remember that I’d put a couple of rashers of bacon under the grill. 
 
    I was concentrating on watching Rick Stein making a fish stew before getting up to tackle the ironing. Wrestling to put the ironing board up wasn’t easy in the small confines of the kitchen. There was very little room to manoeuvre. I sighed heavily and frowned. I didn’t like housework, least of all the ironing. 
 
    Suddenly the house phone rang. The old-fashioned cream coloured telephone sat a few feet from where I stood. I’d bought it to tone in with my muted decor. The penetrating sound of the intermittent bell ringing made me jump, and with jerked shoulders, I listened intently to the shrill tone. It was unusual to hear the house phone these days. Most people phoned me on my mobile. In fact, I only used the landline for the internet, so I couldn’t imagine who it could be.  Only Dad rang me on the landline, and we had a set time every Sunday night to speak. He never detracted from that, so I knew it couldn’t be him. I decided not to answer. It was probably one of those PPI compensation calls or the ones that ask if you’ve been involved in an accident. 
 
    The phone got louder with every ring. The noise had distracted me from the ironing, and lacking concentration, I hadn’t realised that I’d misjudged the iron plate. The hot iron toppled over, and I instinctively put my hand out to catch it. 
 
     Damn, I swore under my breath. The heat of the iron burnt through to my fingers and I screamed out. I was annoyed with myself for being so stupid. I quickly managed to shimmy past the ironing board to get to the sink. I put my hand under the cold-water tap. Ow, did that hurt. I kept my fingers under the icy blast of water, and I heard the phone still ringing.  
 
    That didn’t sound like a friendly bell, more like the harsh warning sound of a siren. The loud noise blocked out the pleasant familiar tones of the omelette competition on TV.  I urged the phone to stop. My heart pounded, and my fingers throbbed with pain. Why didn’t it stop? I became irritated. The constant sound of the phone began to take on a macabre tone, and I became afraid to remove my hand from under the cold flow of water. Should I answer? No, I’ve left it this long.  
 
     My mind started playing tricks on me. Memories flooded back of a time when I had been trapped in the clutches of someone else’s obsessions. A shudder came over me.  What if it’s him? No, I knew I was being silly now. 
 
     What if it’s important?  Pull yourself together, girl. If it’s urgent, they’ll leave a message, I told myself. I turned the tap off at the same time the phone stopped ringing. I picked up the remote control and turned off the TV.  
 
    The silence was eerie, and I could feel the thudding of my pulse. A knot churned over in my stomach and nausea crept up from my guts into my throat. My palms started to sweat, and the perspiration dripped from my forehead. My mouth was dry. A tightness developed in my chest and I bit my lip. Why was I getting so nervous about a phone ringing?  
 
    I walked over to the table, tentatively picking up the receiver with my good hand. My nerves erupted when I heard the tone that indicated there had been a message left. Stop getting so worked up, girl.  
 
    This was stupid. Breathing rapidly, I took the phone to my ear. A wave of cold air came over me as I listened intently. And I listened, and I listened. Nothing. I breathed a sigh of relief. Probably one of those nuisance companies, I thought. 
 
    I shook my throbbing hand and decided to leave the ironing until another time. I went into the bathroom to get a shower. I stood under the hot water for longer than normal and I chastised myself for getting so worked up over the phone. The water poured down, covering my body.  The heat of it felt good. My fingers were still smarting. The shower door normally gave adequate sound proofing but, even with soap in my ears, I heard the ringtone of the house phone again. 
 
     I’ll leave it, I thought to myself. It’s probably the same annoying company that rung earlier. The ringing had stopped by the time I got out but, when I reached for the towel, it started up again. I was becoming irritated now. 
 
    Briskly drying myself down, I put on my dressing gown then went back into the kitchen to make myself a drink. I put the water in the kettle. The phone started ringing again. Whoever was phoning certainly wasn’t taking no for an answer, so I decided to check the phone for messages in case an emergency had come up. 
 
     I knew I shouldn’t be agitated over this, but I’d had such bad experiences in the past with menacing calls. I now had an unfounded fear around phones. Blind panic overwhelmed me as I listened and heard the distorted robot-like voice of a text call coming through the receiver.  
 
     “DON’T THINK YOU CAN GET AWAY WITH THIS.” 
 
     What on earth did that mean? Get away with what? It was a strange message, and I didn’t understand. Then I realised there was another message to listen to, so I pressed the button and waited.  
 
    In the same spooky, tinny voice of technology I heard, “SLUTS END UP GETTING WHAT THEY DESERVE.” I started shaking.  
 
    I wondered if I could have misheard the messages so played them again. No, there was no mistaking the words. I pressed in the digits to find out the number the calls had been sent from, but the voice came back, ‘Caller number withheld.’ 
 
    I walked over to the sofa and sat down, my shoulders hunched, slowly taking in what had just happened. I wrapped my arms around my body and rocked from side to side, thinking. Was this a wrong number and all a mistake or could this be something more sinister? 
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    AS SICK AS OUR SECRETS 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    We all keep secrets, don’t we? 
 
