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One

“ALWAYS REMEMBER… Next time, the star crook in our spotlight could be yours! Goodnight!”

The rapturous applause filled the studio, rattling the heavy lights and rigging on the ceiling. The crowd rose to its feet, clapping, cheering, shouting—elated. They moved as one big entity, all eyes locked on the stage at the front, their heroes bathed in the hard, artificial light.

Murray and Roberta Steiner stood centre stage. Hand in hand, they blew kisses to their adoring fans. Smiles as bright as the beaming studio lights shone back at them, everyone lost in the trance of the glitz and glamour of Hollywood TV. The couple took a small lap of honour, stepping down from the stage and greeting their followers in the front row with handshakes. More smiles, more congratulations. Then it was time for them to leave.

Once more back on the stage, a quick bow, another round of blown kisses and the couple made their exit into the wings.

“Goddamn it,” Murray wheezed. “I thought they were going to pull my goddamn arm off there at the end. Where do we dig these troglodytes up from?”

“That’s your adoring audience Murray,” Roberta sniffed. “They fill your pool with water.”

“Yeah and my doctor’s pockets with cash when I’m ripped apart by them, the hounds of hell that they are.”

He snapped his fingers. A runner appeared from nowhere, towel, cigarette, lighter and gin in hand. Murray snatched the towel and dabbed the sweat from his wrinkled brow. The runner popped the cigarette in Murray’s dry lips and lit it. He pawed at the drink before sinking it in one gulp, his smoke not disturbed.

“God almighty!” he wheezed, his face twisting. “What the hell is this?”

The runner, already petrified to be this close to living TV legend, Murray Steiner, mumbled nervously.

“Is there… is there something wrong, Mr Steiner?” he just about managed.

“Something wrong?” Murray screamed. “This tastes like a turd has been filtered through a hobo’s sock! You call this a drink?”

He threw the glass down on the studio floor. It shattered, making the runner jump. The backstage area was busy—there were plenty of people about as the show was brought to an end—but none of them seemed to care about this little outburst. They’d all seen it hundreds of times before. Thousands even.

Only the runner was terrified beyond belief. He stood, shaking, as Murray grabbed him by the lapels of his shirt. Snarling, cigarette burning as it was flattened between his teeth, he breathed hot smoke into the young man’s face.

“Let me give you a free tip kid,” he growled. “If you want to make it in this business, you’ve got to learn to respect your elders. And that means doing what we say. You got that? I’ve been on TV for thirty years. I’ve got awards coming out of my wazoo and a million loyal fans out there ready to take a bullet for me? My face is on T-shirts, coffee mugs and mouse pads. I own this town. So you don’t want to mess with a guy like me, you got that kid? Huh?”

He shook the runner hard. The younger man didn’t dare look into Murray’s eyes. He was too afraid, too embarrassed, too out of his depth.

“You listening to me?” Murray barked.

“Yes… yes, Mr Steiner. Yes, I am. Sorry sir… sorry. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“Good,” said Murray, releasing his grip. “But how do I know I can trust you?”

The runner looked up at him, confused.

“Trust me?” he asked. “I… I don’t understand.”

Murray grabbed his arm. He pushed the young man’s sleeve up past his elbow. Then, taking his cigarette, he put it out on his forearm.

The runner made a horrible howl, loud enough to bring the whole studio down. And still nobody took notice. Everyone else was too busy with something else to worry about the assault taking place in the wings of one of America’s most popular reality shows.

“There,” Murray smiled. “Now you’ll always remember when you messed up.”

The runner pulled himself free. He took off, disappearing into the bowels of the backstage area, whimpering in pain as he held his injured arm. Murray watched him go, his self-satisfaction growing by the second.

“Let it never be said that you’re still classy, Steiner,” said Roberta, lazily.

This was hardly Murray’s first offence. And it wasn’t going to be his last. Being married to one of Hollywood’s biggest television personalities had shown her that the world could be a very strange, very brutal place. And that was even before they’d made it big with their reality criminal investigations show.

“The kid has to learn,” said Murray. “The way I learned from my dad.”

“Oh come on, Murray. Not the old school of hard knocks routine again. That’s as old as the ark.”

“You’re as old as the goddamn ark!” he screamed.

Roberta laughed. Not his best insult. And certainly not his most pointed. Four decades of marriage could have that effect on the insults and barbs, she supposed, as it had on everything else. The creativity wasn’t what it used to be.

Murray stormed off towards the dressing room. Roberta followed quietly behind, checking her phone. One thing she had managed to salvage was a career of her own. Invitations from magazines, websites, blogs and press agents were never far from the door. While Murray had painted himself as the friendly next door neighbour who could help you out in a jam, Roberta Steiner had become a fashion icon and prominent public speaker. ‘America’s Conscience’ was how Time magazine had once described her. It was a moniker she would take to her grave.

