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For the Dude, my beloved, stumpy-legged partner in crime. How is it possible that such a small hound can fill my world with so much laughter, love and adventures? You make me smile every day, and you teach me so much about myself. You are far more than my inspiration – you are part of my soul. You are far more than my inspiration – you are part of my soul.






meet THE PACK

[image: Image]

Louise Mallory and her dachshund Niklaus (Klaus) moved to the neighbourhood after her divorce. Klaus is a pandemic puppy, and Louise’s introduction to the dog park community. Klaus doesn’t think he’s a miniature doxie – he thinks he’s a slightly short Rottweiler. Louise used to be called the same in the office, but she’s now stepping back from the company she founded and looking around for the next challenge.
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Irina Ivanova moved into the building next door to Louise about a year ago. Her accent reads like a map of Eastern Europe, but since the Ukrainian War began she plays down the fact that she’s from Moscow. She is having an on-off affair with Tim Aziz, referring to him as ‘As Is’ when they’re on, ‘As Was’ when they’re off. She thinks no one knows but everyone does. Despite working in law, her superpower is internet stalking. Her Scottish terrier, Hamish, is Klaus’s best friend and a canine trash compactor who will eat anything (and then get sick). Irina gets irked when people mistake Hammy for a schnauzer.
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Ex-convict Gav MacAdams looks older than he is, thanks to a dozen years in prison for GBH. He has a wonky hip but can still handle himself in a fight. He once told his daughter he wanted a Dobermann pinscher but she (mistakenly?) bought him an Affenpinscher, Violet. On a good day, Violet looks like a demented Pomeranian; on a bad day, she resembles Gru’s dog from the Minions movies. Gav and Violet are usually inseparable, though Gav doesn’t like to take her to the pub (she gets ugly when no one gives her beer, and uglier when they do). While part of the dog community, Gav is more comfortable drinking with his East End mates at the George and Dragon pub.
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Jake Hathaway just moved in across the canal from Louise with his grey-and-white Staffordshire terrier, Luther. Jake is a dark horse, with no online presence. Louise is attracted to him, but can’t seem to find out much about him. He’s even defied Irina’s stalking skills, making them wonder ho he really is and what he’s doing in the neighbourhood.
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Ejiro is a soft-spoken gentle giant from Birmingham, who is often the voice of reason within the Pack. His smart-mouthed partner Yasmin is petite and energetic. They have a boxer, Hercules, who is ball-obsessed. Ejiro and Yaz live only one street from the park and have been known to take Herc there after dark, often resulting in them having to chase drug dealers out of the enclosure.
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Fiona (‘Fi’) is a good friend of Louise’s, and her cocker spaniel, Nala, is very fond of (and submissive to) Klaus. Fi is an attractive Australian redhead who doesn’t take much seriously, including herself. She’s a financial analyst with one of the City firms.
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Claire is a journalist for the local rag, The Chronicle. She’s Irish and has a French bulldog (‘Frenchie’) called Tank. They both have a tendency to brazen their way through stuff, even if Tank sometimes does randomly barf (it’s a Frenchie thing).
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Meg works as an IT programmer for a finance company in Canary Wharf. She has a brown dapple dachshund called Tyrion. Because, you know, what better name would you give a feisty and clever little fiend? All dogs love Meg; she’s a goldmine for treats.
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Phil Creasy was a local entrepreneur, who was murdered and dumped in Partridge Park. He and his girlfriend, Grace O’Donnell, used to live further up the canal, but would occasionally visit Partridge Park with their cockapoo, Alfie. When Alfie died of parvovirus, the couple went through a bumpy patch and split up not long afterwards. Phil got involved with dog charities. Grace now has a new cockapoo puppy, Daphne, and a new man, Mike Aspall.
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Tim Aziz and his girlfriend Sophie have a Jack Russell called Loki. Tim’s the local Lothario and, perhaps because of that, Sophie dabbles (a lot) with Botox, fillers and other bits of cosmetic work. She and Irina do their best to avoid each other, a situation made difficult as Hamish and Loki love each other.
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Paul and his partner Ella, the local French ex-pats, have two black Labrador retrievers: Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew. Jimmy is notorious for stealing other dogs’ toys (and breaking the squeakers). Vader likes mud puddles.
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Dr Indira (‘Indy’) Balasubramanian has a Romanian rescue called Banjo. Banjo looks to be part border collie, part corgi and 100 per cent street dog. He’s come a long way since he was adopted, but isn’t overly interested in engaging with the other dogs.

Outside the Pack (but still of note)

Andy Thompson is a detective constable with the Met Police. He’s smart, ambitious and, with his partner DC Scott Williams, one of the first detectives on the scene when Phil Creasy’s body is found. Andy fancies Irina, despite her blowing hot and cold.

Ivy Woodhouse is known in the area for having poisoned some local animals a few years ago, in an effort to get rid of the foxes that were destroying her garden. She’s old and kind of racist.
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Gav’s mates Jono and Norma own a café in Poplar and have a mastiff called Rocco. While a lot of local mastiffs are owned by neighbourhood thugs (and become part of the problem), Rocco has been trained and socialised, and is quite gentle.

Dr Caroline Aspen, Dr Chetan Singh and Dr Ben Cooper are vets at the local surgery, Village Vets. Dr Aspen is also the owner and practice manager. Dr Cooper has a crush on Louise. She hasn’t noticed.
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Barbara (‘Babs’) Lane is Louise’s very capable second in-command at the consultancy firm she founded. Mandy Barker is one of the consultants working for Louise. She has a corgi called Amelia, who Klaus has a crush on. Samuel Osman is one of Louise’s protégés.

Annabel works for one of the property management companies developing the area around Partridge Park. She’s posh, bolshy and brooks no BS.






