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        When Mr Right turns out to be Mr Wrong, murder might be the only option…

      

      

      Baz, Peggy, Carole, and Madge may look like a quartet of average grans meeting up at the local café. But they’re not above a bit of vengeance … vigilauntie-style. And the streets of south-east London wouldn’t be safe without them.

      When the ladies get wind of a romance fraudster preying on innocent locals, their hearts sink. Scammers of this kind are usually overseas – beyond their unofficial jurisdiction.

      But when more victims in their community come forward, it becomes apparent this fraudster may be closer than they suspected. And why does every clue they uncover lead back to themselves?

      This time, they’re dealing with a dangerous criminal not even the fastest mobility scooter can outrun. But as far as they’re concerned, a bit of murder can solve anything…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            content warnings

          

        

      

    

    
      This work contains the following:

      
        
          	
        Fraud and romance scams
      

      	
        Transphobia and queerphobia
      

      

      

      

      The Vigilauntie Justice books are cosy(ish) noir(ish) stories set in London. They do have on-page violence, including murder, but it’s never graphic. There’s no sex and minimal swearing and romance – but there’s heaps of queer content and found family.
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      This book is written in British English. If you’re used to reading American English, some of the spelling and punctuation may seem unusual. I promise, it’s totally safe.

      This story also features a number of Canadianisms. Sadly, I cannot promise these are safe. You may find yourself involuntarily wearing a touque and craving Timbits and a double-double. It can’t be helped. Seek treatment immediately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            previously on vigilauntie justice…

          

        

      

    

    
      Okay, you know how in TV shows you get that little one-minute segment at the start of each episode to catch you up? Books should do that too, I think. Just a handy little reminder since it may have been a while since you read the previous books. Or maybe you’re like me and you’ve jumped right in at book three. No judgement.

      Previously on Vigilauntie Justice… [You may want to imagine Anthony Stewart Head’s voice as you read this.]

      Baz is a newly divorced, newly retired, newly out trans woman. After having lived much of her life in Canada, she returns to south-east London. Her first task is to make some new friends.

      She joins forces with three women who meet up every morning at a local café. Peggy is a septuagenarian punk and proud lesbian. Peggy’s life partner, Carole, is a bit unusual … in so many ways. Madge is a retired nurse, a social butterfly, and an eminently pragmatic woman.

      But it turns out that her new friends aren’t just crafters, they’re vigilantes. Vigilaunties, even. And now Baz is one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            in which an unfortunate event befalls our heroine

          

        

      

    

    
      Baz still got palpitations every time she crossed here. After checking to make sure no one was turning south onto Brookmill Road, she steered her mobility scooter into the road, heading towards the café for her daily get-together with the girls.

      Nine months earlier, she’d injured her left knee crossing this very road. It was a hard lesson to learn, but she knew better than to set out without looking to make sure that the drivers turning left knew they had a delayed signal.

      It was a lovely summer morning. The sun was at her back and she was on her way to meet her friends.

      Her right knee was doing well too. She could probably walk to the café without the scooter now. In fact, she might try just that one morning. But then – what would happen if she made it halfway and then ran out of steam? Or if the pain became unbearable?

      No, maybe that wasn’t such a good idea.

      It had been fifteen months since the surgery to repair her right knee – and more than a year and a half since the life-changing injury that had ended her career with the RCMP. She’d taken early retirement and accepted the generous compensation won for her by the excellent solicitor at her husband’s – sorry, ex-husband’s – firm.

      No, she wasn’t going to start thinking about Hari or their life back in Canada. That wouldn’t do. He’d made his feelings clear. He was happy for her. He understood that transitioning was right for her. But he was a gay man – Hari could never be with a woman.

      And besides, she had Paul now. Didn’t she?

      Paul, who was so sweet and kind. They’d been seeing each other for four months – though they were still taking things slowly.

      But Baz had been with Hari for thirty years. The idea of starting over with someone new still felt utterly alien to her.

      Something slammed into her side. An involuntary scream tore from her. Wind whipped her hair. Fabric flapped in front of her face.

      The whole thing was over in a flash, leaving her panting as she waited for her heart rate to fall back to normal levels. But she had no idea what had actually happened.

      She hadn’t even realised she’d stopped moving – though of course she had as soon as she let go of the scooter’s accelerator – until a young man spoke. ‘You all right, miss? Did they get anything?’ He was holding her shoulder, propping her up on her left side.

      His words weren’t making any sense. Nothing made any sense.

