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        Saturday, 14th September 2002

      

      

      Ziggy stopped abruptly in his tracks as a bolt of ice ran through his entire body. No, no, it couldn’t be. He’d misheard, surely? Blood drained from his face, and a wave of nausea ran from the very pit of his stomach. He needed to hear it again, but at the same time, he wanted the name to change. From the look on the face of his boss, he knew it wouldn’t.

      ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ Ziggy gasped, trying to replace the air that had left his lungs.

      He watched through a fog of confusion as his boss, DCS Whitmore, pushed his chair back away from his desk and walked round to where Ziggy was standing. He felt a hand grasp his shoulder and he willed Whitmore to let go, fearing his legs were about to give way. Ziggy closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. He was aware of Whitmore speaking, but he needed to shake his head several times before the words made any sense.

      ‘I’m sorry, Andrew. It came in as a three-nine call about thirty minutes ago. First responders confirmed the ID of the victim. It’s Doctor Leila Turner. I’m so sorry.’

      Ziggy stumbled backwards. ‘Lolly? Where is she? I need to get there.’

      Whitmore passed him a slip of paper with the details. Ziggy snatched the paper out of his hand, turned on his heel, and rushed into the main office. ‘Take Bates with you!’ Whitmore shouted after him, as he pushed open the doors to the exit, almost colliding with DS Sadie Bates. She grabbed his arm.

      ‘What is it, Ziggy? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

      He turned and stared at her, his brain refusing to form the words he needed. Saying nothing, he pushed her off and headed down the stairs.

      Reaching his car, he started the engine, hit the accelerator and sped out of the car park. Briefly glancing in his rear-view mirror, he saw Sadie following him in her own vehicle. The address was Merchant Quay, the apartment of Frankie, Lolly’s girlfriend of over two years. The apartment that Lolly was in the process of moving into. It was a ten-minute drive from Leeds District Police HQ. Ziggy ignored every red light as he headed out past Elland Road. As he hit the inner ring road, he screamed past the other cars, driving on the wrong side of the road when needed. He didn’t care. His only goal was to get to Lolly.

      As he turned into the gravelled courtyard, he was greeted by the flashing blue lights of the ambulance. He abandoned his car haphazardly, just vaguely in a parking space, and headed for the lobby. Anxiety and fear rose inside him like a tornado, and he was doing all he could to hold himself together. He heard a shout from behind and briefly glanced over his shoulder to see Sadie racing across to join him.

      ‘Ziggy, wait,’ she shouted again. ‘Wait, let me go in with you.’

      He marched on regardless, bolting up two flights of stairs as though they weren’t there and ignoring calls from the crime scene manager. The last time he had been to Frankie’s apartment was a month ago to help Lolly carry some of her books that he had been storing for her. He flinched at the memory. What the hell had happened?

      A hand reached out and planted itself firmly in the centre of his chest as he reached the landing. ‘Sorry, sir, but I need you to sign in and wear overshoes and forensic overalls. This is a crime scene.’

      Ziggy looked questioningly at the young police constable. His brow creased. Crime scene? Until now, he had assumed whatever had happened must have been some kind of accident. But forensics? His nausea from earlier came rushing back, and he took a moment to steady himself.

      Accepting the proffered PPE, he fumbled to pull himself into it but somehow managed a decent enough job to be allowed in. As he entered the front door, he looked down the long hallway and saw the various metal stepping plates that scenes of crime officers used to prevent contamination. Doors off the hallway lay open, with bright lights shining from what he knew to be the kitchen. The click of the mechanical shutter of a DSLR camera came from further down, towards the bathroom, which seemed to be where much of the forensic activity was taking place.

      ‘Ziggy.’

      He turned towards the voice calling his nickname. He saw Frankie, her tall, elegant figure, hunched over the breakfast bar, clutching a glass of water. They had met many times over since she and Lolly had been dating, but he didn’t really know her well, Lolly being their only point of commonality. She slid off the stool and revealed her tear-stained face. Her usually carefully applied make-up had smudged and mascara covered her cheeks. Much to his surprise, she fell against him, and he had no choice but to place his arms around her as she sobbed into his shoulder.

      He waited until she peeled herself away before speaking. His voice came out broken and coarse. He coughed and started his sentence again, trying to detach himself from the tsunami of emotion surging within him. He needed to apply his police officer mask. He couldn’t be best friends with the victim right now. He had to put their intertwined past, their closeness, to one side, however incredibly difficult that would be.

      He pulled himself up straight. ‘What happened, Frankie?’ He helped her retake the seat she had been sat on and grabbed a few sheets of kitchen roll, passing them over..

      She noisily blew her nose and dabbed at her eyes before replying. As she spoke, a fresh batch of tears started coursing down her cheeks, and she had to keep stopping as her breath hiccupped its way out of her. ‘I don’t know. I wasn’t here. When I got home, the lights were on and the door was open.’ She paused to catch her breath and wipe her eyes again. ‘I shouted, but there was no answer. I walked down the hallway and that’s when I found her in the bathroom.’ A flood of tears started again, along with guttural cries of grief and despair.