Sunday
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1 LOUISE


Partridge Bark

Fiona (Nala’s Mum)



Anyone want to bet who was sick first after Girls’ Night last night: Tank or Claire?





Yaz (Hercules’s Mum)



A French bulldog who has a tendency to barf, or a journalist who was drinking @Irina’s cocktails? Tough one, but my money’s on Claire.





Claire (Tank’s Mum)



Yeah. Yeah, it was me. I’m not going to make the recovery walk this morning. Soz.





Early morning sunlight stabbed my eyes. I adjusted my sunglasses and tightened my grip on Klaus’s lead. Took a deep, steadying breath; Claire wasn’t the only one hungover.

‘You look like something Hamish might have dug up,’ Irina Ivanova called from across the street, gesturing at the black Scottish terrier at her side. With her fair hair hanging lank around her round, pale face, in sharp contrast to her designer leggings, top and trainers, Irina looked like a well-dressed zombie.

I knew I didn’t look much better, but there wasn’t much point in getting dressed up for an early dog walk in Partridge Park. Particularly not after our monthly ladies’ night. I pushed my sunglasses further up the bridge of my nose and ushered my dachshund, Klaus, across the street. ‘Who else are we waiting for?’

‘No one. Although I’m not sure why you’re all blaming me, I didn’t force you to drink anything,’ Irina said, her voice sounding like Eastern European gravel.

As sharp as her words were, there was no malice behind the usual refrain. She smiled as Hamish bypassed Klaus to greet me. Today he wore a blue bandana that read I’m not an effin’ schnauzer. It was a sore point with Irina, although I suspected that as far as Hamish was concerned, as long as you were a dog or a human, you were cool. Squirrels, geese and cats were a different story.

‘To be fair, from a distance…’

‘Don’t start,’ Irina grunted.

I fought off a wave of nausea as I leaned down too fast to greet Hamish. ‘Good morning, sweetheart,’ I said, ruffling his ears. Once my world stopped spinning, I straightened and accepted a travel mug of coffee from Irina. ‘Do I need to worry about any “hair of the non-schnauzer dog” in there?’

‘Only if Hamish snuck something in, and Scotties don’t shed.’

I took a healthy gulp of coffee and winced. If Hamish had snuck something in there, it might have tasted better. I blew on the lid, pretending that the coffee was just hot, instead of hot tar. ‘Jesus.’

‘You know what to take for the hangover,’ she said.

‘Yes. A couple of paracetamol, washed down with a Berocca.’ I raised the mug in a mock salute. ‘Or rocket fuel.’

She shrugged. ‘So make your own coffee next time, I was just trying to help.’

Hamish squatted and Irina handed me her mug, pulling a green poo bag from her pocket. ‘Enterosgel is the best thing for getting toxins safely out of your body.’ She carefully got down on one knee to clean up after her dog. ‘Don’t make that face, it doesn’t taste that bad. But if you want to keep your toxins, fine with me.’ While Irina had been raised in Moscow (something she rarely admitted to), she’d spent a few years in the Czech Republic, with a dog that won awards for scavenging. Since then, Enterosgel had become her go-to for anything gastrointestinal, either for dogs or humans.

‘I don’t dispute how effective it is, just how it tastes. Kind of like the love child of chalk and charcoal.’

Irina smiled and lobbed the bag into a dog waste bin. On the front was a decal with the label ‘Poo-Tin’ below a picture of Vladimir Putin. The image was faded, but she still gave Mad Vlad a two-fingered salute as the bin clanged shut.

Our dog park pack – ‘the Pack’ – gave it equal odds that Irina was the one who put the decal there. I’d asked her once and received a lecture about the perils of defacing public property, with just enough sanctimony in her tone to more or less confirm it.

Klaus edged to the side of the path and urinated on a discarded takeaway bag. Now ready to go, he emitted a loud bark to hurry us along.

‘Big voice for such a little sausage dog,’ a jogger said, passing us. The guy was in his mid-thirties and up far too early on a Sunday morning to have that sort of energy.

‘Don’t tell him that.’ I forced a smile. ‘He thinks he’s a slightly short Rottweiler.’

The jogger laughed and disappeared round a bend in the path. We entered the park, automatically surveying the area. The litter levels weren’t too bad, and there weren’t many other people around. It was even early for most of the Pack to walk their dogs. It was low risk, so when Klaus looked up at me with liquid eyes and bounced his front paws off my shins, I gave in to his plea to be let off the lead.

‘Fine,’ I said, unclipping him. ‘But behave.’

Klaus jumped on Hamish and in moments they were one pile of dark fur, rolling on the grass as Hamish tugged at Klaus’s ear while Klaus playfully took hold of Hamish’s beard. Business as usual.

My phone buzzed twice. Swiping past the low battery warning, I glanced at the screen.

Partridge Bark

Meg (Tyrion’s Mum)



By the way, does anyone know what was happening in the park at 3:30 in the morning? Tyrion was going nuts at the balcony door.





Paul (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Dad)



Same with Vader and Jim. I thought it was Ella, but she was only snoring on the sofa. I looked outside but couldn’t see anything. It took ages for them to quiet down. I cannot believe she slept through it.





‘After all the cocktails I drank last night, Klaus could have been having a rave in the living room, and I’d have slept through it.’ I replaced the almost-flat phone in my pocket and pulled out an orange-and-blue rubber ball. I threw it into the middle of the field, watching the dogs scramble after it. Hamish was faster, snatching the ball and prancing about, but Klaus was stealthy. Seconds later, he executed a ten-point ‘sausage snatch’ and, with the ball in his mouth and his ears flapping in the wind, sprinted towards us.

Suddenly he stopped. Dropped the ball and cocked his head to the side. His hind legs moved, slowly rotating him until his nose pointed towards the long grass fenced off between the edge of the park and the road.

Hamish looked between the ball and the long grass a couple of times. Then he started to run.