      She’d nearly fallen out of her scooter.

      Clutching her throat, Baz tried to catch enough breath to respond. And to right herself so she was sitting upright without his support. ‘Thank you, I’m fine, I think. They… What? Who?’

      The young man – who was he? He stretched an arm out, pointing down New Cross Road, towards central London. ‘The thieves?’

      Baz looked where he was indicating. Horns blared and people shouted at a motorbike as it squeezed between cars and ran the red at the bottom of Tanner’s Hill. ‘What?’

      ‘Did they?’ he repeated. He was tall and muscular, with long locs hanging over his deep brown skin. His bright blue polo shirt was tucked into his trousers, giving him access to the tool belt at his waist.

      Baz’s heart was still in her throat. ‘Did who what, dear?’

      ‘Did they get anything?’ The young man bent and looked into her eyes, like he was trying to gauge her mental fitness – which she supposed he was.

      ‘No, no,’ she reassured him. ‘I’m completely fine.’ She made to lift her handbag to demonstrate her point … only it wasn’t there. ‘Oh. Oh, no.’

      He cocked his head sympathetically. ‘Phone?’

      She frowned. ‘Afraid so. They grabbed my handbag – which had my phone and my wallet in it. And everything else. Oh dear.’ She wasn’t going to cry. Not here. Not now.

      The man smiled kindly. ‘Sorry, auntie. Can I ring somebody for you?’

      Baz realised she was still clenching her fists and made a concerted effort to relax them. ‘My friends.’

      The young man pulled a phone from his pocket.

      ‘No, sorry, dear. I mean, I’m on my way to meet them. At the café just ahead.’ Baz waved a hand in the direction she’d been heading.

      ‘Mrs Dixon’s place – is that what you mean?’

      Baz breathed slowly. Of course he knew Madge. Everyone knew Madge. ‘Yes, Wellbeloved – that’s the one.’

      He nodded. ‘C’mon. I’ll walk you there. Make sure you’re all right.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Baz turned the speed knob down then wrapped her fingers around the scooter’s accelerator. She began to inch forwards. ‘I appreciate your help. I hope I’m not keeping you from anything.’

      ‘Nah, fam. My work can live without me for five minutes.’ He walked alongside her as they made their way to the café.

      ‘Oh? Where do you work?’ It still took effort to prevent her voice from shaking.

      He waved at the logo on his chest. ‘Just over at the Wickes on Blackheath Road – you know it?’

      ‘Oh dear.’ Bile rose in Baz’s throat as she realised her mistake. ‘I’ve got you going the wrong direction.’ Her emotions were all over the shop.

      He flashed a thousand-watt grin at her. ‘Nah, we’re cool. It won’t take long. Need to make sure you’re a’right, innit? My mum would never forgive me if I didn’t deliver you safely into the hands of your friends.’

      ‘Here we are.’ Baz steered her mobility scooter into its usual spot between the public car park and the outdoor tables at Wellbeloved Café. She switched the engine off and went to drop the keys into her handbag – before realising her error.

      ‘Y’aright?’ Her new friend had a concerned look on his face. He held out his elbow for her to take.

      Baz smiled as she accepted his arm. ‘I will be. Thank you.’

      As she dismounted the scooter, a cheerful voice startled the pair.

      ‘Morning, pickle!’ Carole had come out of the café to join them. She was a cheerful White woman a few years older than Baz. Her frilly, grandmotherly clothes – you never knew what Carole might wear on any given day – disguised a body honed by hours spent in the gym every day.

      The young man looked at Carole. ‘Good morning. Mrs Ballard, innit?’

      ‘Ballard sounds like bollard and everyone knows those are just architectural nuisances.’

      Baz smiled at her friend. ‘Good morning, Carole. How are you?’ She deposited her keys into the pocket of her cardigan. They weighed her down in a strange and lopsided way. She hoped they wouldn’t rip a hole in the flimsy fabric.

      ‘Peggy sent me out here to make sure you’re aware of the chemtrails. It’s Napoleon and Tony Blair at it again – of course it is. Always going to war with one another over control of the Hittite race, you see. And if the chemtrails make contact with your skin, the consequences will be dire.’

      Carole prattled on like this as the three of them walked the few metres to the café’s entrance. As they passed the front window, Baz spied a woman wearing a beautiful chiffon skirt and floral cardigan.

      Oh, that’s me! That’s my reflection. She fingered the gauzy fabric. Inside the café, the customary scents of coffee and sugar and pastries enveloped her in cosy comfort, allowing her lingering panic to ebb.

