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Chapter One

I stared into the mirror and the face of Dolly Parton stared right back at me. I wasn’t hallucinating, she was sitting right there, the undisputed queen of country music; bouffant blonde hair, bright blue eyeshadow and lips painted in ‘Harlot Red’. I noticed she looked a little more weary than usual, but it was Dolly nonetheless.

Pursing my own lips, I watched Dolly pucker up too as though she wanted to kiss me. I leaned towards her, planting a big smooch right on the kisser and leaving a big cupid’s bow of lipstick on the glass. It looked comical but I was struggling to find anything funny right now. With a sigh, I wiped my hand over the red stain and smeared lipstick across my own reflection. Reaching for the make-up remover, I began the de-Dollying process I’d perfected over years of working clubs and bars. Not for me the hallowed stage of Nashville’s Grand Ole Opry or a place in the Country Music Hall of Fame. I was a Dolly Parton tribute act – a good one, I’m not doing myself down here – but I was just a copycat performer singing songs written by and made famous by somebody else. Sure, I could belt out the classics and shimmy my tassels but the lack of real creativity in this job had made me start to think I might as well be working ‘9 to 5’. It didn’t even pay all that well anymore so I’d recently taken a part-time job in a shop.

I blinked back tears as I realised my performance income was going to take an even bigger nosedive now I’d lost my very own Kenny Rogers. Damn Robbie, he’d picked a fine time to leave me, hadn’t he?

I took a last look at the woman in the mirror, platinum blonde hair piled high on top with cutesy tendrils framing her sad face. Even in despair, I thought Dolly looked glamorous and alluring. That was the best thing about dressing up as the queen of country music – as Dolly, every fibre of my being was set to full dazzle; you couldn’t dip your headlights when you performed as Dolly. Even sitting here, in the cluttered, poky storeroom that doubled as my dressing room, my heartbreak had an air of tragic glamour while I still resembled divine Dolly. Once she’d been removed, with the help of half a pot of Nivea, my misery would have nowhere to hide.

I suppose I shouldn’t feel bad about taking comfort in mimicking Dolly’s look. After all, she was always loud and proud about copying the look herself from a woman she’d seen walking around a town near her Tennessee mountain home way back in the 1950s. A woman wearing figure-hugging clothes, a little too much make-up and heels far too high. Little Dolly thought she was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen, not realising the locals referred to her as ‘the town tramp’. When she heard the names they called her, young Dolly decided she too wanted to grow up to be ‘trash’ so she could look just like that supposed woman of easy virtue. I’d spent years learning everything I could about how Dolly set about turning herself from a plain Jane into a blonde bombshell, and I knew that once she got famous she would often joke, ‘Ya know it takes a lotta money to look this cheap.’ I bet it did! Her custom-made costumes were worth thousands of dollars. I didn’t have the cash to splash on couture diamanté corseting and hand-dyed marabou-feather trims. Luckily, I’d been brought up knowing how to use a needle and thread, and had become a dab hand at knowing how to quickly transform a satin pantsuit with a few well-placed tassels and rhinestones.

It was now time to perform the opposite of the make-over Dolly had given herself. I was about to take away everything that made me feel confident enough to stand on a stage and perform to an audience night after night. Piece by piece, bit by bit, I would soon revert to my own ‘plain Jane’ status and simply be single, soon-to-be-thirty-five, Becky Mooney.

I lifted Dolly’s wig off and placed it on the mannequin head on the dressing table. My own light brown hair was pinned up so, as I plucked at the grips holding it in place, it stuck out in all directions even as it fell back down to my shoulders. I wiped away the arches of turquoise blue eyeshadow and peeled off the spidery jet-black eyelashes revealing something I did have in common with Dolly Parton, my green eyes. Me, Dolly and the flame-haired temptress Jolene from the hit song all shared the same unusual eye colour. I wasn’t so blessed in the bosom department, however. Sticking my hand inside my shiny pink jacket, I yanked out the foam domes that gave me an impressive Dolly-esque embonpoint. Now my waist didn’t look so teeny tiny as it did with them in and, once I’d discarded the matching flared trousers and sky-high platform silver sandals, my thighs would look a bit chunkier too.

