
  
    
      CATCH ME TWICE

    

    
      
        CATHERINE YAFFE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First published May 2024

        Copyright © Catherine Yaffe 2024

      

      

      

      
        
        The moral right of the author has been asserted.

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN13: 978-1-8384486-4-6

      

      

      

      
        
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a purely fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

      Cover by BookCoversArt

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mum & Dad

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      November 2002

      Ziggy tried to open his eyes, but only the right one seemed to want to function. He was lying flat on his back. Something hard and sharp was cutting into the back of his head. He couldn’t feel his left leg. As he tried to move his arms, he realised they were pinned beneath him. He thought he heard his name being called, but there was such a screeching sound in both of his ears that he couldn’t be too sure.

      What had just happened? He’d been having a coffee with the team at Milo’s Cafe, hadn’t he?

      Sadie, Nick, Angela and Chrystal had been sat around the table, celebrating the result of the Cohen case.

      How had he gone from that, to this?

      As the noise in his ears cleared, he became aware of movement around him. The scraping of wood against concrete. The moans and cries of injured people. A baby screaming incessantly. He tried to sit up, but he needed his arms to support himself. He tried rolling onto his side, but he couldn’t move the lower half of his body.

      ‘Sadie?’ he tried to shout, but it came out as a croak. He coughed, clearing the dust from his throat, and tried again. ‘Sadie? Nick?’

      ‘Ziggy?’

      ‘Sadie? Are you OK? Where’s Nick and Angela?’

      He sensed movement at the side of him and turned his head towards the right. He looked down and saw Sadie dragging herself across the debris-strewn floor to get to him. She had a deep cut above her eye that was bleeding heavily. She used the back of her hand to wipe blood away, then reached over and touched his face with her other hand.

      ‘Are you OK?’ she asked, brushing bits of plaster and splinters of glass away from his mouth, eyes, and nose. He winced as she leant over to wipe his left eye. He felt her pull back, and saw the look of alarm on her face.

      ‘What? What is it?’ he asked, still unable to feel the left-hand side of his face.

      ‘Boss?’

      ‘Nick? We’re over here. Is Angela with you?’ Sadie spoke, she was now sat alongside Ziggy and could see the full devastation of the blast.

      ‘She’s right next to me,’ replied Nick.

      ‘I’m here,’ she stammered, obviously in shock.

      Ziggy had never been so grateful to hear the voices of his team. ‘What about Chrystal?’

      Sadie spoke up as the others looked around. ‘She didn’t make it, Boss.’

      As Sadie spoke, Ziggy’s eyes fell on the remains of the Yorkshire Press reporter Chrystal Mack. Her eyes were open and staring, and where the top of her head should have been was a bloodied block of mortar, splattered with blood and brain matter. An immense sadness filled Ziggy. They hadn’t been exactly the best of friends, but she had played a key role in bringing to justice the killers of his childhood friend Lolly. He felt sad that she wouldn’t get to see her day in print.

      Ziggy started to feel lightheaded, and the room began to spin. He closed his good eye and tried to swallow the nausea that was rising in him. In the distance, sirens could be heard.

      ‘Ziggy? Paramedics are here.’

      The last thing Ziggy remembered as he was stretched away before darkness took a hold was the distant voice of the paramedic whispering.

      ‘Remember me?’
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      Leeds, 1989

      Friday Morning

      ‘Jesus. It’s hot.’ Sean wiped the sweat from his forehead and checked the armpits of his shirt for stains. All good. He looked around the warehouse that his boss, Nikki Hastings, had sourced for Saturday’s rave and acknowledged she’d done a good job; quiet location but easy to get to from the motorway network and nearby services. It was set to be another banging night.

      Although he’d only joined her team six weeks ago, he’d heard all about the legendary nights Nikki had put on in the past, and he was keen to get involved. All right, he was security for now, but he’d soon work his way up. From what he’d heard, there was a ton of cash to be made, and who wouldn’t want a share of that? He’d got the measure of her though, and it wouldn’t be long before he was working with her, not for her.

      He overheard someone shouting from the mezzanine and looked towards where they were pointing. A red Ford Sierra was doing the rounds. Sean watched along with his fellow security buddy, Tam, as the car pulled up in front of them. A young bloke, suited and booted, exited the car. Sean immediately spotted the cheap suit, and stepped forward.

      ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.

      The bloke hesitated when confronted with Sean’s over-six-foot height and brick-shithouse stature.

      ‘Um… Yes, I’m looking for whoever is in charge.’

      Sean noted the cockney accent which sounded out of place in their Yorkshire surroundings. ‘What for?’

      ‘Uh, excuse me?’ asked the suited man, his voice pitching as he spoke.

      ‘What do you want the person in charge for?’ Sean leant over, intimidating the man even more. The man’s hands shook as he shuffled some paperwork around in a faux-leather Filofax and pulled out a piece of paper, offering it to Sean.

      ‘You’re not supposed to be here.’

      Sean snatched the paper from him and glanced over it. It looked like some council document. He turned his back and walked away, pulling the walkie-talkie from his hip as he did so.

      ‘Boss, you’re wanted,’ said Sean.

      Nikki, who had been watching from the mezzanine floor, answered straightaway. ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Some geezer from the council. Reckons we’re not supposed to be here.’

      ‘On my way.’