      Ziggy couldn’t stand it. Not when he was trying to keep his own emotions in check. He turned and indicated to the young uniformed constable to look after Frankie whilst he excused himself.

      He walked back into the hallway where Sadie was still struggling her way into a forensic suit as she called out to him. He stopped, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.

      ‘Boss, I’m so sorry.’

      Ziggy looked at her and saw that she had been crying too. There were more than his feelings at play, he knew that. As a pathologist, Lolly had worked with the entire team and had formed many friendships outside of work. ‘I know you mean well, but we have a job to do.’ He stopped, thinking that they may be the coldest words he had ever said. ‘Um, yes, we have a job to do, and we owe it to Lolly to do it properly.’

      ‘Yes, yes, of course, but—’

      He interrupted her. ‘Let’s see what we have, shall we?’

      With much trepidation, he headed towards the bathroom. As he tried to process the scene visually, all pretence of being detached from emotion left him.

      His friend, his best friend, the person he had grown up with, who knew him better than anyone else in the world, was lying naked in the bathtub, her face just visible above the bloody waterline.
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      Ziggy took a step into the bathroom. The lead forensic officer stopped what she was doing and turned to him.

      ‘You can’t be in here, DI Thornes.’

      He heard the pity in her voice, but he was staring at the figure in the bath, trying to reconcile it with his whacky, hippy, fun-loving, very-much-alive friend. Oh, Lolly.

      Bruising had developed around her eyes. Her lips had already darkened and her skin was mottled, discoloured, bloated. Glancing down at her thin body, he saw that it was covered in stab wounds. Too many to count. Her arms were above her head, and he could see defence wounds on her forearms.

      My God, she fought back, was his only coherent thought.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see Sadie standing behind him. ‘Ziggy, we need to let them get on with their work,’ she said gently.

      Stepping back from the horror in front of him, he realised that everyone had stopped what they were doing to give him some space. He wiped the tears that had formed in the corner of his eyes, apologised, but for what, he wasn’t sure, and left the room.

      ‘Whitmore’s waiting downstairs for you. I think perhaps we should go find him.’ Sadie was still at his side. He sensed she was reluctant to leave him, probably fearing how he would react to the whole situation.

      Hard-wired to respond to any murder, he was suddenly filled with a sense of urgency. He grabbed Sadie’s  shoulder, ticking off a list on his fingers as he spoke. ‘We need to start door-to-door, if it hasn’t happened already.’ He marched off, trotting down the stairs with a renewed sense of purpose. ‘Does this place have CCTV? Where do the cameras point? Where’s the building manager or caretaker? Have they been called?’

      Sadie ran just to keep up with him. ‘Andrew!’ she shouted.

      Ziggy stopped at the sound of his first name. Apart from Whitmore, no one at work called him Andrew.

      ‘What?’ he snapped at her.

      ‘You need to go see Whitmore.’ She was pointing at the exit, whereas Ziggy had been making his way towards the rear of the building and an office marked Caretaker.

      He closed his eyes, always reluctant to do as he was told as opposed to what needed to be done. There was no getting out of it, though. He would have to speak to Whitmore at some point. Perhaps if he did it now, he wouldn’t have to do it again later.

      Sighing deeply, he headed outside. DCS Whitmore was standing with the other members of Ziggy’s team: DS Nick Wilkinson and DC Angela Dove. As he approached, everyone peeled silently away.

      ‘Sir?’ asked Ziggy, impatiently tapping his foot.

      ‘Yes, Andrew. First, I’m incredibly sorry for the loss of your friend. I know you were very close.’

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ Ziggy replied, in a deliberately dismissive tone. He couldn’t cope with displays of sympathy. He had to keep up a professional front whilst he was still processing everything himself. He coughed. ‘We need to start—’

      Whitmore held his hand up, and Ziggy saw a look of trepidation on his face. ‘Look, there’s no easy way to put this.’ Whitmore paused. ‘I’m sorry, Andrew, but, you won’t be able to work this case.’

      Ziggy stopped mid-sentence and stared at his boss, incredulous. He couldn’t believe his ears. ‘What?’

      ‘I said you can’t work the case. You’re too close to the victim— I mean Lolly, Doctor Turner. It’s a conflict of interest. I’m sorry.’

      The tsunami of grief that had been building turned into a roaring volcano of molten hot lava. Unable to form words, he stood to his full 6 feet 4 inch height, glowering down as Whitmore struggled to speak under Ziggy’s intense stare.

      ‘You know the protocol, Andrew …’

      Ziggy had stopped breathing. His head was screaming a multitude of profanities that he couldn’t yet process. He spluttered, his words mashing together. Trying desperately to get a grip, he turned his back, inhaled and exhaled loudly several times. Though his face wasn’t exactly a picture of calm when he turned back round, he had regained some sense of composure, and he’d vaguely controlled the urge to punch the object closest to him – that being his superior officer. Drawing on his every reserve, he spoke in a measured tone, trying to convey his true feelings.