They reached a long corridor lined with private rooms and offices. A gaggle of network executives and other faceless drones from the studio were waiting to greet them. She didn’t have the time or the energy. Making her polite excuses, she reached the door of her dressing room and prepared to sit down in the peace and quiet.

“We’ve got dinner at the Governor’s mansion tonight!” she called out to Murray, heading for his own dressing room down the hall. “We’ve to be there for eight.”

Murray dismissed her with an ignorant wave. He was already transfixed on a young executive half his age. Pert, tall and blonde, just his type. Roberta sneered in disgust as she thumped open the door of her room. By the time it had closed, Murray was kissing the young woman’s hand—the sour taste of his gin now clearly long forgotten.








Two

MILK, BREAD, GRAPES, apples, cereal, juice, butter, yoghurts and toilet roll. Martha had committed that list to her memory. And it was going around and around in there as she walked up and down the aisles.

She used to write her shopping down. A scrap bit of paper, the back of an envelope, anywhere she could. Then Geri introduced her to social media and its weird and wonderful sub cultures. There were communities on there, whole groups of people, who liked to share lists they’d found at supermarkets or on the street. Picture after picture of crumpled and torn bits of paper with all kinds of goods written down.

There was no way of identifying who’s lists they were of course. They were just a random collection of items needed by somebody who had carelessly thrown it away. But something about having that intimate information plastered all over the internet made Martha uncomfortable. So uncomfortable, in fact, she’d stopped writing down her shopping straight away.

Now she was wandering the aisles, trying her best to remember what she needed. It wasn’t easy, not as easy as it should have been anyway. Her rampant paranoia aside, she thought improving her memory would probably be a good thing professionally. She was, after all, a private investigator now. It paid to be able to recall even the smallest detail.

“Milk, bread, grapes, apples, cereal, juice, butter, yoghurts and toilet roll,” she whispered to herself. “Milk, bread, grapes, apples, cereal, juice, butter, yoghurts and toilet roll. Come on Parker, you know what you’re in here for. Hold it together.”

She rounded the trolley, wonky wheel and all, into the next aisle. Thankfully the milk, butter and yogurts were here. That was three off the list. She’d never been happier to feel the icy chill of the fridges. Pulling her cardigan about her, she hurried away, trolley squeaking as she went.

As she rounded the corner, the trolley came to a juddering halt. It stopped Martha dead, and she was lucky not to end up head over heels in the milk fridge. As the ringing of the metal faded in her ears, she looked up to see another trolley ahead of her with two elderly women huddled around it, dusting each other off like they’d been in a car crash.

“Sorry,” Martha said, assuming it was her fault. “I wasn’t concentrating. Sorry.”

The pensioners finished their fussing. They looked alike—sisters by Martha’s reckoning—both with identical haircuts and dyed black hair. She thought about just sliding her trolley away while they composed themselves, but the two women caught her eye. Then their faces lifted, wrinkles retreating.

“Oh,” said one of them.

“Is it?” said the other, their voices identical.

“It is, you know, Rose,” said the first.

“You know I think it is, Pat,” answered the second.

Martha stood politely quiet. While she hadn’t been in this position for very long, she had very quickly learned that she didn’t care for fame and attention. Since the Coulthard affair had gone national, occurrences like this were becoming part of everyday life. It seemed that Martha’s notoriety had now extended to the dairy aisle.

“You’re that Martha Parker girl,” said Rose.

“That’s right, Martha Parker,” agreed Pat.

“You’re the girl that caught that murderer.”

“She is! Oh wow! A real life celebrity. Isn’t this a treat, Rose?”

“It certainly is Pat!”

Martha could feel her cheeks flushing. The two old women, dear as they were, were practically shouting. Two fans, if she could call them that, were bad enough. She didn’t want a whole throng of them mobbing her when she was out for her shopping.

“Yes, it’s me, hello,” she said, trying to sound as humble as possible. “Sorry again about your trolley. I didn’t mean to—”

“The trolley, oh don’t worry about that!” babbled Rose. “We’re sorry for bumping into a big, famous detective like you.”

“Oh please,” said Martha. “I’m not famous.”

“Yes, indeed. This is a great treat, isn’t it, Rose?” said Pat. “I mean, I didn’t even know she shopped in here. Did you know that she shopped here Rose?”

“Eh?”

A high-pitched whistle sounded out from the old woman’s ear. She started fumbling about with the settings on her hearing aid.

“Your hearing aid Rose!” Pat screamed. “Fix your hearing aid.”