It was always a bit depressing to see the normal version of myself reflected in the harsh lights of the dressing room mirror; black hoody over blue jeans, white trainers on my feet ready to run for the last bus back to my flat on the outskirts of Edinburgh. Sometimes, I would have to exit through a bar where the audience had just cheered and whooped as I’d finished a show with a final singalong encore of ‘9 to 5’ and not one person would recognise me. What a way to make a living.

On the bus twenty minutes later, I let myself think about what Robbie had told me just moments before we had to entertain 250 people with our ‘Dolly & Kenny Country Music Spectacular’. His timing was awful, that was for sure. The social club had been bursting at the seams with the friends, family and associates of a local businessman celebrating his 50th birthday. We couldn’t let them down. No matter what happens, I always try to follow the oldest rule in showbiz, ‘The Show Must Go On’.

It was just like Robbie though, I thought to myself bitterly, his timing had always been terrible. I don’t think he’d ever come in at the right place in the second verse of ‘Islands in the Stream’ in all the years we’d worked together!

‘I’m moving to Peterborough,’ he’d said, although I’d had to ask him to repeat himself as he’d been fixing his ’Kenny’ beard in place and all I’d heard was a muffled mumble that had sounded like ‘I moo moo piddle butter’ which didn’t make much sense, even for Robbie.

‘Eh?’ I’d said as I’d pulled a wide studded belt another notch tighter to cinch my waist in just an extra smidge more.

He’d stopped fiddling with his silvery stick-on whiskers and stood by my side in front of the dressing room mirror, addressing my reflection instead of facing me properly. The coward.

‘I’m moving to Peterborough,’ he’d repeated and I’d looked back at the two of us stood side by side, a rectangle of lightbulbs framing us, a Scottish Spitting Image version of country music’s best-loved star couple. I remember noticing a couple of bulbs had blown and one was flickering, which created a distinctly less starry image than the one the real Dolly and Kenny would project. Typical.

There hadn’t been time to get into the full-scale, screaming, humdinger of a row this casually dropped bombshell really deserved. The sweaty face of Jock McIntyre, the club’s resident emcee, had poked itself around the dressing room door warning us we had just five minutes before the show began. I’d just had time to discover that Robbie was leaving me to be manager of a pub in Peterborough. I’d always figured the bar job he’d had for the last few years in a small club off the Edinburgh Mile was just a thing he did to top up his showbiz earnings. I hadn’t realised he saw it as an actual career.

‘It’s a promotion, Becky,’ he’d said. ‘It’s a big place and I can really put my own stamp on it. It’s the chance of a lifetime.’

Robbie’s idea of a life-changing opportunity was clearly very different from mine and it was a lame excuse for leaving me in the lurch and I told him so. Not only was he wrecking my singing career by leaving me Kenny-less, he was also presumably ending our romantic relationship. Under absolutely no circumstances would I be moving to Peterborough – I wasn’t even completely sure where it was?

‘It’s not really a romantic relationship though is it, Becky? Be honest,’ he’d countered, waggling his fingers in the air when he said the words ‘romantic relationship’ as I attempted to claim he was leaving me heartbroken, bereft and abandoned. ‘It’s really only ever been a friends with benefits arrangement, hasn’t it? For both of us. Don’t try to pretend this has ever been some big love affair.’

Robbie spoke kindly, with no malice, and he had a point. My on/off relationship with him for the last six years could probably be described as a case of ‘love the one you’re with’ as opposed to either of us being with someone we truly, passionately adored. There hadn’t even been that many ‘benefits’ on offer in recent months either, now I came to think about it.