      ‘Sir, it’s for those reasons that I should be SIO on this case. I need to find who did this and—’

      ‘And it’s those exact reasons that you won’t be, Andrew. I understand your need for justice – honestly, I do – but we need a cool head and a sense of distance to solve this. And don’t worry, we won’t be handing over to another team. The assistant chief constable has approved me to be SIO, and DS Bates will be deputy.’

      Ziggy felt as though the bottom had fallen out of his world. He was speechless. He continued to stare at Whitmore.

      ‘Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, Andrew.’ Whitmore turned and went to address the crime scene manager who had been trying to get his attention. Ziggy stood stock-still, gobsmacked. Had that really just happened? What was Whitmore thinking?

      ‘Ziggy, come and sit over here. I think you’re in shock,’ said Sadie, leading him over to a low wall. For once, he did as he was told and sat down. He leant forwards, his head in hands. The night air temperature had dropped, or maybe Sadie was right, and he was in shock. He’d seen it often enough with families who had lost loved ones to horrendous crimes. He had lost his own parents when he was just eight years old.

      A stabbing ache pierced his stomach. ‘Oh shit, I need to speak to Bill and Irene … Oh my God, Rachel and Ben.’ The foster parents he shared with Lolly, as well as his ex-wife and their son. They loved Lolly as much as him. They had to be told. He couldn’t let anyone else break the news. He made to move, but his legs were like jelly. Sadie urged him to stay put whilst she went in search of a blanket and sweet tea.

      As he hugged his knees to himself to generate warmth, his mind wandered back to the first time he had met Bill, Irene and Lolly, or Leila, as she was then.

      

      Once the social worker had handed him over, Andrew looked at the kindly couple in front of him and felt tears building. He was sure they were very nice, but he just wanted his mum and dad. He wanted his Liverpool FC-themed bedroom and his brothers and sisters around him. All that was gone. It had been snatched away from him without warning and he had been thrown to the mercy of social services.

      The couple introduced themselves as Bill and Irene and showed him where to put his small suitcase; at eight years old, he had little in the way of belongings. They left him to unpack, but instead he took the time alone to lie on the bed and let the tears fall.

      Suddenly, the bedroom door burst open, and a girl marched in. ‘I’m Leila. Who are you?’ She stood directly in front of him with her hands on her hips.

      Sniffing again, Andrew looked her up and down. She was a tiny thing, but Andrew thought she might be older than him. She had short, cropped hair and was wearing brightly coloured clothes that looked as though they’d come from a scarecrow.

      ‘I’m Andrew.’

      ‘Ah, so you’re the one they’ve been talking about.’ She was staring at him, clearly judging his size and weighing him up.

      ‘Who’s been talking about me?’ he wanted to know.

      ‘The olds. They’ve been in a tizzy all week waiting for your arrival.’ She moved around the room. ‘Bill’s been decorating your room.’

      Andrew wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. ‘That was nice of him.’

      ‘Yeah, they’re not bad actually, and trust me, I’ve been in some right weird homes.’

      ‘Yeah?’ Andrew pushed himself into a sitting position.

      ‘Oh yeah, been in the system for years. My dad was a right bastard, used to hit my mum. Anyway, she died, and he ended up in prison for her murder.’

      It was said in such a matter-of-fact way that Andrew stared open-mouthed, lost for words. He felt uncomfortable and awkward at the bombshell she’d dropped. ‘I’m sorry, that sounds rubbish,’ he said finally, not sure where to go with the conversation. Was he supposed to tell her what happened to his parents? He didn’t want to. He couldn’t, it was too hard. Instead, he changed the subject. ‘I need to put my stuff away,’ he said, reaching for his bag.

      He expected Leila to leave him to it, but she stood watching him as he self-consciously unzipped his bag and placed his underwear in a drawer next to his bed. Then he pulled out his much loved Liverpool football kit, and she snatched it off him.

      ‘Cool, I’m not a fan myself, but this is cool.’ She held it in front of her and turned it over. ‘Is he your favourite player, then?’

      His parents had bought him the latest Liverpool home shirt, and it had Hughes on the back. He knew it would have cost more than they could afford, so he cherished it for many reasons, not the just name.

      ‘Yeah.’ He took it back off her and carefully placed it in a drawer.

      Leila seemed to realise that he had nothing else exciting in his bag, so she turned and left the room. Standing at the doorway, she looked him dead in the eye. ‘I think I like you.’

      He gave a slight smile. The first in weeks. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad.
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      ‘Here.’ Sadie nudged Ziggy’s leg, snapping him back to reality.

      ‘I managed to get a blanket for you.’ She helped him wrap it around his shoulders and he was grateful for the sliver of warmth it gave. ‘I’ve sent Angela in search of a hot drink. You know how resourceful she is.’

      Ziggy was aware of Sadie waffling on but, ‘Thanks,’ was all he could mutter.