‘Not the long grass,’ I warned Klaus. ‘You know you’re not allowed there.’

It was a canine minefield of discarded chicken bones, toxic litter and foxtails. You’d think those weeds wouldn’t pose any danger, but if their seeds got stuck in an ear or a paw, it meant a painful (and expensive) trip to the vet. So far, Klaus had managed to stay off that list, and I preferred to keep it that way.

The dogs ignored us and ran towards it, their short legs pumping. Klaus’s tail pointed straight back, his back legs moving together so that from behind he almost looked like a hopping bunny, but at that moment there was nothing cute or funny about it.

I whistled for him to return, but all I could see was his black-and-tan bottom as he sprinted away.

‘Hamish! Idi syuda! Come back here!’ Irina called out. ‘Three! Two! One!’ She dropped a handful of treats at her feet. But as high value as the treats were, the dogs ignored us and kept on running into the grass.

Something felt off; Klaus was a mama’s boy. He always came when I called. And I’d never seen another dog as food-obsessed as Hamish. Something was wrong.

Terrified, I started to run. ‘NIKLAUS!’

Klaus passed through the gap in the wire fence enclosing the long grass.

The right thing to have done would have been to turn around and run in the opposite direction. Or have Irina try the three-two-one trick again. But instinct made me sprint faster. My breath escaped in short pants, and I grabbed a post at the entrance to the long grass, using it to catapult myself into the area where I’d last seen Klaus and Hamish. Both stood with their front paws firmly planted, barking at something that was not barking back.

I dove forward – ignoring the weeds cutting my legs – and reached for my dog. Klaus evaded me twice before I could grab him. With one hand clamped on his collar, I lunged again, capturing Hamish and pulling him close enough to trap him between my knees. I clipped on Klaus’s lead and waited for Irina to arrive.

‘Was that really necessary?’ I wheezed at Klaus. My eyes streamed, and only now did I realise that I’d dropped my glasses somewhere along the way. ‘You, my love, have lost off-lead privileges. Again.’

Klaus didn’t appear to care. He was squirming and barking at a threat I still couldn’t see.

Irina’s shadow fell over me, and I passed Hamish back to her, watching as she yanked his mouth open and fished around the edges. ‘What have you eaten now, you freaky little scavenger?’ She threw whatever she’d taken from Hamish deeper into the grass. ‘Yuck.’

Looking disgusted, she wiped her hands on her leggings. ‘What are they barking at?’

‘I don’t know. Dead rat?’

Irina tilted her head from one side to the other, considering it. ‘Well, they were bred to hunt rodents.’

I didn’t dispute Klaus’s prey drive – he went nuts when he saw a squirrel – but so far, he hadn’t come close to catching one. Thank God.

I glared at him. ‘Will you stop howling, for heaven’s sake? My hangover is killing me.’

Without sympathy, he squirmed, still fixated on the long grass. I followed his gaze and felt stomach acid burn its way up my throat.

‘Irina,’ I choked, scrambling back and falling onto my bottom, with Klaus clutched to my chest. ‘Call 999.’

‘999?’ She looked up and blinked. ‘For a dead rat?’

In a voice two octaves higher than normal, I squeaked out, ‘It’s not a dead rat.’

Half hidden in the grass, amid poppies, cornflowers and discarded crisp bags, clouded blue eyes stared at me from a grey, dead face.

Irina stood and followed my gaze. ‘Oh, my—’ She raised her free hand to cover her mouth as her stomach audibly rebelled.

‘Don’t get sick here. Forensics—’

She staggered out of the long grass – holding Hamish in one arm – and vomited into a nearby bin. ‘God.’

‘I’m almost out of battery,’ I said once she stopped heaving. ‘Pull yourself together and call 999. Now.’
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2 LOUISE


Partridge Bark

Paul (Bark Vader and Jimmy Chew’s Dad)



While @Ella is snoring like a chainsaw, @Louise and @Irina have found something in the long grass. Rat? Fox? Something more interesting? Hopefully nothing that needs to be sent to the labs for testing [image: ] LOL





My phone buzzed, showing one last message before the screen went blank.

Paul and Ella lived in one of the new builds on the far side of the road, overlooking the park, and their balcony was easy to spot. Ella’s bright red geraniums hung from planters fixed to the railings. Between Bark Vader’s ball obsession and Jimmy Chew’s love of anything remotely edible, Ella was in a constant state of replacing geraniums and window boxes. In the battle of woman vs Labrador retrievers, the dogs were winning.

Paul leaned through a gap in the foliage and waved. This morning he wore a red T-shirt, not caring (or noticing) that it clashed with the Hawaiian print pyjama bottoms that I knew featured photos of Vader and Jimmy. The jammies had been a gag gift last Christmas and made him pretty hard to miss.

Also hard to miss were the big black dogs beside him. Vader lay at his feet, while Jimmy stood on his hind legs, taking advantage of Paul’s distraction to chomp on a geranium. Paul gestured towards his dogs, silently explaining the joke. Send it to the labs, he mimed. Labrador retrievers. Get it?

I had no idea how the couple coped with one, much less two, large and quite frankly bonkers dogs in a small flat.

‘It’s a miracle Ella didn’t pitch Paul over the balcony the 2,000th time he made that joke,’ I said.

‘They’re French,’ Irina responded, as if that was reason enough. ‘But at least he isn’t accusing me of giving Ella alcohol poisoning.’ Her fingers were poised over her phone screen.

‘Don’t say what we found in the chat. Any mention of a dead body, and it’ll be a zoo here in moments. Once the police arrive, that dead man is their problem, not ours.’

‘Ugh. We have to stay?’ She looked at the sky and sighed. ‘Of course we have to stay. Why couldn’t Paul or one of the others have found him? He could probably see the dead guy from up there.’ She shoved her phone into a pocket on the side of her leggings and waved away a jogger. ‘Ghouls.’