As my bus climbed another hill, noisily grinding its gears as it did so, I struggled to precisely remember how we’d even made the transition from singing partners to bedfellows. We’d always got on okay, most of the time, and beneath the Kenny Rogers wig and whiskers Robbie wasn’t unattractive, but my murky memory recalled a sparsely attended gig in Aberdeen as the turning point. A couple of lairy blokes heckling from the bar and too many shots of tequila to comfort ourselves afterwards had been the key to us tumbling into bed and stumbling into being a couple. It wasn’t really anything to write a love song about, if I was telling the truth.

So, as I’d taken to the stage at tonight’s 50th birthday bash and launched into a jaunty version of ‘Two Doors Down’ singing about dancing and having a party, I was already beginning to reconcile myself to the fact my relationship with Robbie had run its course. Sweeping my eyes along the row of middle-aged revellers already jigging about to the music and lapping up my dizzy-Dolly Americana patter, I was less worried about the vacancy in my love life and more worried about the impending one on stage. How could I carry on as a solo performer and keep gigging without my ‘Kenny’? Punters always loved the well-known duets we did like ‘We’ve Got Tonight’ and ‘Islands in the Stream’ … how would I be able to do those alone? And Robbie’s solo renditions of ‘Ruby’, ‘The Gambler’ and ‘Coward of the County’ gave me the necessary time for costume changes. The audience appreciated my Dolly outfits becoming increasingly colourful and star-spangled as our set went on. As more questions popped into my mind, I had to force myself to slap on Dolly’s famous megawatt smile and push my worries away as I performed, for the sake of the audience. I knew all too well that no one ever wants to see a downbeat Dolly.

Back to being Becky on the bus, I almost missed my stop as I gave in to fretting for my Dolly Parton future. Having Dolly as my alter ego was more than just a showbiz sideline, and Robbie knew that. How could he do this to me? He must know how hard it would be for me to consider going on alone. Perhaps Dolly and I had reached the end of the country road and I’d have to follow Robbie after all. Not to Peterborough … I wasn’t that desperate … although I had now learned it was in Cambridgeshire … who knew? But perhaps it was time to turn my back on showbusiness, enter civvy street and get a ‘proper job’ working 9 to 5 full-time?






Chapter Two

The next morning, I tumbled out of bed and stumbled to the kitchen in a daze. I’d slept fitfully, dreaming of being marooned on a tiny jagged rock in the middle of a fast-flowing stream of tequila, while Robbie waved frantically at me from the riverbank, wearing a giant pair of bright green spectacles. I blamed it on the midnight cheese on toast.

I yawned and stretched as I tried to summon the energy for a proper day’s work at my new part-time job at Grayson’s, the jewellers. A late night followed by an early start was never easy and neither was managing the turnaround from Dolly in the spotlight to Becky on the shop floor. I knew which role I preferred but now I was thinking I might well need to make the 9 to 5 job permanent if the gig money I was used to earning as my main income was going to evaporate. The thought made my mood plummet even lower. It had seemed an interesting, quirky thing to do when I’d spotted the handwritten sign for a part-time assistant in the window of the jewellery shop down in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket and I’d walked straight in and applied on the spot.

Grayson’s looked like The Olde Curiosity Shoppe, a Victoriana-tinged throwback with a bulging bay window stuffed with glittering trinkets, vintage treasures and jewels. The heavy old door had dinged as I’d pushed it open and triggered the big gold bell above it. Inside, softly glowing wall lamps bounced reflected light off antique wall mirrors, glass display cases and the polished mahogany furniture. It had felt like stepping inside a genie’s magic lamp.

Gordon Grayson, the old feller who introduced himself rather formally as the ‘proprietor of the establishment’ had turned out to be an amiable Scottish gent with old-school manners and a pair of very twinkly blue eyes below the tangled explosion of his black and grey eyebrows.

For the first couple of weeks, I’d loved working alongside Gordon and his lovely wife Morag when she popped in to help. The shop was their pride and joy. They knew so much about the jewellery trade and were happy to try and teach me. Old customers adored them and new ones instantly respected them, they had such a natural way of welcoming people into Grayson’s. They were a lovely couple clearly still very much in love with each other and they shot to the top of my relationship goals chart. They teased each other a lot but it was always done kindly and I couldn’t help but notice how much they enjoyed being together.