      He watched as the private ambulance pulled into the car park, fighting every urge to go with her. He knew the procedure. Lolly would be removed to the morgue, the scene would be handed over, the post-mortem would take place and all the while, the investigation would accelerate with all their resources thrown at it. Whilst he would have to sit on the periphery. Twiddling his fucking thumbs. He wasn’t sure he could bear it. His entire police career had been about seeking justice, providing closure for families – something that had never happened with his own parents’ deaths. His thoughts circled back round to his foster parents.

      ‘I need to go, Sadie. I need to see Bill and Irene.’ He stood up, dropping the blanket to the ground.

      ‘Wait, I’ll get someone to drive you.’

      ‘No, it’s fine. I need some time on my own anyway. Can you let Whitmore know?’

      Sadie agreed, and Ziggy headed to his car. He sat in the driver’s seat, his hands shaking, willing them to stop. He glanced out of the window, to where Sadie had been joined by Whitmore. He gave them both a slight wave to reassure them he was OK to drive and started the engine.

      Heading north, finally alone and in silence, the images of Lolly lying in the bath came surging back to him unbidden. Why such a brutal death? Who could do such a thing to his friend? Multiple frenzied stabbings indicated anger. Was it a burglary gone wrong?

      Frustrated, he slammed the steering wheel and let out a growl of exasperation through gritted teeth. Not being involved would drive him insane. He had to find some way of knowing what was going on, what lines of enquiry they were following. Walking away just wasn’t his style.

      As he exited the roundabout and left the A64, he tried to work out what he was going to say to Bill and Irene. They were in their eighties now, though apart from the occasional aches and pains of old age, they were both well. He knew this would devastate them. They had fostered many children over the years, but Lolly had always been their great success story. No one had been more proud at Lolly’s various graduations than Bill and Irene.

      As he pulled up outside the home that he had shared with them until he had left at sixteen, he closed his car door quietly. It was after midnight and he didn’t want to wake the whole neighbourhood. He tapped gently on the door and braced himself.

      After a few minutes, he saw a figure wrapped in a dark-coloured dressing gown, cautiously edging his way downstairs, through the frosted glass.

      ‘It’s just me, Bill. Don’t worry,’ he assured the elderly man. He heard him fumbling with the locks and eventually, the door opened.

      ‘Andrew, what are you doing here at this time of night?’

      ‘Andrew, is that you? What on earth?’ Irene had joined her husband. ‘Is everything all right?’ She was fiddling with the hairnet she always wore to bed.

      He stepped inside the familiar hallway and took hold of Irene’s hand. ‘Sorry for the late-night visit, but I need you both to come and sit down.’ He led the way through to the cosy living room and switched on the table lamp. The couple followed him, holding on to each other so they made a crocodile of hand holding that separated when they each took a seat.

      ‘I have some dreadful news, I’m afraid.’ He paused, having no idea how to continue. He swallowed, screwed his eyes closed, and when he spoke it came out as a whisper. ‘It’s about Leila.’

      He opened his eyes and saw Bill glance at his wife. He moved to sit closer to her on the sofa and took her hand. Bill’s anxiety was barely hidden in his forced chuckle. ‘What’s she done now, silly thing?’

      ‘I don’t think that’s the case, Bill,’ Irene, perceptive as always, leant forwards and tapped Ziggy’s knee. ‘What is it, son? Out with it.’

      He swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry but …’ He couldn’t say the words.

      Silence filled the room. Ziggy looked at his foster parents, waiting for them to join their own dots. When neither spoke, he filled the silence. ‘I’ve just come from Frankie’s apartment. It was an emergency call … I can’t work the case … Conflict of interest, but Sadie, you know Sadie? She is deputy …’ He knew he was racing his words, waffling, barely making sense.

      ‘Stop, Andrew, stop. What’s happened to Leila? Was she in a car accident or something?’ Bill spoke as Irene just stared at him.

      ‘No. It wasn’t an accident from the looks of things. She’d been … she was stabbed.’

      ‘Leila? Stabbed?’ Irene spoke in a whisper. ‘Stabbed? Is she?’ She looked at him in disbelief and it broke his heart.

      Ziggy left his seat and sat on the sofa next to her, taking her hand in his. He felt a huge sense of guilt for hurting them both. ‘I’m so sorry.’ The tears fell.

      ‘Oh, sweetheart, I’m sorry. This must be so hard for you.’ She stroked his face.

      How like Irene to put my feelings first.

      ‘And you can’t work the case?’ asked Bill, who was stoically holding on to his tears.

      Ziggy looked up at him, realising for the first time how frail he looked. ‘No, it’s against policy because we’re related, kind of. We’re close, anyway, close enough to be a conflict of interest.’

      ‘Oh, Andrew, I am sorry.’

      ‘Irene, please stop apologising.’

      The three of them fell into silence again. Ziggy offered to make tea, but Bill insisted on something stronger.

      After a while, Ziggy moved to an armchair. ‘The next step will be a post-mortem, then she will come back to you for burial.’

      ‘Oh gosh, yes, there will be all that to organise. Do you know what she wanted?’ Irene looked at Ziggy, and it was the catalyst they all needed to stop the brave-faced charade. They all huddled together on the sofa, arms round each other, lost in their own grief.