“Hold on a minute Pat,” said Rose. “I’m fixing my hearing aid.”

Other people were looking now, making Martha feel a little hot and dizzy. The cooling comfort of the dairy fridges was a distant memory. She was up to her neck in fandom. And she didn’t feel comfortable.

“Excuse me ladies, I really would love to stay and chat,” she said, pulling her trolley away. “But I’m actually in a bit of a rush and—”

“Could we get a picture with you Martha?” asked Pat.

“A what?” Martha was shocked.

“A picture. Yes, a picture,” Rose agreed. “Wait until we tell the girls down at the bingo that we bumped into you when we were out at the shops. They’ll die of jealousy.”

“I… I don’t really want anybody to die,” Martha said, feebly. “And I’m hardly dressed for a picture.”

“Nonsense!” Rose, hurried around their trolley. “Please, it would be really very special, wouldn’t it, Pat?”

“Oh yes, very special,” Pat agreed.

Rose took Martha by the arm. She squeezed it tightly, making escape impossible. Pat began rummaging around in her handbag.

“Where did I put that bloody phone?” she mumbled to herself.

“Where did you put your bloody phone Pat?” Rose shouted.

Martha really wasn’t feeling very well. She tapped her foot, trying to distract herself as her legs turning to jelly. She wanted to be polite, seem patient, but this was really very taxing. In the six months since the Coulthard affair, she’d had her run-ins with moments like this. And none of them were getting any easier.

“Found it!” Pat exclaimed, waving her phone in the air, before flagging down a shop attendant—a young woman with long, blonde hair that reached all the way down her back. She was chewing gum and looked thoroughly uninterested.

“Excuse me, dear,” said Pat. “Would you be able to take a picture of me and my sister with Martha Parker here.”

“Who’s Martha Parker?” asked the shop assistant.

Martha wasn’t sure how she should feel about that slight. On the one hand, she was relieved that at least somebody here didn’t know who she was. On the other, it was a little disappointing—risking her life the way she had should attract at least a glimmer of recognition. She’d been in all the papers and magazines, after all. Even on TV—although she tried to forget that bit as much as possible.

“This is Martha Parker, dear,” said Pat, incredulously. “She’s a detective.”

“Private… Private Investigator,” Martha said, feeling foolish at the correction.

“She’s the one who caught that awful banker who murdered his friend,” said Rose. “She’s a hero.”

“Well, hero’s a bit of a strong word,” said Martha. “And it wasn’t just me of course. My sisters were pretty involved too, you know.”

“You’re a hero alright, no point arguing about that,” Rose patted her arm.

The surly shop assistant had lost interest a long while ago. She took Pat’s phone and nodded towards Martha and Rose. The three of them stood together in front of a special offer of square sausage and rashers of bacon—two-for-one on selected lines.

Martha tried her best to smile. The scene had attracted the attention of the other shoppers now. A small crowd had gathered around the four of them, all huddled at the top of the aisle. Martha could see them all talking amongst themselves, whispering, laughing, pointing at her and the pensioners. With every passing second the shop assistant didn’t take the picture, her blood pressure cranked up a notch.

“Say cheese!” the young girl instructed.

“Cheese,” said the trio.

And with that it was over. The pensioners hurried as fast as their little legs would take them to collect the phone. When they snatched it from the shop worker they began to laugh and cheer, congratulating themselves and each other.

The small crowd began to disperse and the shop assistant went back to work. Martha saw her chance and backed away slowly. When she was far enough away from the pensioners, knowing they wouldn’t be able to give chase, she turned and jogged away. Martha didn’t stop running until she was clear of the supermarket and bounding across the car park to her trusty motor. She climbed in, pulled away and sped up the road—her shopping list long forgotten.








Three

“THANK YOU FOR coming in today Helen, I know you were supposed to have the day off.”

Professor McCauley sat behind his desk, flanked by an insurmountable number of books. As faculty Dean, he had an image to uphold. While the world continued to move to a paperless environment, he was stubborn enough to insist that his office was a haven to dusty old textbooks and unmanaged files. The very definition of the ‘old school’.

“That’s quite alright Professor,” said Helen, sat on her hands. “What is it you wanted to speak to me about anyway? I was a little surprised to get your voicemail message.”

“Voicemail message?” the academic half-sneered.

Helen didn’t particularly enjoy Dean McCauley’s company. She found him a little too insincere and savage. She also knew, as did most of her fellow tenured Grad students and teaching assistants, that he wasn’t half as technophobic as he liked to make out he was. One look inside his rather nifty, brand new Range Rover would attest to that.

“Your message,” she said again. “On my phone.”

“Oh yes, that,” McCauley sneered fully this time. “Ghastly devices though. I’ve got no idea how anyone can manage with those blasted things, I really don’t.”