Working at a jeweller’s had never been my dream but I was surprised not just by how much I often enjoyed it but also by the fact it seemed to be something I was good at. Other than singing, I’d never really found a skill to be proud of before, but Gordon said I had a good eye and with his help, in the few months I’d been there, I’d learned an awful lot about precious and semi-precious stones, cuts and settings. Grayson’s business was built on unique pieces, vintage finds and some dazzling investment jewels. Gordon and Morag showed me how to spot the real deal among all the fake and fashion jewellery, to know it by sight and feel and weight. He had a magpie eye, and while he loved the dark gleam of a real sapphire, or the twinkling charm of an opal, he loved paste and costume jewellery too, but only when it was sold honestly as that. Gordon always said we owed it to our customers to be truthful about what we bought and sold, to find the value in every piece and match it to the right customer. I loved how Gordon didn’t just care about the technical side – hallmarks and clarity, patina and provenance – but he also taught me how to find what suited a customer. I’d soon learned, when someone came in glancing at the pear-cut diamond earrings in the corner cabinet, whether they were likely to walk out with them, or if I should direct them to tourmaline clusters or the elegant Art Deco glittering drops instead. And if anyone came in asking to value or sell their grandmother’s diamond engagement ring, I quickly learned how to tell if it was more likely to have come from a mass Chinese shipment than a treasured relative’s legacy. In addition to all the new things I’d learned, I’d spent my career as a Dolly Parton impersonator covered in rhinestones and crystals, so maybe that was why I was able to spot genuine diamonds so easily? Whatever the reason, it was a talent that Gordon and Morag valued and they’d eagerly welcomed me into the Grayson’s fold and made me feel like family.

But now as I slammed the door to my flat behind me I felt my stomach lurch with dread about the day I had ahead of me in the shop. I’d only been working at Grayson’s for a few months but an awful lot had happened in that time. I trudged despondently down the three flights of stairs to the street, recalling how the atmosphere had been shattered the day Gordon had received a phone call telling him Morag had been found unconscious in their front garden by a neighbour. We’d closed the shop straight away and rushed to the hospital to find that poor Morag had suffered a stroke.

I’d been able to hold the fort by myself for a little while until we reopened a few days later and Gordon came back into work in between shifts of sitting at Morag’s bedside. I’d done my best to keep things going, for Gordon and Morag’s sake as much as my own. I actually relished the opportunity to show how much I had learned and it was lovely to be able to help people buy special pieces of jewellery to mark an occasion, or a gift to loved ones. Gordon had taught me never to rush anyone, but to take an interest in customers, try to gauge their tastes and budget, and to find out who the purchase was going to be for.

‘The real trick is to match the purchase to the customer, don’t just try and shift the most expensive items in stock,’ Gordon had told me more than once. ‘That way they are more likely to recommend us to their friends and come back and use us again. It’s the real secret of being a successful and trusted independent family business.’

Gordon’s mantra made complete sense to me. I’d quickly found I wasn’t a natural at the hard sell. I didn’t like to be pushy and I certainly didn’t relish clinching a deal unless I was sure I’d matched the shopper with the perfect item. If I felt someone was stretching themselves too far to afford a diamond engagement ring, I’d much prefer to show them some alternative ideas like Gordon had shown me. That way seemed to work out better for everybody.

But things had changed since then in the twinkly world of Grayson’s jewellery emporium. The cosy atmosphere had been punctured by the arrival of Gordon and Morag’s son, Guy.

A few days after his mother’s stroke, Guy had flown into Edinburgh from Silicone Valley. With a striking sun-kissed quiff, a face full of Botox and a strangulated mid-Atlantic accent, Guy couldn’t have been more different from his kindly, well-mannered parents. I’d taken against him almost immediately. I don’t see how anyone could blame me. For a start, it had taken his mother to have a stroke before he could haul himself across the ocean, trailing his tiresome Californian wife, JoJo, and vapid teenage daughter, Kourtney, along with him.