      Ziggy felt his heart breaking, for himself and for his foster parents. The numbness, the shock he had felt earlier had started to wear off and the gut-wrenching pain was all-consuming. Finally able to let tears fall unchecked, and placed his hands on Irene’s, squeezing gently.
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      It was four in the morning before Ziggy arrived at his own home. It made no sense to call Rachel this early. Besides, he was emotionally exhausted. He knew he should go to bed for a few hours, but he couldn’t face closing his eyes. The images of Lolly were still too fresh. He wasn’t sure they would ever go away.

      Instead, he took a shower and changed into his trackies and a T-shirt. After making a cup of tea, he headed into his home office.

      Slumping into his chair, he felt hollow, empty. Not being allowed to work Lolly’s case was a huge mistake as far as he was concerned. He knew her better than anyone. He knew her life, her friends, where she spent her time. At the very least, he should be considered a witness, interviewed as part of the victimology process. He scratched his head and cleared his desk, drawing a blank notepad towards him. He started listing everything and everyone he knew that was connected to Lolly, starting with himself and working outwards – in truth, outside of himself, colleagues and Frankie, the list was quite short. He pushed himself back in the chair.

      ‘How can someone who was so full of life have so few connections?’ he wondered out loud. Or was it that he didn’t know her as well as he believed? That searing pain jarred him again, taking his breath away. He leant forwards, dropped his pen and banged his forehead with both hands.

      ‘C’mon, man, think. Focus.’ Frustrated and restless, he marched around his makeshift incident room. Years of training that had carried him through the traumatic scene had left him. Without them, he felt adrift. He had to pull himself together.

      Still pacing the floor, he forced himself to walk through the crime scene again mentally, pushing down all his emotions.

      Was there anything out of place? He knew there was CCTV. He’d seen the cameras. How could he view that? Sitting back in the cheap faux-leather office chair, he picked up his pen and tapped it against his teeth. He was going to have to call in a few favours.

      Checking the time, he saw it was just after seven. Bracing himself, he dialled Rachel’s number.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Rach, hi, it’s me. Sorry to wake you.’

      A few seconds passed before Rachel replied. ‘Hi, Ziggy. What time is it?’

      ‘Just after seven, I thought you’d be up getting Ben ready for school.’ He felt bad. He knew how much his ex-wife enjoyed her sleep.

      ‘It’s Sunday, Andrew.’

      ‘Shit, sorry. Course it is. Sorry. Look, I was wondering if I could call round?’

      ‘Erm, sure. When?’

      ‘Now, if that’s OK?’

      He heard the ruffling of bedsheets and the squeak of the mattress as she sat up. ‘Yeah sure. Do you want breakfast?’

      He felt his stomach clench. The thought of food made him shudder. ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘Is everything OK?’ Rachel sounded more alert, but he didn’t want to tell her about Lolly over the phone.

      ‘I’ll be there soon,’ he said, evading the question. In a vague attempt to sound more positive, he changed his tone. ‘Get the kettle on and I’ll see you shortly.’ He ended the call before she could say anything else.

      Heading to the bedroom to change into his work suit, he thought about Lolly and Rachel’s friendship. He had introduced them to each other not long after he had begun dating Rachel. They had hit it off from the get-go, which Ziggy knew they would. When Ziggy told Lolly they were getting divorced three years later, she had tried to stage an intervention. Ziggy had been, as much now as he was then, more married to the job than to Rachel. He was glad the girls had remained close, and that Lolly’s relationship with Ben hadn’t been hugely affected either. They had all tried to ensure that, with Lolly forcing Ziggy to take time off whilst they went off on some adventure somewhere – something Rachel had never been able to do.

      Ziggy adored his son, and in turn, his son adored him and Lolly equally. At the thought of having to break the news to the young boy, his stomach took a dive. How do you talk to a seven-year-old about death?

      Shaking his head, unwilling to go back into the depths of despair he’d been swimming in since the night before, he headed into the kitchen. He’d regretted starting the refurbishment work, another of Lolly’s plans, but thankfully, it was nearly finished. He smiled at the recollection of Lolly bollocking him for not sorting it out sooner.

      He locked his front door and turned to face the day. The late-September weather held a chill that warned of colder months ahead. Across the fields next to his house, a thick mist rolled in. There was a threat of rain in the air, so he zipped his jacket closed and got into the car.

      Rachel had moved house recently, after the catastrophe that had been her last relationship. Ziggy shuddered at the memory of how it had ended. There had been so much upset in Ben’s life recently, and he was about to add to it. The wave of guilt almost consumed him, but he knew it was unavoidable.

      As he pulled up outside their house, he saw Rachel peer through the living-room window. Shortly after, the front door flew open and Ben came running out in bare feet and just his pyjamas. Rachel came chasing after him.

      ‘Put your slippers on at least.’

      Ziggy laughed, opened his car door and scooped Ben into his arms, which wasn’t easy as he was growing like a weed.