Right on cue. Not that Helen needed to justify her thoughts on the stuffy old man across the desk from her, but again, she knew for a fact that he was the proud owner of the most expensive smartphone on the market. Feeling reassured by the benign familiarity of his technophobe schtick, her nerves began to ease.

She’d always enjoyed working here at the university. It was her haven, her sanctuary. Helping young undergraduates with their studies, marking, taking tutorials. They all felt a little bit like a big, extended family. And when she had to get away from her real family, her work was always there. A constant presence in what had been a rather tumultuous few months, if not years. The whole ordeal of being kidnapped, tied up and shot at had rather jangled her nerves. Helen was glad to still have somewhere she could go and effectively hide.

“I’m afraid we’re letting you go,” said the professor.

“You’re what?” Her voice was much louder than she had expected.

“We’re having to let you go Helen. You and a handful of the other Grads. The budget just won’t stretch to keeping you all on, I’m afraid.”

He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. His thin, lizard-like lips pursed as tight as they could. Looking at her over the top of his spectacles, Helen thought he might even be enjoying this.

“But… But I don’t understand, professor,” she said. “I mean, you’ve never expressed any displeasure in my work before. I always turn in my marking on time and to the highest of my abilities. And I’ve always loved working with the students, watching them grow from snotty-faced kids into actual functioning members of society. I don’t get it.”

McCauley took a long, drawn out breath of the stagnant office air in through his nose. Then he blew it out again. His nostrils whistled, freeing a long, white hair that made Helen feel just a little sick.

“I’m sorry Helen, it’s just about the pounds and pence.” He leaned forward and picked up a folder. “I’ve just had the department’s latest budget through and I’m afraid we’re not going to be able to keep you and some others on for the coming term. Belts are being tightened all over the university. There’s increased scrutiny on how we’re spending our money. And we all have to do what we can.”

Helen couldn’t explain it. She just suddenly felt very angry. A flash of red mist came down over her.

“And just what are you going to be doing Professor McCauley? What are you going to be doing to help out?”

McCauley was unshaken. Here was a man very much accustomed to being in control. From Helen’s first day, she had been reminded of that fact. The Dean had total control over his dominion. He was well versed in making sure things stayed that way.

“Please Helen, let’s not get into a mud-slinging competition here,” he said, with all the warmth of a sharp knife. “I’m simply laying out the facts as they are presented to me. The numbers don’t add up any more and we’re having to make adjustments. Unfortunately that means the department, and by extension, the university, cannot continue to offer you employment.”

A sudden panic struck Helen as she sat across from her boss. She pushed her chair back and stood up. McCauley’s concentrated glare followed her as her imagination began to run away with itself.

“Well, I’m not going to sleep with you, if that’s what you think!” she blurted out.

The Dean’s face went from pallid grey to purple almost instantaneously. He let out a sudden cough that was half-burp, half-yelp of panic. He slammed his hands down on his desk with a clap, steadying himself.

“I beg your pardon?” he wheezed.

“If you think I’m going to sleep with you to keep my job, professor, you’re wrong! That’s absolutely not going to happen!”

McCauley tried to gather himself. His head looked like it was about to explode. He gulped at the air and tried to speak. Helen watched on, still not quite sure if this was all some sort of horrible dream.

“Miss Parker,” said the Dean, finally able to speak. “I can assure you, I am not wanting to solicit anything of a sexual nature with you.”

“Are you sure?” Helen asked. “I mean, you hear about these things all the time, don’t you? Young women like me being coerced into all kinds of things just to get along in life. It’s happening everywhere. Well we don’t have to stand for it any longer, McCauley. I don’t know what you think you’re trying to pull here but I can assure you, I won’t be pulling anything. And I won’t be quiet about it either. I’ve got friends in the media, I’ve made them very quickly. I’ll sing like a… like a… like a songbird. Yeah! Wait until my sisters hear about this. They’ll have your guts for garters… whatever garters are. I always meant to look up the origin of that phrase actually, thank you for reminding me and—”

“Helen!”

McCauley’s voice made the bookshelves shake. Silence ensued between the two of them, Helen nearing the office door, the Dean clinging on to his desk. She stood watching him as some semblance of normal colour returned to his face.

“I can assure you that I am not trying any funny business with you,” he said, calm and measured once again. “And I have absolutely every sympathy for people who find themselves in the kinds of situations you have implied. I agree with you, it’s incorrect and has gone on too long and we all must do what we can to flush it out.”

Helen nodded in agreement.

“In that spirit of honesty, then, I feel I should probably tell you that the decision to let you go hasn’t wholly been because of our budget constraints,” he said.