‘Well, ain’t this quaint?’ JoJo had drawled as the three of them poked around inside the shop the day after parachuting into Edinburgh from La La Land. They all occasionally flashed sets of enormous white teeth but I figured their smiles were as fake as their gnashers.

I couldn’t blame Gordon for treating Guy like the prodigal son but the thought that he might want to take over the family business was ridiculous … and horrifying. I’d overheard JoJo whispering to Kourtney that the place needed a complete make-over for a start.

‘It’s far too dark and dingy,’ she’d hissed at the girl who looked even more bored than usual and simply carried on scrolling on her phone.

Gordon had agreed immediately when Guy offered to ‘help out’ in the shop despite my hints that we could manage without the input of a ‘digital marketing strategist’, whatever in the big wide inter-web world that was?

‘He and JoJo are family, Becky hen, and this is a family business. We all need to pull together now. That’s what his ma would want after all,’ Gordon reasoned, not unreasonably, but I was not convinced.

Guy and JoJo’s idea of ‘helping out’ appeared to me much more like ‘taking over’. Guy’s methods were completely alien to the Grayson philosophy.

‘Exclusivity, that’s the key,’ he kept on saying. ‘We don’t want every browser and dreamer in here. If they’re not ready to spend big, I don’t want them through the doors. This is a shop, not a museum.’

Guy appeared to sneer at every potential customer who crossed the threshold as he eyed them disdainfully and assessed their spending power. He took no interest in their taste or style and always pressed for the highest price sale he could get. Worse, I’d seen him deliberately undervalue a couple of pieces that people had come in to sell. I hadn’t been in the trade for long but I knew he was ripping people off. There had been one elderly gentleman who had come in to get a price on his late wife’s vintage watch. In a voice shaking with emotion, he’d started to talk about her: he obviously hadn’t been a widower for long. But Guy had ridden roughshod, given him some fast-talking pitch and the poor soul had left with far less cash for the beautiful timepiece than I knew he was due. I couldn’t get the bereaved man’s disappointed, grief-stricken face out of my mind.

I had tried to tell myself the Grayson family business was not my problem. I was just a hired hand and, even though I had loved the job more than I expected to at first, it was just a job, I could always find another one. But Robbie’s news meant the risk of losing yet another source of income was impossible to ignore, and I could feel my anxiety about the shop was rising. It wasn’t just Guy’s business methods I had reservations about. Guy was arrogant, entitled and seemed to think I was part of the shop’s merchandise he could manhandle. I could deal with lairy hecklers in a club, but Guy’s invasion of my personal space was a whole other level of creepy and inappropriate. More than once he’d intimated that he fancied more from me than an honest day’s work … even hinting I should be grateful to provide it as part of my duties. He even seemed to expect me to be flattered by his oily attention, inappropriate comments, and wandering hands. For all his talk of modernising Grayson’s, Guy was a dinosaur in his attitude to women. He might be the boss’s son but that didn’t mean he could molest the staff. I needed to find a way to handle him and put him back in his box, if I was going to be able to carry on working with him.

As I made my way through the streets I tried to appreciate all that my beautiful home city had to offer that morning, despite my low spirits. It had rained overnight but now shafts of light shone down here and there, spotlights of sunlight finding their way through any gap they could, illuminating the hustle and bustle of a weekday morning. The golden light brought a warmth to the traditional dark stone walls of the buildings around me. Edinburgh was a rare place in many ways, and particularly unusual in the way it looked its most beautiful after it had rained, which was fortunate given the local climate. Still, despite the usual rain, most days I felt beyond lucky to live among such brooding, gothic architecture and have a route to work that took me along streets unchanged for centuries, through steeply stepped tunnels and passageways, like I was an extra in a magical movie. But today Edinburgh wasn’t casting its usual uplifting spell on me.