      Baz turned to her new friend. ‘I should get you a coffee too. Or whatever you want. To thank you for coming to my rescue.’ And then she remembered. ‘Oh, drat.’

      The young man placed a gentle hand on her arm. ‘It’s fine, auntie. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Baz looked at Carole. ‘Would you be so kind as to place my order for me? I’m afraid I don’t have my wallet.’

      Carole chuckled. ‘Orders? Good gravy, no! They wouldn’t let someone like me take orders. Have you not listened to a single one of my stories?’ She booped Baz on the nose before turning and heading into the coffee shop’s second room. ‘Baz wants me to take holy orders! Can you even imagine?’ She dropped heavily onto her seat on the small sofa, giggling gleefully.

      A full-figured Black woman wearing a very smart yet comfortable-looking red dress looked up. ‘Jerome Evans, is that you? How do you know our Ms Spencer?’ Madge always seemed to know everyone in the neighbourhood. She was the most social person Baz knew. And heaven knew Madge’s people skills had frequently come in handy.

      The young man, Jerome, guided Baz into the second room. ‘Morning, Mrs Dixon.’ He nodded at Peggy. ‘Auntie. Your friend was mugged. I walked her the rest of the way here to make sure she was safe.’

      Amidst her friends’ cries of shock and outrage, Baz settled herself into her usual chair. ‘Thank you, Jerome.’ She made to pick up her teacup before realising she didn’t have one. Cookie, Peggy’s enormous Alsatian, crawled out from under the low table and came to sit on Baz’s feet, tickling her toes through her sandals. He arched his back and pressed his face into her armpit. She buried her fingers into his fur, letting his calm nature flow into her.

      Peggy looked up from her laptop, her fingers still perched on the keys. Her short, spiky hair was freshly dyed – not just its usual hot pink but a whole rainbow of colours. ‘I hope you got a good look at the culprits.’ Her hair was stunning. Baz thought she looked radiant – despite her seventy-some years.

      ‘I’ll send Harvey Junior to deal with the bastards,’ added Carole.

      Jerome rubbed his hand over his face. He looked as though he were trying to erase himself. ‘Sorry. I shoulda tried to get a pic of the number plate.’

      ‘Number plate?’ Madge repeated it back as a question. ‘What in heaven’s name are you talking about, Jerome?’ Madge had also changed her hair since Friday. Today, she sported a very sleek and stylish chin-length bob.

      ‘His hands were otherwise occupied.’ Several eyebrows raised at that. ‘If not for his lightning reflexes, I would have fallen off my scooter.’ Baz thought she was seeing spots – though it could have been her eyes struggling to adapt to the lower levels of light indoors. ‘He caught me,’ she clarified. Well, tried to clarify. She wasn’t sure if it helped.

      ‘The thief was on a moped,’ Jerome said.

      Baz leant forwards to pick up her tea once more – before remembering there still wasn’t any to pick up. Her hands were shaking.

      ‘I see.’ Madge lowered her glasses so she could peer directly at the young man. ‘Jerome, would you be so kind as to go ask Sarah to bring Ms Spencer her usual order and to place it on my tab? Tell her to make haste. And you can get yourself a coffee as well.’ Her hands were still busy with her knitting – a lovely teal jumper.

      Jerome nodded, relief washing over his features. ‘Of course, auntie.’ He escaped back into the other room.

      Madge gave a quick nod before turning to Baz. ‘Now what’s all this about being mugged?’

      Clasping a hand to her chest, Baz took a slow, deep breath. ‘I’m fine. I’ll be fine.’

      Madge and Peggy shared one of their looks – born from years of friendship. Carole waved at a pigeon outside on the road.

      After a few moments, Peggy made a rolling motion with her hand. Her short fingernails were due for a repaint – most of the black polish had flaked off. ‘We know you will be fine, Baz. But you’re clearly not fine now. What happened?’

      Her heart rate was finally drifting back down to its normal pace. ‘I was on my way here, when I felt a sudden crash. I was lucky Jerome was there to assist. I didn’t even realise what had hit me, but someone on a moped grabbed my handbag. By the time I looked up, they were crossing the lights at the bottom of the high street. Running a red, in fact. They got my phone, my wallet – everything.’

      Madge kissed her teeth. ‘What’s becoming of this neighbourhood? A woman can’t go for a stroll in broad daylight.’

      Peggy nodded. ‘Disgraceful!’