      Sean clicked off and walked back over to the bloke, saying nothing, and waited for the shutter doors to slowly rise, revealing Nikki Hastings, arms folded looking like she was ready for war. Sean stood behind the council man, alongside Tam, waiting for the drama to unfold.

      He watched as Nikki casually pushed her blonde hair back from her face and behind her ears. As she stepped forwards, Mr Man-From-The-Council thrust out his hand towards her. Suddenly the lights and lasers in the cavernous warehouse space sprang into life. 808 State started pumping through the speakers. Sean watched the man’s eyes as they dilated to an extraordinary size.

      ‘Wow, that’s cool,’ he said, pointing to the laser lights. He had to shout to be heard over the bass.

      Nikki took a step back, arms still folded. ‘What can I do for you?’

      Sean quietly laughed and smirked. He’s not getting an easy ride.

      It seemed to Sean that Mr Man-From-The-Council was one of those new Yuppie types he’d heard about. His hair was held in place with a large amount of wet-look gel and – judging by his shiny shoes and callus-free hands – he worked an office job. He gripped onto the Filofax. ‘I’m from the local council, and this unit is supposed to be empty,’ he stammered.

      Sean watched the man get flustered and go red in the face, and realised he wasn’t quite as arrogant or as obnoxious as he’d first expected. He could tell Nikki thought the same as she stepped over to the man and looped her arm through his.

      ‘Shall we start again? What’s your name?’

      ‘Sorry, my name is… is… Russell.’ He glanced down at her arm.

      ‘Russell, that’s a nice name. I’ve got an uncle called Russell. Great man, very loyal and hardworking.’ Nikki led him into the office at the side of the building, and Sean followed. There was an empty ‘safety’ room that was easy to access, in case of emergencies through the night, or for instances like this.

      ‘Can we get you a cup of tea, Russell?’ asked Nikki.

      ‘Erm…’ He pushed his glasses back up his nose and Sean saw that he was sweating even though it was cooler in the office than outside. ‘Yes, yes, tea would be nice, thank you. White with one sugar, please.’

      Nikki caught Sean’s eye, and he sent Tam off upstairs to make the drink whilst he stayed with Nikki. She offered Russell the only chair – a typist chair with a dodgy wheel – while Sean leant against the doorjamb and she perched provocatively on the edge of the desk, looking down at Russell. She crossed her slender legs. Sean knew she would be very aware of the image she was creating.

      As Russell adjusted himself on the rickety chair, Nikki leant forward. ‘Now, what were you saying Russell?’

      Russell loosened his tie and ran his finger underneath his collar. Carefully keeping his eyes averted from Nikki’s ample cleavage, which spilled out of her shirt, he pulled a handkerchief from his inside pocket and wiped his sweaty brow. Coughing, he asked haltingly, ‘I need to know what you’re doing here, as it’s supposed to be empty.’

      ‘Ah, I see. My guess is that there’s been a missed communication at your end, Russell.’

      Sean watched Nikki as she pulled a folded sheet of paper from her back pocket and smoothed it out on the desk in front of Russell. ‘I can assure you it’s all above board and legitimate.’

      Russell looked from Nikki to the document several times, before picking it up and reading it. Nikki had used this template on several occasions to blag her way out of inspections.

      ‘Is there a problem?’ she asked.

      Russell looked at her again with puppy-dog eyes. ‘So, this is temporary, is it?’

      ‘Oh yes, this time tomorrow you won’t even know we’d been here.’

      ‘And the owner’ – he checked his paperwork – ‘Mr Fields, he knows about this, does he?’

      Nikki pointed to the bottom of the piece of paper. ‘Of course. That’s his signature, right there.’

      Sean knew that Russell had nowhere else to go, and with a signed contract, he didn’t have a leg to stand on. Well played, Nikki.

      Russell stood up. ‘Right, well, it seems there has been some mistake. I apologise for the interruption, and I’ll leave you to it.’

      Nikki stood also and led Russell out, Sean following closely behind. Tam appeared with a cup of tea in his hand. Sean took it off him and offered it to Russell who waved it away. ‘Don’t you want your tea, Russell?’

      ‘Oh, no, no thank you. All my questions have been answered, thank you.’

      Nikki and Sean stood next each other as they watched Russell drive off in his Sierra. Nikki gave him a little wave, and as he turned the corner, out of sight, they all burst out laughing.

      ‘That was priceless, Nikki,’ said Sean.

      ‘His face! Did you see how wide his eyes went when the lasers started? How funny.’

      ‘Thought he was going to dissolve in all that sweat he produced,’ said Sean.

      Nikki straightened up, getting back to business. ‘At least it wasn’t the Old Bill. Have you spoken to Ady?’ Ady was running the second site, giving punters the correct details if they were taken in by the fake radio advert, and on alert to let Nikki know when the police did turn up.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Sean. ‘About half an hour ago. He’s had a few idiots turn up already, so he’s turned them away. Didn’t give him the details for here. Reckoned if they were that slack to turn up this early, they didn’t deserve the address.’

      Nikki walked away, laughing. Sean went back to his post next to Tam.

      ‘Reckon you’re in there, mate,’ said Tam as he passed Sean a can of Coke.

      ‘Nah, not my type, mate.’ Sean opened his can and took a long swig.

      ‘You’re definitely her new favourite then.’

      ‘You think so? Why?’

      ‘She’s picky is our Nikki, and I think she knows you want more out of the job than playing Action Man.’

      Sean started to protest, but Tam raised his hand. ‘Doesn’t bother me, mate. I mean, I can see why she’d prefer you to me.’