      ‘Oof, big lad. Come on, let’s get you inside.’ The three of them headed into the kitchen, Ben chattering excitedly about his latest computer game.

      ‘Bet you can’t get to the next level?’ Ziggy teased lightly.

      ‘Bet I can!’ With that, Ben shot upstairs.

      Rachel laughed and grabbed two cups. ‘Coffee?’

      ‘Hell yes, please.’

      He waited until she sat down before speaking. ‘Rachel, I’m sorry but I have bad news.’ His heart began beating outside his chest. He watched her face grow pale.

      ‘Is it Irene? Bill?’ Her hand went to her throat.

      ‘No, love. It’s Lolly.’

      Silence descended. Ziggy waited and saw the dawning recognition grow on Rachel’s face.

      ‘Lolly? What’s happened? Wait, no … Is she …?’

      ‘I’m so sorry, yes.’ Once again he was fighting back tears, not just for himself.

      ‘But I don’t understand. How? Why? Are you sure?’ Her forehead creased as she screwed up her eyes, tears ran down her face.

      He took a deep breath and ran through the events of the previous night. When he reached the end, she reached out to him. ‘Oh Ziggy, I am so sorry. How are you?’

      How was he? ‘No idea. All I know is that I need to find whoever did this.’

      Sniffing loudly, Rachel blew her nose on the tissue she had in her pocket. ‘Oh, Andrew, what can I do? Are you sure it was murder?’

      ‘It definitely looks that way.’ He explained the conflict of interest and why he couldn’t actively work on the case.

      ‘Will you stay out of it, though?’

      ‘I can’t, Rachel, but I’ll deal with that later. I just wanted to tell you and we need to tell Ben.’

      Rachel ran her hands through her hair. ‘Of course we do. Do you want me to do it?’

      ‘I’ll do whatever you think is best. I’m not sure what to say to him.’

      Rachel called Ben downstairs, and when he eventually came into the kitchen, Ziggy looked into his little face. ‘Come here, mate, come sit with me.’ He lifted his son and placed him on the stool next to him. ‘I have some really sad news to tell you.’

      Ben’s innocent face was wide-eyed and questioning, but he didn’t speak. He just stared between Ziggy and his mum with a finger hanging out of one side of his mouth.

      Ziggy looked pleadingly at Rachel and shook his head a fraction. Taking the hint, Rachel leant over the table.

      ‘It’s Aunt Lolly, sweetheart. I’m afraid she’s died.’

      Ben didn’t move. He continued to stare, and Ziggy reached over and took the finger from his son’s mouth. ‘Do you know what that means?’

      ‘Like when my goldfish died, and we flushed it down the toilet?’

      Rachel chuckled softly. ‘Kind of.’

      ‘Are we flushing Aunt Lolly down the toilet?’

      Ziggy smiled at the innocence of his son and ruffled his messy hair. ‘No, mate.’

      ‘How did she die?’

      Ziggy scratched his own head, again unsure how much to tell him. ‘It looks like some bad people did something to her.’

      ‘Baddies?’

      ‘Yes, you could say that.’

      ‘Why didn’t you stop them, then? Isn’t that your job?’

      It was like a sucker punch to Ziggy’s gut. Why hadn’t he stopped them? The guilt that he hadn’t yet acknowledged came crashing down on him with full force. He couldn’t find the words to answer and was grateful when Rachel tenderly sent Ben to his room.

      ‘From the mouths of babes,’ muttered Ziggy, as Rachel returned. She sat next to him and grabbed his hands.

      ‘Do not blame yourself, Andrew.’

      ‘He’s right though, isn’t he? Why didn’t I stop it from happening?’

      ‘Because you’re not psychic. You can’t have known what was going to happen. Did you even know what was really going on in her life?’

      Ziggy looked at Rachel. ‘I thought I did.’

      ‘We can’t know everything about everyone, Andrew.’

      Rachel was right, but it didn’t change the sickening sense of guilt he felt. He shrugged free from her hands and stood up.

      ‘I need to go.’ He had to get out of there before he was sick.

      ‘Do you have to? Can’t you stay with Ben? He might need you?’

      ‘He won’t, and you’re much better with him. I have to go, Rachel.’

      He shot out of the front door and threw himself into his car. He drove round the corner, opened his car door and emptied his stomach into the gutter with Ben’s words echoing in his brain. ‘Why didn’t you stop them, then? Isn’t that your job?’
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      Ben’s words had stayed with Ziggy all night. The guilt that he hadn’t been able to stop the baddies weighed heavily on his shoulders. He had to fight for Lolly. He had to bring closure, whatever the cost.

      Tired, drained and running on caffeine, Ziggy splashed his face with cold water and used some blue paper towel to dry it. Nick Wilkinson had followed him into the gents at Leeds District Police HQ.

      ‘How are you doing, mate?’ asked Nick.

      ‘Honestly? I don’t know.’ He shook his head and turned from the mirror. ‘What time’s the briefing?’

      ‘In about five minutes.’

      Ziggy threw the paper towel into the wastepaper basket and headed out of the door, Nick following.