I quickened my pace as I walked down through Grassmarket. I was due to open up this morning and it wouldn’t do to be late in case Guy or JoJo decided to come in early to try and catch me out. I had the distinct impression Guy would relish the chance to trap me in a corner and give me a dressing down. Or worse.

I was walking so determinedly, with my head down, full steam ahead, that I was almost at the shop before I registered the commotion going on outside. A police car pulled up at an angle right outside the bay window, its blue light silently flashing and jarring horribly with the Dickensian appearance of our little street. What the …?

Sprinting quickly forwards I checked the small square windowpanes in the bay to see if they were broken … had there been a smash and grab? I couldn’t see any shards of glass on the floor. Or maybe the cops were there for my new boss? A flash of hope surged through me. I knew Guy Grayson was up to no good: had he pushed his luck too far? Made one shady deal too many or committed some despicable crime like ripping off another poor customer and the law had finally caught up with him? My heavy heart gave a little leap.

Pushing the shop door open, the bell dinged above my head to signal my arrival. Usually I was greeted by the beeping of the burglar alarm before keying in my code to unset it. But not today. Today three people were already inside the store as I stepped onto the parquet flooring and they all turned to glare at me as though I was the unwelcome intruder.

‘What’s happened? Have we been robbed?’ My pulse was hammering with the shock of seeing uniformed cops in their fluorescent hi-vis vests standing in the genteel surroundings of Grayson’s.

No one replied, but the female police officer glanced towards Guy who stood behind the counter wearing a fixed grim expression on his sun-tanned face.

Why was no one saying anything? I tried again:

‘What is it? What’s happened?’

This time Guy rolled his eyes and made a noise that sounded like ‘Hmmff!’

The male copper cleared his throat then and, without taking his eyes off me, asked Guy, ‘Is this her?’

Guy’s face remained expressionless, which wasn’t that surprising given his addiction to face-fillers, but his eyes slid away from me as he nodded and whispered, ‘Yeah.’

Everything happened so fast I didn’t have time to catch my breath. The male officer stepped forward and addressed me directly.

‘Becky Mooney, I am arresting you for theft. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Simultaneously the female officer stepped around and grabbed me firmly by the arm.

‘Ow, you’re hurting me!’ Even as I said it I was dimly aware this phrase may not be something that would help my case if given in evidence at a later date. I should have been shouting my innocence instead. But my mind was whirling too much to summon a more sensible reply or even voice the thousands of questions running through my brain. What the hell was going on? This wasn’t my life. I was a part-time Dolly Parton impersonator, part-time shop girl … not some career criminal.

But before I could find the words to tell them there had been some kind of wild mix-up, I was back outside in the street being frog-marched to the police car, a hand placed firmly on the back of my head as I was guided onto the backseat of the police car, and then we were off. I’ve never liked Mondays all that much, who does? But this Monday morning was an absolute corker.

It was barely 9.05 a.m. and I was under arrest.






Chapter Three

As the police car sped through the city streets on its way to the cop shop I watched ordinary people going about their ordinary business and wished with all my heart I was back there among them. It was all so absurd I’d have laughed if it wasn’t for the growing ball of anxiety that was filling my chest as the reality of my situation sank in.

‘I don’t understand, what am I supposed to have done?’ My voice was trembly and the sound of my own fear made tears prickle in my eyes. The officers in the front of the car studiously ignored me and heaped more humiliation on me by doing so. I had no experience of criminality, having always been a goody-two-shoes by anyone’s standards so I had nothing to draw on to help me in this alien situation. When I was a teenager I’d been horrified when some of the girls in my class bragged about the shoplifting sprees they carried out most Saturday afternoons. They’d come to school with bags overflowing with cheap make-up they’d pinched from Woolworths on Princes Street. Passing around tubes of cherry lipstick, pots of cream blush, and blue powder eyeshadow, they’d looked pityingly at me as though having an unpainted face and no criminal tendencies was a very bad thing.