Klaus’s bark subsided into an unhappy whine. ‘You’re not going back there,’ I told him and turned my back on the long grass, doing my best to keep the nausea at bay. It didn’t work; every time I closed my eyes, I saw the dead man staring at me. I imagined I could even smell him, although the morning air was crisp.

Irina scraped her hair into a topknot and sighed. ‘What’s taking them so long? The kids’ll start showing up soon for their football games.’

‘Welcome to East London.’ I shrugged, as if I hadn’t been wondering the same.

Five minutes became ten and dragged to fifteen before the Emergency Response Team arrived, lights flashing. In short order, two men wearing police caps appeared on the sidewalk on the other side of the overgrown hedge.

‘Here come the police,’ Irina murmured.

They strode into the park, identically clad in dark trousers, white shirts and walkie-talkies on the left shoulder of their stab-proof vests. Probably a staple for any cop in East London.

Their eyes latched on to us in moments. ‘Are you the ones that found the body?’ the first man said, flashing a warrant card but not introducing himself.

‘Yes.’ I pointed towards the long grass. ‘In there.’

‘Technically the dogs found him, not us,’ Irina said, as one of the men stepped into a white paper boiler suit and booties and moved towards the area. ‘I thought only the forensic people wore those.’

The officer in front of us gave her a steady look until she added, ‘He’s dead.’

‘No one else?’ his partner asked. When I stared blankly at him, he elaborated, ‘Only one body?’

Panic bubbled through my veins. ‘We didn’t think to check,’ I whispered, staring at a wide-eyed Irina. ‘Oh my God, what if someone else was in there? Maybe we could have helped them—’

‘You did the right thing, you called 999,’ he said. ‘Wait here, the detectives will want to talk to you.’ He put on his PPE and moved quickly to join the other man, searching through the long grass.

‘We would have messed up the crime scene,’ Irina whispered to me. ‘Maybe more than we already did.’ Her shrug was casual, but I suspected she was every bit as upset as I was.

A few moments later, when it looked like they hadn’t found anyone else, they cordoned off the area with blue-and-white police tape.

People were already gathering in small groups, like sharks sensing blood in the water. Irina’s phone buzzed a few times but neither of us dared look.

A car parked on the street outside the park entrance and two plain-clothed men emerged, one with a camera slung over his shoulder. They looked to the white-clad response team wading through the long grass, who then pointed to us.

A pair of joggers slowed down, curious, but these men – the detectives, I guessed – walked past them, waving them on.

This second pair separated; the older one stepped into a white bunnysuit of his own, snapped a few pics of us and approached the long grass, taking photographs of the scene. The younger man held up a warrant card and introduced himself. ‘I’m Detective Constable Andrew Thompson.’ He was tall, with blond curls, a fresh face and a surprisingly deep voice. If I had to guess, I’d say he was maybe early thirties. About Irina’s age. He wore jeans, a white shirt open at the neck and a light blazer. A small rectangular device was fastened to the breast pocket, which had to be a body camera.

‘That’s DC Williams.’ He pointed to the other man he’d arrived with, who stood with hands on hips, still trying to convince the joggers that there was nothing to see. The first team moved further out, sweeping the area.

The park was getting busier, and more people seemed to be finding new interest in this particular corner, which was mostly used by the dog people. Some of them did have dogs, but the proportion was all wrong. ‘Too many people think local crime is a spectator sport,’ I said to myself, aware that I was focusing on everything but what we’d already seen.

‘Williams can handle it,’ DC Thompson said. He touched the device, letting us know that we would be recorded, then asked, ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

I stared at him, watching his mouth move, but not registering the words.

‘What time did you – and your dogs – find the deceased?’

‘Twenty-four minutes ago,’ I said, my eyes on the street. A third vehicle flashing blue lights had stopped. A man and a woman got out and split up. The man knocked on a nearby door, while the woman moved up the street, her eyes scanning each building. For what? Blood? Doorbell cameras? ‘We called 999 as soon as we saw him. What are they doing?’ I asked, pointing at the two officers moving up the street.

‘Their jobs, ma’am. Did you see anything suspicious before then?’

‘Before we found him? No,’ Irina said.

The detective looked at me. ‘And you?’

I shook my head. ‘Me? No. But I understand there was a commotion around here late last night.’

Irina gave me a sideways glance, while the detective asked, ‘What sort of commotion?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t hear it, but the others mentioned that something set the local dogs off. They all started barking around 3:30 a.m.’

He raised a brow. ‘The others?’

‘It was posted in our WhatsApp chat,’ Irina explained.

From his expression, I realised that we weren’t making sense. ‘We have a WhatsApp group for the locals with dogs. The dogs that live next to the park started barking around 3:30. Can you check CCTV to find out what happened?’

Thompson held up a finger and turned away from us, speaking quietly into a radio. The man at the door glanced over and gave him a thumbs-up.

They’re narrowing the timeframe, I realised.

‘That’s what Grant is checking for.’ Thompson answered my question, gesturing to the woman.

‘London is famous for its “ring of steel” CCTV cameras,’ Irina was saying. ‘Presumably it includes more than the doorcams that the public set up themselves? Or does even the ring of steel shy away from this part of town?’

If the detective was offended, he didn’t let it show. He turned towards me and asked, ‘Can you show us the messages?’

‘My phone’s out of battery. Irina?’

She gave an exaggerated sigh and moved closer to the detective. Tilting her head almost coquettishly, she scrolled past the messages speculating as to what we might have found. ‘There, see – something happened at 3:30.’

DC Thompson took several photos of the chat. I hoped Irina hadn’t scrolled too far up; there were pictures from last night’s party shared in the chat that she probably wouldn’t want him to see.