      Tam had a point. Where Sean was a strapping man-mountain, Tam was short and lithe. If they were in a street race, Tam would probably win, but in a boxing ring, Sean would definitely have the upper hand. They made a good team, and Sean knew Nikki was very aware of it.

      
        * * *

      

      Nikki had seen the rave scene described in the press as a ‘moment’ but to her, and thousands of others, it was more than that. It was a movement. It was a coming-together. It was trying to find light in an era of mass unemployment and out-of-touch politicians who were clueless about Nikki and her generation. It was rebellion against the Tory rule, against Thatcher’s Britain. The likes of Nikki Hastings and her friends didn’t belong with the age of the Yuppie, the up-and-coming youth that benefited from private education and doors that opened easily for them, in all the right places. Nikki and her friends were more interested in chasing the exquisite experience of being at one with the music and the other people in the room. They could keep their nine-to-five posh jobs and fancy cars. She earned enough running club nights to keep her going, and besides, she knew, come club night, when the lights dimmed and the music was blaring, there would be a blurring and blending of lines: the Yuppies, the punks, the mods, the casuals, all swirled in a kaleidoscope of the cultural landscape. Outside the scene, you were still defined by clothes, affiliations, and wealth, but inside, none of that mattered.

      Nikki had nothing against earning money. In fact, it was the money that had pulled her into the rave scene. She’d been to a few gigs with Kat, and at one had stumbled across one of the bouncers dragging a black holdall out to a car at 10 a.m., just as the rave was ending. She’d joked that he had a dead body inside it, so when he opened it and showed her the tonne of cash inside, she couldn’t believe her eyes. She knew she wanted a piece of the action, and before long, she’d made the right connections, spoken to the right people and her first rave night had bagged her five thousand pounds after all expenses had been paid out. She’d watched as nights organised by GenX, Revolution and Lazarus hit peak popularity, then started to wane after one too many shutdowns from the police. She’d seen their mistakes, their sloppy approach to organisation, their overconfidence that they wouldn’t get caught, and – prime example – splashing the money around with no security. From her very first event, Nikki had made sure she had the best team around her: loyal people, such as family members, who benefited for their success and wouldn’t screw her over. She’d employed meatheads as security when she moved the money, and to keep the plod away. She’d banked more than enough cash to travel the world, and as much as she loved the rave way of living, even she could see the tide was turning. She was hearing more and more reports of organised crime gangs storming raves and issuing violent threats until the cash was handed over. She’d heard of another club owner who’d been hospitalised with life-changing injuries after he refused to hand over the night’s takings. That wasn’t for her. She didn’t get into it to go through that. She had this last summer of gigs lined up, then she was done. She had tonight to get through first, and it was set to be the biggest yet.

      She headed back into the warehouse and up to the mezzanine floor. Kat had left her position, so Nikki stood there for a while, answering a few calls as she watched Sean chatting to one of the sparkies. She’d only recently met Sean. He’d been introduced to her by a mutual friend. Nikki had put the word out that she needed more muscle on the door, and Sean fitted the bill. She guessed he had some kind of military background; he was always well turned out, excellent posture. She’d noticed the highly polished shoes, the carefully ironed shirt. He had told her he worked as security and occasionally a bouncer, and she could well believe it – he certainly had the height and build to put someone on their arse. From asking around, she knew he could be seen at the Two Pointers pub during the week, usually on his own, though he had occasionally been seen with Tatty – Jason Tate – a local small-time dealer. It was an unlikely pairing; she was keen to find out what the connection was. Sean hadn’t struck her as being a user. She could see the potential in her new friend, but she needed to be sure of his loyalty. She shouted him over from where he was keeping watch out front.

      ‘Need a favour,’ she said.

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘I need some stuff picking up.’ They walked as they talked, and Nikki kept her voice low.

      ‘Yeah? What sort of stuff?’ Sean held the door to the poky office open.

      ‘Between me and you, I’ve sourced a new supplier and I want you to check him out with me.’ She passed over a piece of paper that she’d pulled from her back pocket. ‘I’ve arranged a meet for tomorrow night. That’s where we’re meeting – Sweet FA. I just want you to keep an eye on him, get a second opinion.’

      ‘Why so cloak-and-dagger?’

      ‘Just belt-and-braces stuff. Decent product, good price, could be a real earner, but a little background info always comes in handy.’

      Sean nodded. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Yeah, your mate Tatty.’

      ‘What about him?’

      ‘He’s been at it again, trying to sell dodgy tickets for Saturday’s rave. Have a word, will you?’

      Again, Sean nodded and headed off.

      Nikki watched as he climbed into his BMW and headed off. She smiled and congratulated herself on a good hire.
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      Sean overshot the junction and raised his middle finger in response to the blaring horn of the car he’d almost collided with. He reached into the console and popped a stick of chewing gum into his mouth. He’d recently quit smoking, after yet another price increase, and he refused to put more money back into Thatcher’s pocket.

      He indicated to turn left and headed up the motorway, back to Leeds. He smiled when he thought of how Nikki had played that council bloke. She was one cool chick. Nothing seemed to faze her, and he had a lot of time and respect for someone like that. She wasn’t like any of the other girls he knew. She was strong, independent, wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. In short, Nikki Hastings had influence, and he wanted a cut.