Her ears pricked up. The giddy fear retreated. She stepped forward, her sleuth’s hat now firmly on her head.

“Oh?” she said. “If it’s not just about the numbers, what is it all about then?” she asked.

McCauley hesitated. He looked down at scattered files on his desk and then back to Helen. For the first time in their working relationship, Helen thought she saw a sliver of sympathy creep into his dull features. His eyebrows arched upwards and his eyes seemed to soften.

“Your friends in the media Helen, the ones you just mentioned, they’ve certainly been doing a very good job over the past few months, haven’t they?” he asked.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “The media? Good job?”

“Your profile, well, not just your profile—you and your sisters. How do you young people say it? It’s gone through the roof.”

“I don’t think young people say that, professor, but yes, it has. Go on.”

McCauley slumped back down into his chair. He rubbed his forehead.

“The department, and university, has come under a lot of scrutiny over the past few months,” he said. “And yes, our budgets are being cut back, but it’s been felt that having someone of your… extracurricular experience, shall we say, in and around the students could be seen as something of a distraction.”

“Distraction?”

“Yes,” he clicked his tongue. “I’ve been inundated with requests from undergrads who want to be a part of your classes and tutorials. They’re desperate to just be in your learning groups, to the point where the admin staff can’t keep up! It seems your brush with fame, Miss Parker, has given you a degree of celebrity that the department can’t handle.”

“So you’re letting me go?” Helen could hear her voice beginning to crack.

McCauley took his spectacles off. He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“You’ll be reimbursed for the whole of the first semester,” he said. “And for what it’s worth, Helen, I am sorry that we are losing you.”

“Sorry? But I… I…”

She was about to start crying. Then she heard her sisters’ voices in her head. Martha would be urging her, willing her to stay dignified in defeat, play the long game, keep a cool head and pick up the pieces when the conflict was over. Geri, on the other hand, would want her to thump him.

Helen settled on something in between. She nodded again and pushed back her shoulders, standing as straight as her wiry frame would go.

“I understand,” she said.

“You do?” McCauley couldn’t conceal his surprise, his guard was down.

“Yes, I think I do,” she said. “I understand that I’m being sacked because I foiled the machinations of a murderer and his mistress. I understand that I’m being shown the door because I did some good in a world that’s intent on eating itself. I understand that this university, one of the oldest and best in the country, isn’t standing by me, despite all of the above. I understand Dean McCauley. I understand perfectly.”

“Helen. Please!”

She turned quickly and hurried out of the door. Slamming it behind her, she didn’t stop for pleasantries with the admin staff who had clearly been listening in. Instead, Helen Parker walked straight out of the building, down the street and headed for the student union. Be damned with the time, she was going to treat herself to a drink.








Four

“OH COME ON, stop sitting there with a face like a depressed camel,” said Geri, handing over the money. “You’ll get over it. And besides, you have all the joys and wonders of unemployment to look forward to now.”

“Oh god,” said Helen, sinking her head into her arms.

The barman returned with Geri’s change. She winked at him as he headed off to serve someone else. Shrugging, she nudged her sister in the shoulder, the shot of bright pink alcohol swishing in its glass.

“Here, get this down your neck,” she said.

Helen looked up. She blindly grabbed the drink and sank it back. Geri timed the pause, counting it down in her head. Then Helen began to cough.

“Oh god!” she spluttered again. “What the hell was that? It tasted like kerosene!”

“Steady on, Granny,” said Geri, drinking her own. “Just a little livener to bring you back to life.”

Helen coughed a little more, before twisting on her bar stool. She hiccoughed loudly, her whole body shaking. Then waved an accusatory finger out at the rest of the bar.

“Why don’t they put on some halfway decent music in here for a change?” she asked, although it felt more like a telling off. “Where’s the Vivaldi, the Corelli, the Georg Philipp Telemann for God’s sake.”

“Firstly, it’s a student union. Secondly it’s only four in the afternoon. Thirdly, you’re drunk.”

“I am not,” Helen said lazily. “And besides, even if I was, I lost my job today. I have every right to be dunk.”

“Drunk.”

“Drunk. What did I say?”

She blinked her eyes, one after the other. Then spun back around to the bar and grabbed the pint glass that still had some flat beer left in it.

Geri smiled at her sister. She took Helen’s arm and squeezed it tightly.

“You’ll be okay, sis,” she said. “You always land on your feet. You’re smart, resourceful and a total fox. The world is your oyster.”

“Pffft,” Helen batted her away. “I’m a thirty-year-old Grad student, who has no experience of the outside world beyond the four walls of this place. I stand about as much chance of getting a proper job as you do of getting your leg over with that barman.”

“What?” Geri laughed.