‘Did you touch anything?’

We exchanged a glance. ‘We tried not to,’ I said.

‘But…?’ DC Thompson prompted.

Irina shrugged, and the neckline of her loose jumper edged down a bit. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have sworn that she was flirting with the young detective. Over the body of a dead man.

‘We both grabbed the pole when we entered the long grass,’ she explained to him. ‘Everyone does. If you dust that for prints, you’ll end up with a more accurate list of who lives around here than the last census.’

‘And…’ I prompted.

‘And I pulled something from my dog’s mouth,’ she added, giving me a chilly look from the corner of her eye. ‘I threw it further into the grass.’

‘What was it?’

‘I don’t know. A bit of fabric, maybe?’ Irina shrugged again and her jumper eased further down. ‘I fish things out of his mouth all the time.’

For a moment, DC Thompson looked at a loss. He shook his head and opted for a different line of questioning. ‘Did you recognise the man? Did he look familiar?’

‘No,’ Irina said.

‘No,’ I echoed when he looked at me, adding, ‘but I didn’t get a good enough look.’

The detective sighed. ‘Let me take your details. You’ll both need to make a statement, and we might need to take fingerprints and DNA samples – to exclude you, of course.’

More cars parked on the street. Another, wider, perimeter was set up around the long grass. Inside, a couple of new arrivals unpacked a tent and set it up over the body.

Another man emerged from a battered sedan. He yawned and ran his fingers through untidy silver hair. I imagined he was here to confirm that the man in the long grass was indeed dead.

I could have saved him the trip; that guy had been dead for hours.

As intriguing as it might have been to decamp to one of the balconies and watch how these things unfurled in real life, this wasn’t a TV show, and the dead man wasn’t a dummy or an actor. Whoever he was, he deserved better than to be made into a public spectacle.

I answered the remaining questions as best I could, embarrassed by how often I had to say ‘I don’t know’. With the dead man’s eyes haunting me, all I wanted to do was go home and take a shower.

Finally, DC Thompson tucked his notebook away in a pocket. ‘Thank you for your time,’ he said. He gave us both his card. ‘Call me if you think of anything else.’ Irina held his eyes as she hung on to the tip of his card a second or two longer than necessary, prolonging what already felt like an awkward moment.

She cocked her head at him and, if it weren’t for her dark glasses, I’d swear she was batting her lashes at him. ‘See you tomorrow.’

I held Klaus in my arms until we were out of his earshot. ‘See you tomorrow?’ I repeated, staring at my friend.

‘We need to give a statement, remember?’ she reminded me, in a voice that held less innocence than Rasputin’s.

‘I thought he was videoing us.’

She brushed that aside, as if going down to the station and repeating ourselves was standard procedure. And maybe it was.

She glanced over her shoulder, where people still lingered near the tent the police had erected over the body and shook her head.

‘Ghouls.’ I echoed Irina’s comment, half considering her part of that group.

‘Do you want to stop for a coffee? The Nest should be open by now.’

The Nest, officially the Partridge Park Café, did make exceptional coffee, but all I wanted was to go home. ‘You stop, if you like. I just want to get home.’

‘It’s not like an American to turn down a coffee,’ Irina teased. I knew she was trying to lighten the mood, but just then a large van braked outside the park, unmarked save for ‘Private Ambulance’ written on the side in small letters. I didn’t want to see the body photographed. Didn’t want to see it placed on a gurney and taken away, wrapped in a bag. I didn’t want to stay near the park any longer than I had to.

‘I don’t envy the forensics team going through the long grass,’ Irina said. Her eyes lit up with an idea. ‘Do you think they’ll bag all the rubbish they find?’

‘If they do, it’ll be the one good thing to come of it.’

We left the park and walked home along the canal in silence. ‘How’s your hangover?’ she asked as we entered the iron gates to the converted warehouse complex we lived in.

‘I lost it somewhere between chasing Klaus across the field and hearing you vomit in the bin.’

‘Good.’ We stopped at the door to my building. ‘Will you be okay?’

‘Better than the guy in the park. I’m going to have a hot shower, and as soon as the sun is over the yardarm, I might well pour myself a very large G & T.’

‘Sun over the… What does that mean?’

‘When it’s late enough that I won’t feel like an alcoholic, day-drinking after a big night out.’

Irina smiled. ‘Hair of the dog.’ Her face had reverted back to its usual assured expression, but I wasn’t sure how unaffected she really was.

‘What do you think happened to him?’ I asked.

She looked into the distance for a moment or two, visibly choosing her words. Then she sighed. ‘I don’t know. I’ll do what I can to help the police, of course. But it’s not my job to solve the crime. Not yours either, Lou.’

Her stern tone carried an underlying message: Don’t get obsessed with this, Lou.

‘I know,’ I said, waving at her and opening the door. I let Klaus off his lead as soon as we reached my flat, plugged in my phone, took a shower and brewed some coffee.

Taking the cafetière and a large mug onto the balcony, I set them down on the table. Instead of lying on the dog bed beside my chair, Klaus jumped, pawing at my knee until I picked him up and settled him on my lap. He licked my neck and ear, circled a couple of times, then curled up with his head on my forearm.

My phone buzzed again and again, as Paul updated the group from his own balcony. The body had been taken away, and a couple of uniforms remained at the scene, keeping everyone outside the perimeter. The rest of the police were walking around the park and streets surrounding it, looking up, looking down, checking out the rubbish bins and knocking on doors. With each buzz my nerves stretched tauter, until I shut the damned thing off.

‘Sweet boy,’ I murmured, dropping a kiss onto Klaus’s smooth head. He snuffled some sort of assent and closed his eyes.

When my hands began to shake, I blamed it on the caffeine and switched to decaf, even though I knew that wasn’t the problem. For the next hour or two, we stayed like that, watching people going about their business. I fancied that I could tell the difference between those going shopping, going to brunch and going to church, as if nothing had happened a short walk away.