      Traffic was light as he pulled off the motorway and headed through Hunslet towards Cross Green. Pulling into the car park of the Crown pub, Sean glanced over the road at the greasy spoon. The person he was looking for could usually be found at the pub or the cafe. Rumour had it that when the licencing act had been introduced last year, allowing pubs to open between 11 p.m. and 1 a.m, Tatty hadn’t even noticed, as he was never sober for long enough to register the time.

      He popped his head into the pub. The landlord, Wayne, was leaning against the bar, looking through a black duffle bag a punter had brought in. If you hung around long enough in the Crown, you could do a week’s shopping. Smack heads often came in selling hunks of meat and whatever else they could pilfer from their homes, or someone else’s, to buy their next fix.

      Wayne looked up when he heard the door open, and the punter quickly pulled his bag out of sight until Wayne nodded it was OK and greeted Sean with a gold-toothed smile.

      ‘Pint is it, pal?’ he asked.

      ‘Ha, not today, thanks, Wayne. I’m looking for Tatty. Have you seen him?’

      ‘Now what would you want with that pisshead?’

      ‘Ah, just a bit of business, you know how it is,’ Sean replied, giving nothing away.

      ‘You must be desperate, mate. Yeah, I saw him. Saw him and kicked him out. He was waiting for the door to open at eleven, and he was already three sheets to the wind. I kicked him out with a flea in his ear. Told him to sober up for a change. Waste of space that lad. Have you tried Sheila’s place?’

      ‘That’s my next stop. Thanks, mate.’

      Sean smiled as he left, hearing Wayne haggling over the price of a side of beef. He crossed the road and pushed open the door to The Captain’s Table, the local greasy spoon. The smell of fat and fried food hit him as he heard the bell ring, signalling his arrival.

      ‘Afternoon, Sean. Usual?’

      ‘All right, Sheila. Yes, please. You seen Tatty today?’

      Sheila poured Sean a small, black coffee from behind the counter and pointed across the heads of customers. Sean followed her finger and saw that Tatty was fast asleep in a corner booth.

      ‘See if you can wake him up, cos God knows we’ve tried, and all we get is abuse.’

      Sean laughed and wandered over to Tatty’s table, acknowledging a few familiar faces on the way. He slid in the opposite side of the booth, placed his coffee down, then picked up the metal menu holder and slammed it down hard on the Formica table, spilling coffee onto the table. Tatty jumped, yelled something completely unintelligible and opened his eyes.

      ‘What the fuck…?’

      ‘Now, now, Tatty, watch your language,’ Sean said as he removed the chewing gum from his mouth and wrapped it in a serviette.

      ‘Oh, it’s you. What do you want?’

      ‘Now that’s not a nice way to greet a friend, is it?’

      Tatty pushed himself a little more upright, wiped his nose on the sleeve of his parka and reached towards the cup in front of him. ‘Fucking place don’t even serve hot coffee,’ he grumbled.

      ‘It was probably hot when they brought it to you. I’ll get you another.’ Sean turned and caught Sheila’s eye and gestured at the coffee cup.

      As she came over with it, she issued a warning to Tatty. ‘Drink this, pay your bill, then leave.’

      Tatty took the cup off her and nodded, although everyone accepted the fact that Tatty wouldn’t actually leave until Sheila physically threw him out.

      The two men drank their coffees in silence. Sean waited until he thought he had Tatty’s full attention before he spoke. Then he leant into the table. ‘Been sent to have a word in your ear, Tatty.’

      Tatty eyed him warily. ‘Yeah?’

      ‘Been trying to flog owt dodgy?’

      ‘Not me.’ Tatty patted the pockets of his well-worn coat, no doubt looking for a fag.

      Sean rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll ask again, slowly this time. Have you been flogging dodgy tickets to an event that you shouldn’t have been?’ He dragged the words out.

      Tatty looked bemused. ‘Event? Like what?’

      ‘Stop playing games, you know what I mean.’

      Silence fell between the two as they stared at each other. Tatty spoke first.

      ‘Do you mean that fit bird’s rave?’

      Sean ignored the question.

      ‘Nah, mate, dunno what you mean,’ said Tatty, slipping into broad Yorkshire.

      Sean’s already short fuse gave away. He’d had enough of Tatty’s games. He crossed the booth and dragged Tatty across the bench and frogmarched him out of the cafe with one arm twisted up his back. Once they’d rounded the corner, Sean frisked Tatty, much to Tatty’s annoyance, and searched every sticky, filthy pocket including those in Tatty’s jeans. He’d need to bleach his hands later, Sean thought.

      Finally, just as Sean was about to give up, Tatty pulled an envelope from underneath his dirt-encrusted hoody.

      ‘Did you mean these?’ He gave Sean a wide, gap-toothed grin.

      ‘You knobhead – you knew what I wanted all along.’ Sean was furious. He pushed Tatty hard enough to knock him over.

      ‘Hey, no need for that. I was only doing as I was told.’

      ‘Yeah? Who gave them to you?’ Sean asked as he tore open the envelope, expecting to find dodgy tickets.

      Tatty struggled to get back on his feet, using the wall to lean against as he pushed himself up. ‘Can’t say. Won’t get paid if I do.’

      Sean stared at the scraps of paper that fell out. He grabbed Tatty by the scruff of his neck. ‘Is that it? Is that all you’ve got?’

      ‘Yeah, man, that’s it.’ Tatty was rubbing his backside.