“He’s gay,” Helen whispered to her sister.

Geri looked back down at the barman. He was busy pouring another pint. She drummed her fingers on the rim of her gin and tonic and tutted.

“You win some and you lose some, eh?”

“Ha,” Helen laughed.

The sisters sat for a while listening to the jukebox. A steady flow of pale students were happy to keep it going. When the clock hit five the place started to get busy.

“Right, that’s our signal,” she said, standing up.

“What signal? Where are you going?” Helen said, slurring a little.

“I’m not hanging about here as the great unwashed of this place start to arrive. It’s bad enough during term time. I don’t want to get sucked down the rabbit hole of people with nothing better to do with their summers than get drunk and listen to the Arctic Monkeys and Ed Sheeran in public.”

“The who monkeys?”

“Come on, Hel,” she said.

Geri dragged Helen out of the bar. They had to battle the oncoming surge of bodies as they trotted down the stairs of the union. When they reached the front door, a wave of fresh air hit them both and brought them around. Geri fished a cigarette out of the pocket of her denim jacket and lit it. Before she could take a puff, Helen had it in her mouth and sucked it hard.

“Glad I could be of some help,” she said.

Helen continued to puff away, unsteady on her feet. Geri put out an arm and held her up.

“You know what, you’re right Geri. You’re absolutely right,” said Helen. “I don’t need this place. There are plenty, plenty of universities and colleges that would jump at the chance to have me on their staff. When word gets out that I’m on the market, I’ll be batting them off like flies around… around…”

“A poo?”

“Yeah, one of those!” she tugged on the smoke again. “And then I’ll show this place. I’ll show them all that it pays to be a celebrity!”

That made Geri laugh. Her fingers tapped and danced across the screen of her phone. Multitasking had always been her strong point. It was only when she finished did she realise what Helen had said.

“Hold on. Celebrity?” she asked.

Helen looked blankly at her.

“Eh?

“Celebrity,” said Geri. “You said celebrity. That you’re a celebrity. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“The uni,” said Helen. “That’s why they let me go. The Dean, that stupid old fart, he said that the department couldn’t cope with all the new requests from students for me to be their tutor. Apparently I’m too famous to be able to do my job.”

“But that’s ridiculous!” Geri shouted.

Her voice echoed about the tall, misshapen buildings of the university. A few stragglers who weren’t so keen to get inside and get drunk, threw her dirty looks.

“Why didn’t you tell me when you called me to come down here?” she asked her sister.

“Didn’t I tell you? Oops,” Helen laughed, the only one amused.

“Right, that’s it, we’re going to see your boss!” Geri had the bit between her teeth now.

“What? No!”

“Yes! We are. This is discrimination Helen, outright discrimination. You shouldn’t be punished for having a life outside of this dump. If anything they should be thankful that you’re doing so well with us at the agency. We’re doing them a favour, putting this place on the bloody map.”

“Language…” Helen said, sternly, mimicking Martha. “What would your mother think, young lady.”

“What’s his name?”

“Who?”

“This Dean that’s given you your P45. What’s he called?”

“Why?”

“Why?” yelped Geri. “Because I’m going to hang around his car and wait for him to come out of his office.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because, when he’s not looking, I’m going to hit him over the head with a baseball bat.”

“But… but you don’t have a baseball bat, Geri?” Helen hiccoughed again.

“My shoe then! These Doc Martens can give a good whack, if applied correctly.”

Helen laughed. She did a big, wide loop as she tried to steady herself again and then sucked on her cigarette that had gone out.

Geri was fuming. She hated injustice and she hated bullies. It was bad enough when it was happening all around her. But to involve her sister was the ultimate insult. She knew that Helen had worked just as hard as any of the Parker Sisters on the Coulthard case. More so after the kidnapping. Now she was being punished for doing a good job. It wouldn’t stand.

“Right, come on, pull yourself together, we’re going,” she said.

“Going where?” Helen said absently.

“To beat up the Dean.”

Before they could go anywhere, a car pulled up at the edge of the kerb in front of them. Geri recognised it straight away. Only one woman in the known universe could still be kicking around in something that out of date. The window rolled down and Martha smiled from within.

“You two need a lift?” she asked.

“How does she do that?” asked Helen, staggering slightly. “How does she have such impeccable timing?”

“I texted her about twenty minutes ago when you were passed out on the bar,” said Geri, rolling her eyes.

She leaned down into the window and waved.

“Hi Mart, you can take Helen home,” she said. “Just as soon as she tells me the name of the Dean who has given her the sack.”

“The sack?” Martha bleated. “What has she done?”

“Nothing, absolutely nothing. That’s why, as soon as she tells me his name, I’m going to bash his face in!”