I was almost wishing I’d joined in with the pick ‘n’ mix pilfering brigade now; at least it might have given me some idea of what to expect when you got your collar felt. All I actually had to go on was stuff I’d seen in police dramas or ancient sit-coms. Was the ‘good-cop bad-cop’ routine a real thing? Would one detective try to gain my trust while another waited for an opportunity to catch me out with a loaded question? Would I be placed in an empty room and then watched from behind a one-way mirror by a team trying to decipher my body language? Was I heading for a long stretch in jail protesting my innocence, would I fester behind bars until I became an old lag?

I wasn’t sure where the jailbird jargon phrases popping into my head were coming from … I wasn’t much of a crime drama fan so maybe it was down to those late-night re-runs of Porridge on the comedy channel? My mind was spinning out of control now … were you forced to eat porridge in prison? Horrifyingly, I gave a sudden snort at the very thought and quickly turned it into a bout of coughing in case they thought I was laughing. It really wouldn’t do me any favours if the police thought I wasn’t taking this seriously.

It wasn’t hard to take the whole thing a lot more seriously once I was sitting on an uncomfortable plastic chair in a windowless interview room, being told that I was being accused of theft. Me!? Some kind of jewel thief? I could barely take it in.

A female detective with a very stern expression insisted I had a duty solicitor present. I should have realised that didn’t bode well. I resisted at first but, when she doggedly persisted, that was the moment I realised I was in a lot of trouble.

The door opened and a skinny youth with a bum fluff beard loped into the room. This did nothing to help quell my nerves. Were they kidding? Was this some sort of weird reality TV show? Was there a camera hidden somewhere on his red spotty tie? This … boy was supposed to be my legal representative?

The man-boy introduced himself as Calum Crutchley and we had a brief conversation where I told him I knew nothing about anything, which didn’t seem to impress him much either. Someone brought us two paper cups of tepid, grey liquid, I had no idea if it was tea or coffee and had no chance to find out as Calum knocked my cup off the table splattering liquid all over the floor as he struggled out of a coat two sizes too big for him. This was going from bad to worse. This was who I had to rely on to help me? … Calamity Calum?

The detective then told us both she had reason to believe I had stolen items worth thousands of pounds from Grayson’s Jewellers. Shocked, I glanced at my Kevin-the-teenager solicitor but he looked just as bamboozled as I was.

There was worse to come. They had CCTV evidence from the back office at the shop. I thought the system was out of action but there I was on the flickering black and white footage, stuffing watches, necklaces, rings and bracelets into my bag and skipping merrily through the door like some modern-day Artful Dodger.

‘It’s not … I wasn’t …’ My protestations stuck in my throat as I tried to explain.

Then the killer punch. Detective Constable Thatcher had sent a colleague to my flat this morning, she said. My blood ran cold as I realised why I’d been left waiting for almost two hours and I guessed where she was going with this.

‘Your neighbour downstairs was very helpful,’ DC Thatcher said. ‘She gave us a spare key so we gained access to your flat.’ Was I meant to thank them for not battering down my door? She carried on as I kept my mouth firmly shut. ‘Do you know what we found, Miss Mooney?’

I did. I knew they would have found some of the most expensive items we’d ever had in stock at Grayson’s stuffed under my mattress. You didn’t have to be any sort of legal eagle to know this did not look good for me and whatever I said would sound like a lame excuse.

For the next couple of hours I pleaded my innocence, tried to make them understand what had really happened, but the circumstantial evidence against me was too strong and DC Thatcher appeared to think she had an open and shut case. I was to be charged with theft. Me, Becky Mooney, no previous convictions or even petty pilfering misdemeanours to be taken into consideration, but now I would have a rap sheet reading ‘theft’. The shame was overwhelming.

But Calum Crutchley swung into action at this point, successfully arguing that more investigation needed to be carried out before I was charged. My version of events had to be fully explored, he’d said, stressing there was an entirely legitimate explanation for having high-value merchandise under my bed. He believed me! Perhaps having this young man on my side would not be such a calamity after all? Maybe?