      Sean pushed him again and he fell back to the ground. ‘Who gave this to you?’

      ‘Fuck’s sake. Just some scrote that was trying to make a pound, you know, like we all do.’ Tatty was scrabbling around in the dirt.

      Sean knew exactly who Tatty meant. ‘Give me a name.’

      ‘I dunno.’

      Sean pulled his leg back and swung it towards Tatty, who was still on the ground. Just as he was about the make contact with Tatty’s stomach, Tatty cried out.

      ‘All right, all right! That’s all Nikki gave me. I swear down.’

      ‘Nikki?’ Sean stopped and stared at Tatty who was cowering away from him.

      ‘Oh, shit.’

      Sean shook his head in disbelief. ‘What did she say to you?’

      ‘Nothing. Just to hold onto it until someone came looking for it. I didn’t know it would be you. Honest.’

      Sean turned, leaving Tatty trying to figure out which way was up, and headed back to his car. He sat behind the steering wheel for a while, contemplating what this had all been about. Why was she getting a deadbeat to sell dodgy tickets? Why had she even sent him?

      Realisation hit him. This must have been some kind of test. She’d been testing him. She didn’t trust him. Or was there more to it than that?

      Sean started the engine. As he roared away, heading back to the motorway and Nikki Hastings, he felt anger building. Who did she think she was? If it hadn’t been for Tatty’s slip of the tongue, he would have been none the wiser. How dare she?

      By the time he pulled up outside the warehouse, he was raging, taking the test as a slight against his loyalty. He ignored the greetings from those around him and bolted up the steel staircase to the mezzanine floor.

      ‘Nikki?’ he yelled, marching past the ringing phones. ‘Where is she?’

      Kat pointed to the office and stepped out of his way. He stormed past her and threw the office door open.

      ‘I’ll speak to you later, something’s just come up—’ he heard Nikki say just before he snatched the handset of the telephone from her and slammed it down.

      ‘What the fuck, Nikki?’ His face was inches from hers. She threw her shoulders back and glared at him.

      ‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ she snapped at him, holding his stare.

      ‘What the fuck was all that about?’

      ‘You found Tatty then?’ Nikki dodged around the side of Sean and headed out of the office.

      Sean grabbed her arm and tried to pull her back, but she yanked her arm away and pivoted to face him.

      ‘Get your fucking hands off me,’ she snarled.

      Sean immediately let go. He had never placed his hands on a woman before, and he was mortified with himself.

      ‘Sorry, but what the hell are you playing at, Nikki? You gave Tatty those tickets!’

      Nikki straightened her top that had become ruffled during the altercation and leant against the door jamb, arms folded. ‘I need to know who I can trust.’

      ‘What? And you think after all this time, you can’t trust me?’

      ‘There’s a lot at stake here, Sean. I can’t let just anyone in.’

      ‘Just so you know, I don’t play silly games. I think I’ve proved myself enough, so take your shitty raves and stick ’em where the sun don’t shine. Never in my life have I ever let down anyone I’ve worked with, much less some frigging party organiser. Screw you, Nikki Hastings. I’m done.’ Sean slammed the already fragile door on his way out, and the whole thing rattled in its frame.

      He heard Nikki calling his name but as far as he was concerned, she was too late. He was heading to his car, and he was out of there.

      ‘Sean!’ she shouted again. ‘Don’t be a baby. Everyone has to pass some kind of test.’

      ‘This isn’t high school, Nikki. I’d say it’s you that needs to grow the fuck up.’ Sean stared at her, trying to make up his mind whether to stay.

      ‘Honestly, I am sorry,’ Nikki pleaded with him.

      ‘No more games, Nikki, or I will walk.’

      ‘Will you still go to the meet tonight? It’s important.’

      ‘I’ll think about it.’

      He turned and walked, leaving Nikki in no doubt as to how he felt about her so-called test.
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      Friday Night

      It was never in doubt that Sean would accompany Nikki to Sweet FA, though he hated nightclubs with a passion. He’d spent too long kicking drunk people out of the places or picking people up from the floor. In his experience, it was the women who were the worse for fighting. ‘Handbags at dawn’ was a catchphrase amongst the doormen he knew when a cat fight broke out. Still, he wanted to make connections, and he knew this bloke they were meeting was a major player – or more likely, a henchman for a major player.

      He sat to one side, watching Nikki fiddle with the straw in her Malibu and Coke. The nightclub was filling up, and he had been surprised when Kat had arrived shortly after Nikki. He liked Kat. He could see she was influenced by her older cousin, and he’d made it his side mission to look after her. He’d heard the way Nikki spoke to her and had seen her use Kat as a dogsbody. For some reason, Kat was always eager to please. He didn’t think she was into the drug scene, but perhaps he was wrong.

      Kat disappeared to the toilet, leaving Nikki watching the dance floor. Sean assumed that the contact would make themselves known, and sure enough, a youth began walking in their direction. Sean sat forwards in his seat and nudged Nikki’s leg.

      The youth tapped on her shoulder. ‘You Nikki?’ he asked gruffly.

      ‘Who’s asking?’ she said as she turned round.

      ‘Don’t matter. Me mate wants a word.’

      ‘Who’s your mate?’

      The kid pointed to a dark corner that had been roped off. Sean stood and looked over. The youth took a step back and seemed unsure of what to do next.

      ‘Show us,’ Sean commanded, and the lad started walking in front of him. Nikki followed, leaving her drink behind.