      Without letting go of her knitting, Madge reached over and tapped Peggy on the knee. ‘It’s just like what happened with your laptop.’

      Peggy cast her eyes down to Madge’s hand and looked up at the woman herself until she withdrew her hand. ‘I am very well aware of my missing device. We’ve spoken about it countless times over the last few months. I’m bored of talking about it.’

      Madge’s needles returned to their rapid click-clacking. ‘You were burgled in the middle of the aftern⁠—’

      ‘We know all this.’ Peggy rolled her eyes. ‘Everyone here knows what happened. Our flat was burgled three months ago while Carole and I had lunch with her daughter. And I’ll grant you it was an interesting topic … for the first week or so. But I’m seventy-six years old and I don’t wish to spend my remaining decades covering the same topic over and over again.’

      Baz suspected Peggy was still processing the trauma of having her home – her personal space – invaded. But Peggy was a woman of analysis and action – she wasn’t one for talking about her feelings.

      Madge frowned at Peggy. ‘There’s no cause for interrupting me.’

      Peggy focused her gaze on the screen of her replacement device. ‘And there’s no cause for laying hands on me.’

      Madge harrumphed. ‘Oh, please. I touched your knee. Don’t be so dramatic.’

      Peggy and Madge’s verbal sparring matches used to make Baz uncomfortable. But, these days, the pair’s spats only gave her mild butterflies in her tummy – they no longer left her clenching every muscle. She knew it was all bluff and bluster; there was no venom in it. The two women clearly loved one another a great deal.

      Platonic love, naturally. Peggy was madly in love with Carole. And Madge was straight. But the love was real all the same.

      Sarah, Madge’s youngest daughter, bustled through the door. ‘Ms Spencer!’ She laid a tray on the table in front of the women and placed one hand on Baz’s shoulder and another on Cookie’s head. ‘Jerome just told me what happened. Are you okay?’

      While Sarah spoke, Madge bent forwards and poured Baz’s tea. She added oat milk from the little pot and a spoonful of sugar, then slid the cup towards her friend. Baz didn’t normally take sugar – though somewhere in the back of her mind she knew that was something you did for shock.

      ‘Ta.’ Baz reached out and picked up the tea, clutching it to herself and breathing in the vapours. ‘I’m fine, Sarah. Thank you. Or, at least, I will be.’

      Sarah stood. ‘You sure? Have you called the police already or do you need someone to do that for you?’

      Having taken a long sip of the life-infusing beverage, Baz lowered her mug to her lap. ‘I’ll be all right. Thank you. I’ll ring them from home this afternoon once I’m feeling more myself.’

      Sarah gave Baz’s shoulder a quick squeeze before ducking back through to the main room.

      Jerome poked his head through the doorway and lifted his coffee in thanks. ‘You ladies all right? Only I’m already late to work.’

      ‘Thank you, Jerome.’ Baz nodded at the young man who’d come to her rescue.

      ‘We’ve got it from here,’ Peggy added.

      Jerome looked at Baz. ‘I’m glad I was able to help – even in a small way.’ With a wave, he turned and headed out.

      ‘What did these ruffians get?’ Madge peered closely at her knitting before resuming.

      ‘My whole bag.’ Baz touched the soft fabric of her scarf. ‘It had my phone, my wallet, some lipstick, my sunglasses – everything.’ She bit down on her lips to keep herself from crying. ‘Oh! My embroidery. I hadn’t even considered that.’

      She took another sip of her tea, trying to think of all the good things in her life. ‘I shouldn’t be such a ninny. I have my health. I have Daisy and wonderful friends.’ She waved a hand at the women around her. ‘I have my flat. I’ve been able to retire relatively young. My life is good. I shouldn’t—’ She pressed her knuckles to her lips and focused on her breathing.

      ‘Your life is good.’ Madge peered over her glasses at Baz. ‘That doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to be affected by this.’

      Peggy nodded. ‘You’ve had a traumatic experience. Give yourself five minutes to recover, eh?’

      Carole, who had seemed to be a million miles away, got up and sidled over to Baz. ‘I haven’t got my knitting with me today, but if you need me to pop home and get my needles, just say the word.’ She patted Baz’s arm.

      Baz fought the tears that were threatening to fall. ‘Sorry, I don’t know how to knit.’

      Carole laughed uproariously. ‘You silly mongoose. I meant my special needles. You know, for dealing with⁠—’

      Baz cut her strange friend off before she said anything incriminating, thanking her with a smile. She was touched by Carole’s kind, if slightly murderous, offer.