    Sophie used to be fearful, with a troubled past. Now, she's a confident young woman helping others turn their lives around -
or is she?

A nasty surprise awaits her after the funeral of a friend and she soon finds out that nothing is as it seems.

Caught up in the dark world of gangsters and villains in the heart of Manchester she attempts to find Cassie's killer. Following a trail of lies, she gets so wrapped up delving into the lives of others she doesn’t notice her own life falling apart, back into the grips of addiction.

Can romance blossom for Sophie after all the mistakes she has made in the past, or will her only comfort be drink? Things never end up the way she intends. 
 
    You can purchase it now through Amazon – 
 
      
 
    UK edition: http://amzn.to/2AtL4Ft 
 
      
 
    US edition: http://amzn.to/2BTR1I2 
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    She was looking for peace but found death. 
 
      
 
    Sophie attends a well-being retreat hoping to find herself, instead, she finds a dead body.
Coming to the Scottish Highlands, she hopes to escape life and get in touch with her inner self. She wants to free herself from the anxieties that have gripped her for years.
Peace and harmony are advertised but what she discovers is anything but.
She is around women with other ideas. As she gets to know the strange bunch staying at Glenloch Hall, fights and arguments become the norm.

She should never have entered that fateful property.

  
 
      
 
    THE SINISTER GATHERING 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    She darts into the woods. Branches link together like limbs urging her not to enter. The forest is black, but she must go in there. A breeze stirs the leaves. The back of her neck pricks. The path forks. Which way to go? A fox crosses in front of her, breaking off a twig from a low-hanging tree. As the trail curves away, she has a choice to make. She runs deeper into the darkness. 
 
    Her breathing is rapid. She does not stop to look over her shoulder. Her arms thrash at the twigs and bushes. She runs and trips over an unseen log. An overhanging branch scratches her face. She steadies herself. The rain is relentless. Hair is plastered to her face. Sweeping strands aside, she murmurs words of undecipherable distress. She ignores the whistling wind and looks from left to right. 
 
    A moonless night; the darkness as terrifying as her thoughts. She can taste the blood. The pounding of the rain against the foliage adds to her sense of foreboding. Twigs crunch underfoot mingling with the sodden path. 
 
    Her mind fills with terrifying thoughts. Gross images flash across her memory. She stumbles over some ivy entwined through the grass, hidden from view. She can’t steady herself this time and crashes into a tree. Pain pounds through her shoulder. A clap of thunder roars through the air.  
 
    Leaning against the trunk, she rubs her shoulder and winces. She shudders with the intensity of the pain. The lightning highlights her muddy clothes.  
 
    Another flash of lightning brightens up the sky. A flicker of movement enters her periphery. She moves her head. Catching her breath from the knot in her stomach, she stumbles forward. She brushes tiny leaves off her shoulder and pushes forward.  
 
    The boom rolls across the meadow announcing its superiority. The boughs of the trees sway in the strengthening gust, surrendering their leaves without a fight. A streak of silver splits the sky. Fired up with adrenaline, the rain pelts against her skin like bullets. The wind howls like a wolf. Another crash of thunder and the trees shake in unison, the warning too late. Lightning comes again. A brilliant shock of white in the black sky forks silently to the unsuspecting ground. She continues at speed. There is no shelter from the harsh surroundings.  
 
    Her journey continues as she sets off further into the unforgiving forest. She flinches as she runs. Breathing rapidly, her eyes dart around. A swish here and a branch snapping there. The sudden noises make her jump. She is not alone.  
 
    With each step, a jarring pain from her shoulder shoots through her body. She slips on wet leaves and reaches out holding onto a branch.  
 
    Her breathing is shallow. Mud smears her face. Her hair is matted. Her energy levels are low. The torrential conditions have depleted her spirit. She stops to catch her breath. Her limbs are exhausted. Resigned to her fate, she closes her eyes. 
 
    Panic consumes her. Her stomach tightens as she prays. Is it time for me to meet my Maker? An arm pushes forward. She stops dead. Her head droops backwards. She screams. Her body freezes, numbness taking over as shadows loom overhead. She doesn’t need to look up. A wave of nausea attacks her as she glances around. A sharp silver blade flashes before her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she screams. 
 
    Her words are lost against the cruel elements. She screams again, acknowledging her fate. Her body jerks and the shiny metal pierces her skin and sinks into her flesh. She cries out making desperate guttural sounds. 
 
    Thick crimson blood flows out of the wound in her neck as she drops to her knees convulsing and trembling like a rabid dog. She calls out, but it is too late for pleas. Her sounds are ignored. The blade sinks into her neck. Blood trickles onto the ground, intermingled with mud, turning the puddles deep red. Her body collapses to the ground. She is motionless. 
 
      
 
    You can purchase it now through Amazon – 
 
      
 
    UK edition: https://amzn.to/2zMWiD8 
 
    US edition: https://amzn.to/2zNHZOC 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    You can also save money by purchasing all three books in a boxset together  
 
      
 
    The Sophie Brown Mystery Series      Books 1 – 3 – 
 
      
 
    I Know Your Every Move 
 
    As Sick As Our Secrets 
 
    The Sinister Gathering 
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