My eyes locked on a man wearing dark glasses and a cap, who crossed in front of my building with a white Jack Russell Terrier on a lead. He was buzzed into the adjacent building and swaggered inside.

‘Aw, nuts,’ I muttered to Klaus. ‘Irina and Tim are back on again.’

Moments later, Tim’s Jack Russell, Loki, appeared on Irina’s balcony alongside Hamish. Klaus lifted his head from the mat beside me and barked a greeting to his friends.

‘Quiet, Klaus. Irina’s doing her best to keep her mind off the morning’s events. I get that. I just wish she’d find someone single so I don’t have to avoid looking Tim’s girlfriend in the eye.’

Klaus didn’t seem to care, pawing my leg three times, requesting to be let down. He did a full body shake, starting at his nose and ending at his tail. Placing his front paws on the edge of a planter to get a better view, he continued barking.

If Irina thought she was keeping the affair under wraps, then she’d failed to consider that Klaus was alerting everyone to the two dogs on her balcony and that half the neighbourhood knew who owned the Jack Russell.

Her problem, not mine.

I looked at the dregs of coffee in my cup, went inside and mixed myself that gin and tonic.

Reclaiming my seat, I watched a white storage van park on the other side of the canal. The buildings on that side were part of the same complex I lived in, and I’d never seen the man or the grey-and-white Staffordshire terrier that met the van.

‘Looks like we’ve got new neighbours, Klaus.’ His ears perked up, and he barked a greeting to the Staffie. Hamish and Loki chimed in, completing the chorus.

As the driver began to unload the van, the man turned, locating the dogs. His gaze found mine and seemed to hold it for a few moments. And then, without a backwards glance, he picked up a box and, with the driver, began to ferry packing crates and furniture inside.
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3 GAV


Gavin MacAdams held a hand up in farewell and pushed through the George and Dragon’s door into the cool evening. He turned left and moved through the remains of the street market. During the day it bustled with stands selling fruit and veg, fish, carpets and cheap school uniforms. But now, not far off 10 p.m., only the stalls’ metal skeletons remained; anything that could be stolen or broken had long since been packed up for the night.

There had been only one topic of conversation at the pub that evening: the dead man found in Partridge Park. Gav had nursed his beer and listened to his mates’ theories. The consensus was that it was gang related, but Gav wasn’t so sure. A gang thing, you leave the body where it drops, or pose it somewhere for effect. You don’t lob it over the fence into a park, like an old McDonald’s bag. Even if the fence was only some four and a half feet high around there.

Whoever did it was an amateur. Someone who killed a guy and had to get rid of the body fast. Someone, maybe with some of their crew, fit enough to hike the stiff over a fence, in the middle of the night, and not be caught.

That was clear enough to Gav. He and his mates weren’t strangers to East London, or to crime, often joking that even CCTV was afraid to be there. But this felt different, and you didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to realise that none of them had a clue who the dead guy was, why he was killed, or why he was dumped in the park.

And that spoke volumes. Not much happened in the neighbourhood without Gav or one of his mates knowing about it.

The night was quiet. The cars on the high street were few and far between, and the slap of his footsteps on the pavement had a pleasing, if uneven, rhythm, the echoes bouncing off the silent buildings like a soft bass. Most people avoided the market square at night, but Gav had grown up here. Knew the area. Knew the players. And the players knew Gav, at least by reputation. The sensible ones steered clear of him.

He paused to rub his hip, briefly glancing around. The ache was a constant companion, but one that he’d learned to deal with. Prison had taught him never to show pain.

The air changed, became dense. Charged. Gav kept his shoulders loose, his pace steady. He couldn’t see whoever it was, but he could feel them, watching him.

Walk too fast, and you’re a target.

Too slow, and you’re also a target.

Truth was, they already had their eye on him, he knew that. Maybe because he was asking questions in the pub about that dead body. Maybe because he looked old. Who knew?

He kept walking, didn’t let them know he knew they were there. That was the trick. That way they didn’t know you were expecting it, right? That way, you were ready when they came at you, and that gave you an edge. Sort of.

He looked around again, this time with sharper eyes. It didn’t take long to blink the four of them into view. Faces covered by bleedin’ hoodies. Young thugs, who thought they were the real deal, leaning against a closed shop that advertised jellied eels and faggots.

The old and the new.

Only, the old-timers, they were hard. These kids, they shoved crap up their noses, smoked weed that stunk like shite and clung to them, like some sort of badge that they were off their heads.

Their clothes were baggy, knock-off brands that were maybe bought from one of the stalls. That wasn’t an issue, Gav was all for supporting the local entrepreneurs and all that. Why not? He knew most of them.

One of the kids moved forward. He was small and skinny. He took a swig from a bottle of cheap vodka and passed it to the guy behind him. ‘Where you goin’, old man?’ he said.

‘I don’t want trouble.’ Gav raised his hands, keeping his knees soft. The hip was another matter; it didn’t always do as it was told.

Don’t let me down now.

Skinny Boy’s head tilted to one side then the other, weaving back and forth. Like a bloody cobra, Gav thought. Only, a cobra would be smarter.

‘Don’t matter what you want,’ the lad said.

‘You going anywhere nice?’ another boy said, stepping forward. ‘Mebbe we can come along.’

Their accents, the way they spoke wasn’t Cockney. Wasn’t East London. New blood to the area maybe, with something to prove. He’d seen groups of them wandering around. Getting pissed on the corner outside News-N-Booze and harassing or attacking anyone they didn’t like the look of.

He calculated the odds. There were four of them and one of him. In this part of the market there was no CCTV, and even the police stayed away.

He wasn’t a fool; he knew he wasn’t a young man anymore. But he also knew he wasn’t as old or unfit as the kids thought.