      As the pair entered the MIT office, the atmosphere was quiet, subdued. Everyone was busy with actions, but the usual chatter and banter had stopped. He saw a few of his colleagues glance in his direction and he acknowledged them with a small smile.

      ‘Where’s Sadie?’ he asked.

      ‘In with Whitmore.’

      Ziggy headed to Whitmore’s office. He entered without knocking and saw Sadie and Whitmore had their heads together. They looked up as he walked in.

      ‘Andrew, I didn’t expect to see you. How are you holding up?’ asked Sadie.

      ‘I’m fine. Just wanted to catch up with what’s happening. Has Frankie been interviewed yet?’

      The pair looked at each other. It was Whitmore that finally spoke whilst Sadie twisted uncomfortably in her seat.

      ‘Ziggy, we’ll be updating the team in a few minutes. Why don’t you grab a coffee and we’ll catch up afterwards?’

      Ziggy stared at him. ‘Afterwards? What?’

      Sadie stood up. ‘Please, Andrew, you know why.’

      Ziggy was gobsmacked. Of course, he knew the protocol, but to hell with that. This was why he had joined the force. To uphold justice. He could feel his anger rising, and he had to leave before he did something he wouldn’t be able to undo.

      He made his feelings known by slamming the office door on his way out. He stormed over to his desk and threw himself into his chair. He sat swinging back on it, counting to ten and taking several deep breaths, but to no avail. A cup of tea appeared on his desk. He looked up.

      ‘Thanks, Angela.’

      ‘Figured you needed it, boss.’

      Nick came over and joined them. The three of them sat in silence, not knowing what to say. Along with Sadie, they had worked as a team for over five years. Each team member complimented the other. Nick, or Wilko as he was frequently referred to, was somewhat set in his ways with an air of the TV character Taggart about him. He was rarely phased by anything. Sadie was hugely ambitious and had an infectious enthusiasm for every case. Angela was a whizz with anything technical, and the most organised of them all. She had a quick analytical brain that they all leaned on in any investigation.

      Eventually, Nick broke the silence. ‘I’m working on a case I could do with you taking a look at,’ he offered tentatively.

      ‘That’s true,’ echoed Angela, clearly eager to divert attention away from the elephant in the room.

      Ziggy looked at his colleagues and appreciated what they were trying to do. He didn’t have the energy to be ungracious and rebuff them, so he went along.

      ‘Yeah? What is it?’ He pushed himself upright and took a sip of his tea.

      Nick pulled his chair over and dragged a file across the desk. ‘Money laundering.’

      Ziggy frowned. ‘Really? Thought that was ECU?’ The local economic crime unit would ordinarily deal with cases that involved fraud or money laundering.

      ‘Yep, but this is bigger, and they believe it involves a criminal gang we’ve had contact with before.’

      ‘Yeah? Who?’ Ziggy’s interest genuinely perked up.

      ‘The O’Connors,’ said Nick.

      ‘No way? That group of clowns? They struggle to tie their own shoelaces. At least the youngest brother does.’ The whole of the district team had, at some point, had a run in with the O’Connors. From age ten onwards, one or the other of them had been on the police radar for petty theft, noise abatement orders, antisocial behaviour, and as they grew older, their crimes had become more serious.

      Flicking through the file Angela had passed to him, Ziggy thought back to his last contact with the youngest brother, Freddie. Ziggy had recruited him as his ‘informer’, or covert human intelligence source (CHIS) if you wanted to get fancy. Freddie would sell his own mother to buy his next fix. Most of the time, his information proved useful, leading to a few arrests, but hardly enough to bring down a cartel.

      ‘And how are they involved?’ It wasn’t obvious from the file in front of him, though he could see numerous actions had been taken by other forces, including the Met.

      ‘That’s just it,’ said Nick. ‘It’s proving hard to tie anything concrete back to them.’

      Angela coughed and discretely nodded to Whitmore’s office door. He and Sadie were just exiting. Going to the team briefing, no doubt, thought Ziggy, his earlier frustration returning. What he wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall.

      Trying to get Ziggy’s focus back, Nick spoke in a louder voice. ‘There’s a bloke, sorry, a detective from the Met heading up later today to share his intel and I’d really welcome your input, boss.’

      Ziggy sighed, leant forwards on the desk and rubbed his face. He stayed quiet whilst he did some thinking. He still wanted to speak to Frankie, and he also wanted to go back to the apartments, take a look around, maybe speak to a few people. Turning to Nick, he gave a slight smile. ‘Sure, what time is he expected?’

      ‘Around three this afternoon,’ said Angela.

      Ziggy stood up. He had a few ideas of his own that he wanted to surreptitiously explore so he made what he thought was a plausible excuse. ‘Great, I’ll be back before then. I’m just going to head home and grab a couple of hours’ kip and freshen up, I think.’

      Nick and Angela collectively let go of their breath. ‘Sure,’ said Nick. ‘I’ll see you back here at three, then?’