      As they entered the cordoned-off area, it became clear it was some kind of second-rate VIP lounge. It took a moment or two to adjust to the dim lighting and smoky atmosphere. Squinting through the haze, Sean could see three men sprawled across a curved banquette that had definitely seen better days, much like its occupants. He thought he saw a familiar face as he took a closer look. Saying nothing, he hung back, letting Nikki take the lead. He was only the hired help after all.

      ‘Nikki, we finally meet.’ He indicated to an empty spot on the banquette.

      ‘Tony.’ She ignored his invitation to sit down. Sean hovered by the door.

      ‘Now, come on. Don’t be so frigid. Have a seat, take the weight off.’

      The two men sat on the other sofa started laughing, and Sean became aware of the overpowering smell of weed.

      ‘Really. I’m good, thanks. Can we get on with it?’

      ‘Like that, is it? Thought we might get to know each other a little first.’ Tony stood up and was walking towards Nikki. Sean saw Nikki immediately tense her jaw, ready for any sudden moves. A couple of the goons stood, closing in on Nikki. Sean stepped forward, making his looming presence known.

      ‘Sit down, boys,’ Tony growled at them. ‘It’s all good,’

      Nikki was still standing by the entrance. ‘Well?’

      ‘Pass it to me, Russell.’

      That’s who he is, little fucker! Russell from the council, thought Sean, but he said nothing.

      The shorter of the two fished about in an inside pocket of his bomber jacket and pulled out a see-through baggie. He passed it over to Tony, who wafted it under Nikki’s nose.

      ‘Best on the market – trust me.’

      Nikki took the bag from him and tipped the contents onto her hand. Tiny triangular tablets dropped onto Nikki’s palm, each printed with a devil and two horns.

      ‘Steady on, lass – there’s about two grands’ worth of gear there.’

      Nikki laughed. ‘How good is it?’

      ‘Try it. Don’t take a full one though.’

      The rope behind Nikki opened, and a bouncer stepped in.

      ‘This one says she’s with you?’

      Kat was standing just behind him. ‘Yeah, she’s good,’ Nikki said, pulling Kat into the enclosed space.

      ‘You left me sat there looking a right Billy No-Mates,’ moaned Kat.

      ‘Shut up. Here, take this.’ Nikki pushed a pill into Kat’s hand.

      ‘Whoa, whoa! What did I just fucking say? Not a full one. And who the fuck is she?’

      Nikki was rapidly getting bored with the drama. ‘Calm down, slick– Kat’s a mate and it’s not her first rodeo.’

      Sean stepped forward. ‘Just hold on a second, Nik…’

      Kat looked at the tablet in her hand and then at Nikki. ‘Why do I have to take it?’

      ‘Since when have you turned down free E?’ Nikki looked pointedly at Kat and scowled. ‘Just take a quarter, if you like.’

      Before Sean could stop her, Kat broke the pill apart and popped a quarter in her mouth, washing it down with a sip of the Coke she still had in her hand.

      ‘Now we wait,’ said Tony, sitting back. ‘Let’s have a drink.’ He looked over at Sean. ‘Fix a round of drinks, would you?’

      Sean scoffed. ‘Not a fucking chance.’ He folded his arms and leant against a wall, making sure Kat was still in his eye line. Russell-From-The-Council stood up and Sean watched him walk around the low table. They nudged shoulders as they crossed each other.

      ‘Sean, go with him, will you? Keep an eye on him,’ asked Nikki as the DJ pumped out another tune.

      ‘I’m off to dance,’ Kat declared, shooting up out of her seat and heading to the dance floor.

      Not being happy about being told what to do, but knowing he could keep an eye on both Kat and Russell from the bar, he nodded his assent and followed Kat out of the VIP area.

      
        * * *

      

      By the time Russell and Sean returned from the bar with a tray of snakebites and a Malibu and Coke for Nikki, he’d clearly missed any financial or supply conversations. Kat was throwing herself around the dance floor, having the night of her life, but he’d had enough. He made sure Kat had plenty of water on hand and after checking Nikki had everything she needed, he headed outside to wait for her.

      He’d been outside for around ten minutes when Russell-From-The-Council appeared at his shoulder.

      ‘All right?’ he asked Sean as he lit a cigarette.

      ‘What’s it to you?’ Sean asked, stepping back so he was out of the way of the second-hand smoke.

      ‘No need for snark, was just being friendly. Seems we’re gonna be seeing more of each other.’

      ‘What? Job at the council not working out for you?’

      ‘Ha, good one that, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Not really. Can’t work out what the point of it was?’

      ‘I was doing a reccy. You know a reccy? Covert and that. Checking out the place. Had you fooled.’

      Sean shoved his hands in his jacket pockets and rocked back on his heels. ‘Yeah, course you did, mate.’

      Thankfully, Nikki came out shortly after, followed closely by Kat, saving him from any more inane conversations with the idiot in front of him.

      ‘See you then,’ called Russell as they headed in the opposite direction towards Sean’s car.

      ‘What did he want?’ Nikki asked while propping up Kat as she opened the rear car door and pretty much pushed her in.

      ‘Not much. Did you see who he was?’

      ‘Yeah, tosser. Tony sent him apparently – thought it was a good idea to see the set-up.’

      ‘Why would they be interested in the warehouse set-up? Thought you were running this on your own?’

      They both climbed into the car.

      ‘Yeah, we are. Don’t know what the pricks were playing at.’