      Carole patted her arm once more then returned to her seat.

      Unable to put words to what she was feeling, Baz focused on drinking her tea. It hadn’t really been strong enough when Madge poured it – but that was beside the point. It was tea. It possessed almost magical restorative powers. She finished the contents of the cup, then leant forwards and poured another from the lovely floral teapot. Once she’d added a splash of oat milk, she picked up the cup and leant back in her chair.

      After a few minutes, she felt like she was almost back to herself. With a quiet sigh, she set the cup down and then bent to pick up her— ‘Oh, drat! My embroidery. I was nearly finished with that piece. You know, the one with the picture of Cookie?’ She wrapped her arms around the dog in question, hugging him close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            in which we all just want to be loved and accepted

          

        

      

    

    
      Half an hour later, Baz was beginning to feel better about things when the bell above the door clanged. She leant forwards in her chair to see if anyone she knew was arriving. Somehow, no matter how much time she spent at Wellbeloved, she just couldn’t get past the habit. All the more so when she had nothing to occupy herself.

      In this case, though, the short man with light brown skin who entered was entirely familiar. Her heart warmed when she saw him. Paul! His short hair was neat as a pin and his bold eyeglasses and customary bow tie combined to give him a dapper air.

      Paul gave her a little wave as he went to queue for his coffee. Baz suspected he couldn’t afford to splurge very often – but she’d got him a gift card for his birthday last month. He’d been treating himself to a cup once a week ever since.

      Despite herself, she wondered, What am I thinking – starting a new relationship at my age? Sixty-three is no kind of age to be dating!

      ‘—no idea what’s caused it,’ said Peggy.

      Baz shook her head to clear it. ‘Sorry, Peggy. I was miles away. What was that?’

      With an eyebrow arched, Peggy winked at her.

      Madge looked up from her knitting, her new bobbed hairstyle artfully framing her face. ‘Wasn’t that your beau who just came in?’ Baz was certain Madge knew it was – the woman never missed a thing.

      Baz cleared her throat as daintily as she could. ‘Yes, that was Paul.’

      Carole pulled her embroidery from her bag – Baz had taught her how to embroider a few months ago.

      Laying her hoop out on her lap, Carole said, ‘They say it was Saul of Tarsus who became Paul the Apostle. But, of course, there’s absolutely no credible evidence for that at all. What can you expect, though? Hardly anything remains of the ancient teachings.’ She was working on a piece depicting the beheading of Charles the First. A gratuitously graphic piece in Baz’s opinion – not that she’d say so to Carole, of course.

      ‘Anyhow,’ said Peggy, drawing the word out. ‘As I was saying, Baz, I spoke with Tina last night. Something’s wrong. I couldn’t get her to tell me what it is. But she’s not herself.’

      Tina was Carole’s youngest, Baz knew that much. She’d met her once. Tina had several foster children. A few months back, she’d visited the school across from the café about one of the girls in her care. After the meeting, she’d stopped in to have a coffee with her mum and the rest of the gang.

      Baz was about to ask Peggy in what way Tina wasn’t herself, but just then Paul walked into the café’s second room with another man. ‘Sweet pea.’ He bent and kissed Baz on the cheek before turning to the other women. ‘Morning, ladies.’

      The other man nodded at the women. ‘Good morning.’ He was tall – probably about six feet. He was Black, about their age, and dressed quite formally. And familiar, though without context, Baz was struggling to place him.

      Paul gestured at the other man. ‘This is Jimi. We met while we were waiting to place our orders just now. He’s new around here, having just moved from north London. I said I’d introduce him to a few people.’ He looked at Jimi. ‘Naturally, I’m starting with these lovely ladies. Jimi, this is Baz. That’s Madge. And those two over there are Peggy and her partner Carole.’

      Everyone exchanged pleasantries for a few moments until Carole interjected. ‘You’ve come to escape the nuclear testing of course. Tottenham rhymes with rotten ham and we all know what that implies. You’re lucky they let you leave.’

      Jimi blinked. ‘I am from Tottenham, as it happens. How did you know?’

      Madge set her knitting on her lap and bent down to pour herself another cup of tea. The ruby red liquid flowed from her own special thermal carafe. A cloud of steam enveloped her, fogging up her glasses. ‘What brought you to Deptford, Jimi?’ She leant back in her chair and looked up at him.

      ‘I always dreamt of opening my own business, see. Wanted to work for myself. Be my own man, right?’ All eyes focused on him as he spoke. ‘I saved for all my life
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