“Helen?” Martha questioned, leaning across to see her sister. “Is this true? Have you lost your job?”

“It’s fine, honestly,” said Helen, with a mellow smile on her face. “It’s totally cool, Martha. Seriously. It’s just the universe’s way of telling me that I’m destined to be… destined to be… destined… oh god what’s happened!” She burst into tears.

“That’s it!” Martha said, throwing open the door. “Get her in, we’re going home.”

“Aww, Martha!”

“Don’t aww, Martha me. Geri, you too.”

“But I was wanting to crack some skulls,” said the youngest Parker sister. “There’s nothing I like more than to cause a bit of mischief at a uni where I’m not a student. It feels so naughty.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” said Martha.

Geri helped Helen into the front seat and then climbed into the back. When the doors were closed, Martha drove them away from the union. They passed the huge, ominous spire of the university as they headed for the motorway.

“Aren’t you going to ask what happened?” asked Helen, bobbing about in the front passenger seat.

“I don’t have to,” said Martha. “I can smell the brewery coming out of your pores.”

“Ouch,” said Geri. “An old one but a good one there Martha. Nice.”

Martha was about to chastise her youngest sister for encouraging it, when the familiar tinkle of her phone interrupted her. To her surprise, similar noises came from both Helen and Geri.

“What’s that?” she asked, swerving a little.

“I think we all got a message at the same time,” said Geri.

“All of us?” Martha squeaked. She reached for her phone mounted beside the steering wheel. Pressing the message that had just dropped, she scanned it quickly while still trying to drive.

“No. Way!” Geri exclaimed from the back. “Are you reading this, Martha?”

“I’m trying to drive here, Geri.”

“You’re going to flip when you do, then. This is unbelievable.”

“What is it? What’s happened? Is it Mum?”

She looked at Geri in the rear-view mirror. Martha felt her stomach contract a little as her sister shook her head.

“Geri,” she said. “Whenever you get a look like that on your face, my teeth begin to itch.”

“I’ll bet they do,” said the youngest of the Parker sisters. “I’ll bet they do.”








Five

“OH GOD, MY head feels like it’s going to implode,” moaned Helen. “I can actually feel the weight of my hair lying on top of my skull.”

She clamped her hands onto her ears, eyes bloodshot and tongue furry. Even the comfort of her chair in the office couldn’t help. The agency’s profile might be high but the Parker sisters were still holed up in Martha’s draughty garage. In the height of summer it was fine. But in the winter it could be hell.

Not quite the same hell that Helen was going through though. Her hangover had kicked in very early this time. So early that she hadn’t even gone to sleep yet.

“Please make it stop,” she moaned, pulling her whole face down two inches.

“Could you please stop your moaning, Helen!” Geri called over at her. “You only had one shot. And it took you three hours to have your only pint!”

Martha smiled. Some things never changed. Helen being a notorious lightweight drinker would remain forever.

“Besides, we should be celebrating the fantastic news!” Geri shouted.

“Too loud,” Helen whimpered. “You’re far too loud.”

Martha sat in her comfy chair near the door. Toby the cat was lying flat on his back at her feet, trying to cool down as best he could. She nudged him now and then to make sure he was still alive.

Her phone was in her hand. The message that had arrived while she was carting about her sisters still on the screen. It was short, only a few lines. But it was weighing heavy on her shoulders.

“I’m going to have to pack,” said Geri. “Do you think there’ll be like a gala ball or something? I should probably scrub up a bit, shouldn’t I? I don’t think they’d like me scuffing the floor with my boots. Helen, you should buy a new pair of sandals, and a pair of socks to wear with them!”

“Please stop talking,” Helen moaned.

“Do we honestly think this is real?” asked Martha.

The garage fell silent. Geri stopped her hopping around. She looked across the untidy desks and boxes of weed killer at her oldest sister.

“What do you mean, real?” she asked.

Martha shifted uncomfortably. She waved her phone in the air.

“This. The message. Do you think it’s real?”

“What?” Geri spluttered. “Why wouldn’t it be real? You know what it is, right? You know what we’re being invited to here? This is SteinerCon, Martha. The SteinerCon. And we’re the guests of honour!”

SteinerCon. Even the name made Martha shudder. She looked back down at the message, her paranoia dialled all the way up to eleven.

“It’s the biggest convention in the world for Private Eyes like us!” Geri continued, her excitement growing. “This is like us winning the World Cup or the Eurovision Song Contest. I don’t know why you’re not more excited!”

Geri skipped around the desks, almost knocking over a strimmer. She took Martha’s phone from her and read out the message.