      Sean moved away from the kerb, thinking over Nikki’s words.

      Just what had she promised, and how could he find out?
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      ‘You not coming in then?’ Nikki asked as they pulled up in front of her house in the early hours of Saturday morning.

      ‘Nah, I’ll take this one home and see you tomorrow at the warehouse.’

      ‘Busy day tomorrow, rave’s a complete sell-out. See you then.’ Nikki slammed the door and headed up her garden path.

      Sean put the BMW into drive and headed towards Middleton. Kat was bouncing in her seat at the side of him. She reached over to turn the radio up, but he pushed her hand away and turned it down.

      ‘Aww, man, don’t be so boring. Let’s have some tuuuunes.’ She started singing, so hopelessly off key that Sean couldn’t help but laugh.

      ‘Come on, I need you to sober up or your parents will think it’s me leading you astray.’

      ‘Pah! My parents are a waste of space. Well, my bitch of a mother is. Dad’s great. I love my dad.’ She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed.

      ‘Well, they’re not going to love you in this state.’ Sean pulled over into a drive-through McDonald’s. ‘I’m going to get you something to eat.’

      ‘Ooooh, I’ll have a Big Mac, large fries, chicken nuggets…’

      Sean ignored her and ordered coffee and two Big Macs. He moved to a parking bay and passed Kat her food. As they ate, Sean looked around the car park. It was the early hours of the morning, and the burger drive-thru was doing a roaring trade. Ravers were on their way home, and someone had turned up the tunes in their car. Happy Mondays blared from the stereo and people were out dancing in the car park. He glanced over at Kat and saw her legs were bouncing along with the beat.

      ‘Just concentrate on eating your food. And here, drink this coffee.’ He added several sugars and gave it a stir.

      Kat finished her burger and took a sip of the coffee. ‘Eurgh, that’s awful.’

      Sean looked at her eyes. The pupils were more or less back to normal as she came down from the high.

      ‘Just drink it. Did you take any more, or was it just that quarter?’

      ‘Just what Nikki gave me.’

      ‘It should wear off soon then.’

      She shrugged her shoulders, finished her burger, and sipped the coffee. ‘I’m a bit tired now.’

      ‘Look, Kat. Don’t get into the drugs game. It’s for fools, and you’re way more sensible than that.’

      Kat stared at him. ‘What’s up with you? Thought it would be right up your street.’

      Sean laughed. ‘I’ve seen too much. I’ve seen what it can do to people. Trust me, it’s a mug’s game.’

      Kat shrugged again, touching his arm. ‘Aww, I love that you’re looking out for me. You’re a good guy, Sean.’ She reached over the centre console and kissed his cheek.

      He laughed it off, knowing the last of the drug was leaving her system. ‘Let’s get you home.’

      He started the car and followed Kat’s directions. Once he had watched her safely to her front door, he headed home.
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      Saturday, Night of the Rave

      Sean stood with Tam and watched as thousands of sweaty ravers threw their arms in the air and around each other. Talking was pointless as the music thumped through the speakers. There had been no break in the weather. Although some of the heat had left the day, in amongst the ravers, the body heat surged. Hair was plastered to foreheads; T-shirts had long ago been discarded. Sean and Tam watched as the teenagers blew whistles, waved day-glow sticks, and enjoyed the hedonistic rush.

      Sean shook his head. He couldn’t understand the draw personally. In his day it had all been about downing pints of lager, falling out of a club at 2 a.m into the nearest street fight and, if you were unlucky, being carted off in the back of police van. This lot drank water and necked pills. As his eyes roved over the crowd, he picked out Kat. He’d been wrong about her drug taking. Tam had told him that she was already on a downward path – not helped by her cousin using her as a tester.

      She was currently swaying to the beat, with a group of lads who looked like they’d been awake for days. Keeping her in the corner of his eye, he waved to Nikki. She had been watching over the crowd on the mezzanine. Sean moved outside and retrieved his walkie-talkie.

      ‘Nikki?’

      ‘Yep. What is it?’

      He could barely hear her above the noise, so he walked further away. Bodies were strewn across the car park, smoking, dancing. ‘It’s 5 a.m, time to wrap up yeah?’

      ‘Yeah, DJ’s finishing now.’

      He knew that if he didn’t give her a nudge, she’d just let it run and run. The later it went on the more likely it was to attract the wrong kind of attention. He muscled his way through the crowd and stood on the barrier surrounding the DJ booth. He swiped his finger across his throat, indicating that he needed to wind up.

      ‘2 minutes,’ mouthed the DJ, hooking his headphones round his neck and lining up the next track.

      Sean headed back to Tam and waited for the music to stop. People started to reluctantly leave, heading to cars, minibuses, and any form of transport they could find. Strangers jumped into each other’s cars, ready to party somewhere else.

      ‘Kat!’ shouted Sean as he saw her heading to someone’s car. She turned.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re with me.’

      ‘I’ve got a life, I’m going to...’ She leaned into the car. ‘Danny’s, I’m going to Danny’s.’

      Sean knew that she had no idea who Danny was, and he wasn’t about to let her leave with strangers. He walked over and gently steered her away from the car. ‘No, you’re not. You’re going to wait here until Nikki locks up then you’re going home.’

      He ignored the sullen look on her face as he plonked her in a corner with a cup of water. ‘Drink that,’ he demanded as he went to find Nikki. Tam stopped him as he headed upstairs.