Gav glanced beyond them, to his car parked across the street. He kept a crowbar in the boot, just in case. It couldn’t be more than fifty yards away, but that was fifty yards too far. He’d have to make do.

He shifted as the boys tried to circle around behind him. Gav kept his hands up, palms facing out. ‘It’s not worth it. Just walk away.’

Skinny Boy stomped forward, laughing.

Dumb kid, Gav thought and loosened his body. One thing he’d learned, long before he was sent inside, was that people saw what they wanted to see. Even more so when they were with their mates and showing off to each other.

Gav might look old, he might have a dodgy hip, but he wasn’t feeble. He bent away from the kid’s lunge and grabbed the bottle of vodka, breaking it on the side of a metal post. His eyes stayed fixed on the boys as the broken glass reflected weak light from the tired streetlamps.

Ignoring the pain in his hip, he slid to the left, coming around the big kid that stunk of skunk and cheap cologne. One muscular arm held the kid against Gav’s chest while he touched the broken bottle to his throat.

Gav muttered a curse as all the warm fluffy crap he’d had to spout at his parole hearing dissipated. He looked at the remaining boys one by one, finally alighting on the leader of the pack; Skinny Boy.

His hand tightened on the neck of the bottle. ‘You really shoulda picked an easier target, mate.’






Monday
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4 LOUISE


Partridge Bark

Claire (Tank’s Mum)



Careful, guys. T and I were walking yesterday and saw a bunch of kids mug a girl. They stole her phone and ripped the headphones off her head. Tank started barking so they definitely saw us. And while Tank looks like a… tank, he’s all mouth and no trousers. When they started towards us, we ran into a shop and waited there until some guy offered to walk us home.





Ejiro (Hercules’s Dad)



Are you OK?





Claire (Tank’s Mum)



Yeah. I’ve been writing about that sort of thing happening around here for the paper, but didn’t expect it to happen to us. At the time, I was just wondering if they chased me because they knew who I was, or because I was a single woman walking her dog. It was only when I got home that I wondered if they might have been involved in the guy getting killed.





Yaz (Hercules’s Mum)



Are you OK? Herc and I had to chase drug dealers out of the park again the other day. Maybe it was the same group of kids? I got a pic of them that I’ll DM you.





Fiona (Nala’s Mum)



OMG, that’s horrible! BTW, I saw your article about the guy in the park this morning, @Claire. It didn’t say if the man’s death was related to those gangs.





Claire (Tank’s Mum)



Coz we don’t know. Yet.





Ejiro (Hercules’s Dad)



And we can’t jump to conclusions. We don’t know the guy. Could be anything.

Glad you and Tank are OK, Claire, and good reporting. But I think we all need to be more careful, at least until we figure out what’s going on.





The estate agent had called the neighbourhood ‘up and coming’ when I moved here from West London, fresh after a messy divorce. What they didn’t tell me was how much the area resisted change and how over the years it had become an uneasy mix of the old and the new. The professionals who’d moved there, a good percentage of whom were internationals, liked the proximity to Canary Wharf. The Cockneys would have liked things to stay the way they were back in the ’60s and ’70s. Add in a couple of ethnic communities and, of course, the gangs, and you had the eclectic mix that lived near Partridge Park.

Even the architecture was a cacophony of council houses, pretty new builds and the odd remaining pre-war-warehouse conversion.

On most days the neighbourhood operated under a tacit détente, with each group keeping to their own circles. The exception to the rule was the enclosed dog area at the back of Partridge Park. Here, anyone with a dog was welcome, as long as the dog was reasonably well behaved and well socialised.

Given the amount of time we spent there, the dogs had become friends. So had the humans, and the Pack made some of the dicier aspects of the neighbourhood bearable.

The day was already warm as Klaus and I joined the throng of joggers, dog walkers and a few suits heading towards the park; the scene was so normal that it was easy to forget that anything untoward had happened there over the weekend.

Until you noticed the police tape flapping in the breeze near the long grass, or the bored-looking PC standing next to it.

‘Someone dumped a dead body there yesterday.’ An elderly woman was sitting on a bench nearby. The two Yorkshire terriers at her feet yapped a greeting. As usual, all three were poured into coordinating animal-print ensembles. Today was cheetah. The old woman lit a cigarette and exhaled smoke over her shoulder. ‘They moved the body right quick, but the CSI people were here until late.’

‘SOCOs,’ I corrected her automatically. ‘Scene of Crime Officers.’

‘Whatever.’ She dismissed the words with a wave of her cigarette.

Klaus gave each Yorkie a gentle sniff, then weed on a discarded can.

‘Foolish to dump him there,’ the woman said, scooping up one of the dogs and settling him on her lap. ‘If it were me, I’d have chucked him into the canal. That water’d have him down to the bone in no time.’

‘Good to know.’ I kept my voice even, trying not to imagine her dragging two yipping lapdogs and a dead body down to the canal.

The woman’s smile revealed a few missing teeth, like an ageing alligator, and I reconsidered. In her heyday… maybe she could have. But if she had, I didn’t want to know. I bade her a swift goodbye, urging Klaus forward.

He sniffed the posts at the park’s entrance, but didn’t linger, pulling me towards the friends he saw playing near the red-brick café. I waved at a few familiar faces sitting at The Nest’s outside tables and stepped into the queue behind a tall Black man with a brown boxer dog at his side.

‘Heard you had a bit of excitement yesterday,’ he said in a deep voice seasoned with a Brummie accent.

‘Hey, Ejiro.’ I leaned over to pat his dog. ‘Hey, Herc.’

Hercules was more interested in Klaus. They started circling each other, sniffing each other’s butts while Ejiro and I moved with them, keeping the leads from tangling.