“Dear Martha Parker. You have been invited to the twelfth annual SteinerCon at the Imperial Hotel, Park Lane in London. For your outstanding contributions to the world of private investigations and amateur detective work, you have been chosen to be among the guests of honour of SteinerCon founders Murray and Roberta Steiner at this year’s event. More details to follow blah, blah, blah. Martha! This is amazing! We all got the same message, why aren’t you jumping for joy?”

“I don’t know,” Martha lied.

She knew exactly why she wasn’t jumping for joy. Ever since the Coulthard case had exploded, everyone knew who she was. At first she hadn’t minded all the attention, it had felt like free advertising for the agency. And that was very welcome, especially considering the business they had pulled in as a result. While the cases hadn’t been on the scale of murder most horrid again, they’d kept a steady flow of income coming through the garage door.

Fame, however, had come at a price. The experience in the supermarket was just the most recent in a long line of similar, embarrassing incidents. Now the invitation to SteinerCon had arrived, it felt like the universe was mocking her.

“I wonder how they got our personal numbers?” Geri tapped her chin. “Still, the way data is bought and sold these days, I don’t imagine it’s all that hard to find. We’re talking about Murray and Roberta Steiner here, after all, not some pimple-faced gumshoe operating out of his mum’s attic.”

“Who, or what, are Murray and Roberta Steiner?” Helen croaked.

Geri rolled her eyes. Helen placed two Post-it notes over her eyes and lifted her feet up on her desk.

“And before you start having a go at me for not knowing anything or being hugely out of touch from the rest of society, I’d like to remind you that I’m currently suffering from the worst hangover in the history of the world.”

“For somebody so clever, you really don’t know a lot, do you, Hel?” Geri laughed. “Not that the Steiners need any introduction, but for your benefit, they’re American TV royalty.”

“American,” Helen sniffed.

“Yes, American. They host a show called Double Trouble and it’s been on for a hundred years. They’ve got books, films, podcasts, lunch boxes, action figures and commemorative plates with their faces on it. When it comes to Private Investigation, these two are the biggest names in the business. And now they want us—us, the Parker sisters—to be guests of honour at their biggest event of the year!”

“Alright, we get it, you’re a fangirl,” said Helen.

“Damn right I’m a fangirl! Geri fired back. “Roberta Steiner was one of the few women in the 1970s who could command a higher daily rate for her investigations than most men in the industry. She’s a pioneer, not to mention being a total babe even though she’s in her seventies. This is the woman who paved the way for us to even have a business let alone charge what we charge and get the chance to do what we do.”

“And what about Murray?”

“Yeah he’s pretty good too. C’mon Martha, back me up here.”

“They’re a pretty big deal,” said Martha with a sigh. “I remember watching them on Parkinson and Wogan with Mum when they were doing tours over here. That must have been thirty-odd years ago. They’re proper Hollywood like, all white teeth and good wigs.”

“But that’s just an image,” said Geri. “You’ve got to look the part when you’re on TV over there. It’s like a uniform isn’t it.”

“They seem like nice enough people,” said Martha. “I just don’t know if we should, you know, be mixing with these types of people is all.”

Geri looked dumbfounded. She turned to try to salvage some support from Helen, but their middle sister had started gently snoring, her head tilted back in her chair. Martha could sense the disappointment growing in her sister. And she felt bad.

“Look, I don’t know, Geri,” she said, getting up. “I just… I don’t know. I sort of feel a bit uncomfortable with the whole high profile thing we’ve become recently, you know? It just feels like things are running away from us. And I don’t want to expose you and Keith Richards over there to something that might cause us problems.”

Geri smirked. It was that little, playful smile that Martha had seen her do ever since she was a toddler. Her youngest sister was smart, savvy and ready to take on the world, no matter what it threw at her. She began to laugh.

“What?” Geri asked. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” said Martha. “Nothing. I just… saying it out loud while you and Helen are here. Looking at you, knowing what you’re both like. It just sounds silly, that’s all.”

Martha felt a little better. She always did when she was around her sisters. She only wished they had been with her in the supermarket earlier. Or any other time she felt alone, frightened and overwhelmed.

“So…” said Geri, still smiling.

“So what?” Martha smiled back.

“So… does this mean we’re going to London?”

“We don’t even know when it is, Geri, all we have is a mysterious text,” said Martha, already caving.

“And that’s what makes it so cool!”

“Fine,” she said. “If it’s genuine, we’ll go.”

Geri whooped loudly as she punched the air. She started playing air guitar and kicked over a wastepaper basket. All the noise made Helen wake with the most unladylike of snorts. The middle Parker sister peeled the Post-it notes off her eyes and blinked over at the others.

“What’s going on?” she said with a yawn. “Have we won the lottery?”

“No,” said Martha. “We’re going to London.”
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