      ‘What’s the score with Kat?’ Tam asked.

      ‘Just keeping an eye on her. She seems a bit vulnerable if you know what I mean.’

      ‘Don’t waste your time with that one. She’s a druggie. She’ll have the shirt off your back for the price of a tab.’

      ‘She’s young though.’

      ‘Stop trying to fix everyone. She’s a waste of space.’

      Sean felt his temper rising but figured that now wasn’t the time or place to pick a fight with Tam. He just wanted to clear the building, store the cash and get home.

      He’d been awake for over 24 hours, and he needed to get his head down.

      

      Morning After The Rave Before

      Kat stretched across the bed and reached for her tobacco tin. As she rolled her first ciggy of the day, she replayed the previous night in her mind for the hundredth time, though she could remember little of it, the feeling it had given her seemed to be just on her peripheral vision. She’d never felt anything like it before. For a few hours, she hadn’t a care in the world. Everything and everyone was full of love. And she had wanted more. Nikki’s rave had been an absolute blast. Definitely the best night of her life. She’d had no inhibitions. Her usual social anxiety disappeared. She had made friends easily. She laughed and danced with them all night. And when the high started to wear off, they simply topped her up. What a blast.

      But of course, it had to end. Though the high was exquisite, the comedown was exhausting. She would have to get her act together today. She needed some kind of upper, something to shake off the prowling black dog. She exhaled a stream of smoke as her bedroom door burst open.

      ‘Are you getting out of bed today, or what?’ Her mum kicked the bottom of the bed. ‘And what have I told you about smoking in your bedroom?’

      Kat reached over to the bedside cabinet and dropped her cigarette in an old cup that had long ago contained coffee and knocked the whole thing onto the floor. She ignored her mother’s exasperated sighs and pulled the covers over her head.

      ‘Oh no you don’t.’

      Kat felt the covers being yanked from her and she tried to grab hold of a corner. ‘What are you doing? Gimme my covers back.’

      ‘No. Get out of bed, get washed and then come to the kitchen. Me and your dad want a word.’

      ‘For fuck’s sake, what about now?’ She was sick to death of their ‘words’. She was eighteen. As soon as she had enough money, she’d get out of there. She sulkily left her bedroom, dragging on her tatty, years-old dressing gown. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and pushed her short hair back from her forehead. Wanting to get it over with, she followed her mum into the kitchen, but went straight to the sink, where she filled a glass with water, downed it before turning around and leaning against the worktop to face her fate.

      The front door to the semi-detached house opened down the hall and moments later, her dad walked in from his lunch break.

      ‘What’s happened now?’ he asked his wife, who was busy spreading margarine onto a slice of thick-cut white bread before throwing a slice of wafer-thin ham on top.

      ‘Nothing, Colin, and that’s just the thing. She came home at goodness knows what time and she’s done nothing but sleep. It’s not right.’ Her mother passed Kat the sandwich. ‘And she’s way too thin. Eat this.’

      Kat took the sandwich and nibbled at a corner as Colin sat at the kitchen table.

      ‘Pam, can’t this wait until after work, love?’ he moaned.

      ‘No, it can’t. I’m sick and tired of tiptoeing around my own home. Katrina clearly has something going on and we need to get to the bottom of it.’

      Kat stood watching this back-and-forth, taking nothing onboard. All she could think about was the wallet her dad had placed on the table as he sat down. He was a car mechanic by trade but there was always someone on the estate who needed an MOT certificate and Colin was happy to oblige. It must have been a good payday as his wallet was bulging with cash.

      ‘What do you say to that, then?’

      Kat pulled her attention back to her mum. ‘To what?’

      ‘God, she wasn’t even listening. You talk to her, Colin, she pays more attention to you.’

      It was true. Kat and her mum had always clashed, and her dad often had to step in to sort it out.

      Pam slammed a plate of sandwiches in front of Colin and stormed out of the room.

      ‘Come and sit down, love,’ said her dad. ‘Tell me what’s going on.’

      ‘That’s the point, there’s nowt going on, Dad. I’m eighteen, why can’t you leave me alone?’

      ‘My house, my rules,’ he said gently. ‘You know that. But your mum is right, you’re stick-thin and you look like you haven’t had a wash in weeks.’

      ‘Thanks, that makes me feel better.’

      ‘You know what I mean, Kat. What’s going on?’

      Kat pulled out a chair and sat down, sipping on her glass of water. ‘Dunno, just growing up, I guess.’

      ‘Hmm, this is more than that. You still hanging around with that cousin of yours?’

      ‘She’s your niece,’ Kat retorted accusingly.

      ‘Doesn’t mean I like her, and God knows her dad’s a waste of space. Is he out of Armley yet?’

      Kat shrugged her shoulders. Uncle Jimmy had spent more time inside than out, and Kat hardly knew him. Nikki never spoke about him, so Kat didn’t ask questions.

      ‘She’s no good that one,’ Colin continued. ‘You’d do well to stay away from her. Get some of your own mates. Ones that don’t party till all hours of the day and night.’

      ‘God, you sound just like Mum.’ Kat pushed her chair back and kicked her feet out.

      ‘Look, I know it’s hard, and there’s not many jobs around, but you’ve got to at least try.’ He picked up his wallet and Kat’s heart sang. ‘Here, don’t tell your mother, but take this and get yourself summat new – I’m sick of seeing you in that bloody dressing gown.’