      Ziggy nodded his agreement and headed down the stairs. As he pushed the exit, a familiar yet unwelcome face appeared in front of him. He closed his eyes, hoping that when he opened them, she would have disappeared.

      ‘Detective Inspector, what can you tell me about the murder of your good friend and colleague, Leila Turner?’ Chrystal Mack smiled.

      ‘It’s Doctor Leila Turner, and I have nothing to say.’

      ‘You don’t deny murder, then?’

      He looked at the reporter from the Yorkshire Press and felt his usual loathing for the media. ‘You really are vultures, aren’t you?’

      He pushed past her and headed to his car.

      ‘Just doing my job,’ she shouted after him.

      He slammed his car door. Chrystal Mack, or Mack the Knife as everyone on the force called her, had been a pain in his backside for years. He had no idea how she had managed to get hold of the details of Lolly’s death, but then she always turned up like the proverbial bad penny at most crime scenes.

      Thrown off balance, Ziggy took a moment to recall where he was going, and then set off, heading towards Frankie’s apartment. He knew that Frankie wouldn’t be there. It was still an active crime scene, but he wanted to take a look around in daylight.

      Pulling into the courtyard car park, he acknowledged the young PC on duty and ducked underneath the crime scene tape. A couple of uniforms were hovering around the entrance.

      ‘DI Thornes,’ he said by way of introduction as he flashed his warrant card. ‘Much been happening?’

      The PCs looked at each other. The taller of the two spoke. ‘House-to-house has been concluded, CCTV is being put on disk and we’re just waiting for further instructions from MIT. I guess that’s you?’ The PC laughed awkwardly, keen to impress the detective inspector.

      Without wishing to incriminate himself, Ziggy ignored the question and spoke with authority. ‘I’ll just head inside, if you two could wait here.’ He left before they had a chance to speak.

      Walking towards the building, Ziggy had to steel himself as memories from the previous night came back, threatening to break his composure. Keeping his game face intact, he realised that he hadn’t, in fact, taken much notice of anything on Saturday night. He could see now that the entrance access was via the intercom only. He looked at the door plate and could see black dust where the fingerprints had been taken. The door was currently propped open to allow unfettered access, and he wondered if that was a common occurrence or just for crime scene purposes. He moved the block and let the door close behind him. After all, he didn’t want anyone on the scene that shouldn’t be there.

      He made his way to the caretaker’s office that he remembered briefly seeing and tapped on the door. After a minute, it was answered by a harassed-looking man.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘DI Thornes, I’m here about—’

      ‘Another one? Seriously, how many more of you are there going to be?’

      Ziggy stared at the man. ‘As many as it takes, sir. There’s been a murder.’ He couldn’t keep the tone of disgust out of his voice. Who is this idiot?

      The caretaker rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, one of your own and you’re all in. We have incidences every other week and not a word, not even a crime number.’

      What an attitude. Pulling himself up to his full height, Ziggy took a breath before replying. ‘I’d like to look at your CCTV from last night, please.’ He emphasised the please.

      ‘Your lot has already taken it.’

      Ziggy thought perhaps he’d misheard. That wasn’t what the PC had said. ‘I’m sorry, taken it? Wasn’t it being put on a disk?’

      ‘Yes,’ said the caretaker, his voice deep in sarcasm. ‘Your lot has taken the disk. Took it earlier this morning. I wasn’t here. It was the regional estate manager that was called to the scene last night, and he handed it over this morning.’

      ‘Do you keep your own records, or at least a record of handing it over? Were you given a reference number by the officer who collected it?’

      The man turned to the desk and grabbed a sheet of paper. ‘Good job it wasn’t me. I wouldn’t have bothered, but the manager is a bit of a stickler for detail. Here.’ He thrust a piece of paper in Ziggy’s direction.

      Fucking jobsworth. Ziggy snatched it off him. He glanced at the paper. It wasn’t an official police document. It literally had Disk taken and two signatures he didn’t recognise. Without another word, he stuffed the paper into his inside pocket and turned to leave.

      ‘Charming. It’s all the same with you lot – just take, take, take. We pay your bloody wages.’

      Ziggy turned, marched over to Jobsworth, grabbing him by the scruff of his neck, and rammed him against a wall, pinning him there with an arm across his throat. ‘How fucking dare you, you despicable piece of shit! A woman died last night,’ he snarled, spitting with rage.

      ‘DI Thornes!’

      Ziggy let go of the man and watched as the idiot dropped to the floor. DCS Whitmore and Sadie were standing in the foyer behind him. Ziggy saw the look of shock on Sadie’s face, whereas Whitmore looked incandescent with anger, his hands on his hips.

      ‘I’ll have your lot up for assault, bastards,’ called the man, as Ziggy walked away.

      ‘Get your arse back to the station now.’ Whitmore spoke in a low, measured tone.

      ‘Sir, I was just—’

      ‘Save it, Thornes. Get back to the station and I will deal with you later.’

      Figuring there wasn’t much point in arguing, Ziggy walked sullenly to his car, ignoring the quizzical look from Sadie as he did.

    