‘You think the police know who did it?’ he asked, passing his lead under mine and looking over his shoulder to give the barista his order. Herc’s lead was black and industrial strength. Klaus’s was orange, with cartoon hedgehogs marching along its length. I wondered if his friends made fun of it.

‘Not as far as I know.’ I moved to the counter and ordered a latte.

‘You found him, didn’t you?’ a different voice interjected. Tim Aziz was sitting by the window, sunglasses firmly in place, black hair glistening in the sunlight. He was carefully dressed to look casual, but everything on him was designer and current. Tim liked the good things in life. Which at the moment included Irina, as well as the young woman sitting across from him.

Sophie was young, pretty – no stranger either to beauticians or to the Botox needle – and officially Tim’s partner, although for how much longer was anyone’s guess. Her rigorously maintained exterior hid a brighter brain than her boyfriend had, and she had to know that he was cheating on her.

‘Was he still warm?’ Tim continued. ‘Did the foxes get him?’

‘Tim!’ Sophie glared at him, but one manicured hand dropped below the table to pat Loki. Maybe that was it: she stayed with him because of his dog.

‘Don’t be an arse.’ Ejiro wasn’t one to mince words. He picked up his coffee and mine. Once we got outside, he unclipped Hercules and gave the signal that it was fine to have a run. I bent to unhook Klaus from his own lead. My fingers froze and I fought a wave of apprehension.

Clouded blue eyes…

I shook the image away and undid the clasp. Klaus bounded after Hercules, barking happily, and I took my coffee from Ejiro. ‘You saw the article?’

‘The Chronicle said that the dead man was found by two women walking their dogs,’ he said. ‘No name, no photo of the guy. Thought they might be playing their cards close to their chests.’

‘Maybe,’ I said, but I wasn’t so certain.

Ejiro continued, ‘They included an appeal for more information, although I imagine that’s routine.’

‘London has one of the best CCTV set-ups in the world.’ I remembered Irina’s phrase. ‘A ring of steel around the capital. Even if it doesn’t extend this far east, there’s got to be something. You think they’ll bother to check it?’

‘Maybe.’ His big shoulders lifted. ‘I hope so. If it’s not disabled, they might at least be able to isolate the car that dumped him.’

Disabled.

‘Anything’s possible,’ he continued, answering the question I hadn’t voiced aloud. ‘You know what some of the kids are like here. I’m assuming he was dumped by car simply because no one would be stupid enough to carry him that far. Too risky.’ He tilted his head to the side. ‘Although I suppose he could have died in the park and maybe you found him where he fell in the grass.’

‘I want to believe it was an accident,’ I said. ‘But…’

‘Yeah. But.’

Another dog came near, but veered towards the bushes. In his previous life Banjo had been a street dog in Romania, and while he was friendly enough, he wasn’t interested in interacting with the other dogs. His owner, Indy, gave a half-hearted wave, before cursing and going down on one knee to fish something out of his mouth.

‘Well, even if they don’t find the murderer’s car – and I know this is terrible to say – maybe they’ll catch the boy racers on CCTV and do something about them. One of these days they’re going to hurt someone,’ I said.

‘They already have those reg plates. Yaz mails videos of them racing to the cops, the council, whoever she can, on a regular basis.’

I didn’t doubt that; Ejiro’s partner was usually on top of these things. I tilted my head, teasing out a thought. ‘Do you think they might have hit the guy? Dumped his body afterwards?’

‘The fence at the edge of the park is what, four and a half feet? Five? And then there’s the hedge next to it. It’d take a bit of muscle to get a dead body over that. Did he look like he’d been hit by a car?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. At least, not from what I saw.’

‘Okay. I could be wrong, but I don’t think a hit-and-run would have stopped and risked getting caught.’ He took a sip of coffee and seemed to consider options. ‘And they wouldn’t have dumped his wallet in a rubbish bin further up the street.’

‘They found his wallet?’

‘Just a guess, Lou. Someone saw them pull something from a bin. I’d guess a wallet or a phone. Good thing it happened on a Sunday and the council doesn’t collect rubbish over the weekend, right?’

‘Right…’

‘But it really could be anything. Maybe he overdosed and whoever he was with got spooked.’

‘I wouldn’t know the signs of an overdose if they smacked me in the face. Vomiting, I guess? Froth around his mouth?’ I’d seen that on TV or in a film. ‘Truth is, the only vomit I saw was Irina’s, and the guy’s face looked fine.’

Dead, but fine. I shuddered.

‘Bruising?’

‘Not that I could see. And to Tim’s point, if the foxes got to him, I didn’t see any evidence of it, not that I had that close a look. Did The Chronicle say anything else?’

‘Nope. Nothing important, at least.’

Ejiro was right, it wasn’t likely to be a hit-and-run. And it wasn’t likely to be self-inflicted if his – or maybe, a – wallet was found in a bin. People who commit suicide want to be found, don’t they?

Which meant that it was likely murder. Or at the very least, manslaughter.

In front of us, Klaus chased Herc, who’d managed to find a ball. Klaus’s little legs couldn’t keep up, but he didn’t let that stop him. Nothing did. That said, Klaus could bark for Britain, but brave and fierce as he was, he was only six and a half kilos. Herc was big enough to hold his own and defend Yaz and Ejiro, but Klaus…

‘Don’t think I haven’t thought of it,’ Ejiro said, guessing the way my mind was going. ‘Until we find out what happened to that man, we all need to be careful. Even those of us with big dogs.’

He put his cup on a nearby table and turned to look at me. ‘Yaz won’t be walking Herc alone after dark. Not with the gangs. Not with the possibility of a murderer out there. You shouldn’t be out alone either.’

‘I won’t do anything to put Klaus in danger.’

‘Or to put yourself in danger, Louise. That was a man that was killed,’ he reminded me. ‘Not a dog.’
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