I was released shortly after with a grim warning to expect the police to be in touch. It was a relief not to have been charged immediately or kept in a cell while they carried out more enquiries, but it didn’t feel like I was off the hook yet.

I emerged from the front entrance of the station, blinking into the daylight, as though I’d just tunnelled out of Shawshank Prison. The shock of being arrested and questioned had been a nerve-jangling start to the day. All I wanted was a calming cup of tea and a sit down, but my mind was racing. The faces of the gruesome twosome of Guy Grayson and his joyless wife JoJo swam in front of my eyes but the police had warned me to stay right away from the shop while they completed ‘further enquiries’.

I just needed to go home. My stomach lurched when I thought of police officers invading my flat and rifling through my belongings but I couldn’t blame Mrs Forsyth for giving them access. I squirmed with embarrassment yet again when I thought of how I was going to explain all this to her. I loved my little apartment and I couldn’t bear it if, on top of everything else, I now had to find somewhere else to live. Although anywhere would be better than a six-by-eight-foot prison cell.

I tottered on shaky legs to the top of the steps outside the cop shop, spotting solicitor Calum paused halfway down the stairs with his phone clamped to his ear. He looked up and gave a brief nod in my direction as I attempted a smile I hoped showed him my gratitude for saving me from being thrown straight into clink. Suddenly a commotion behind me made us both stop and turn. A man with unruly reddish hair and worn jeans was being manhandled through the revolving police station door by a burly uniformed cop. The two of them barely fitted into the glass compartment together and they burst out with the officer holding the guy by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his denim-clad bottom.

‘And this time stay out of bloody trouble!’ the policeman growled as he threw the guy roughly in the direction of the steps where Calum and I were still standing. I was glad I’d only encountered the hatchet-faced DC Thatcher and not this muscly monster.

The red-headed man wasn’t the young scruffy kid I’d initially taken him for. He looked like he could be well into his thirties and if it wasn’t for the fact that he was clearly a no-good wastrel being booted out of a cop shop I would have said he was really rather attractive. I only caught the briefest glimpse of his face, strong jaw and a devilish grin, before he pulled out a pair of dark glasses from his back pocket and put them on. It wasn’t particularly sunny so maybe that was why he then immediately misjudged his footing on the stairs. He stumbled down a couple of the steps but managed to stop himself from falling down the rest, sticking out his arms as though he was balancing on a tightrope. I caught a flash of taut tanned skin as his blue-checked shirt fell open and his tight white t-shirt rode up his toned stomach, but hastily looked away before he could see me checking him out. I’d only been incarcerated for a couple of hours, for heaven’s sake, and here I was eyeing him up like I hadn’t seen a man in years … what was wrong with me? It might have been a difficult morning but the last thing I needed now was to develop a sexual appetite for petty criminals and vagabonds … what was I thinking?

The ginger guy turned and fired off a mouthful of colourful expletives in a Scottish accent to the officer who stood with his arms folded looking down with an expression more amused than annoyed. I knew I shouldn’t gawk but I couldn’t help but wonder what crime the villain could have committed? Was he a shoplifter? A mugger? Was he a political activist who’d been defacing public monuments or glueing himself to traffic lights? He couldn’t be that dangerous if he was being let loose on the Edinburgh public.

The guy had a rather peculiar smirk on what I could see of his face behind his completely unnecessary shades, as though being thrown out of a police station was merely an occupational hazard for a cool career criminal such as himself. He mockingly dusted himself down and gave the cop a jaunty wave.

‘Be seeing you officer,’ he called.

‘Not if I see you first, Tommy,’ the policeman retorted with a knowing nod of his head.

Right, I decided, this was none of my business. I had enough problems of my own and it was high time I was on my way, leaving the baby-faced solicitor, the burly officer and the red menace well behind me.

Turning quickly on the stair to make my getaway my stupid foot slipped off the troublesome step I’d just watched the other guy tackle and, giving a squeal of distressed horror, I fell awkwardly and painfully head first down the remaining stairs. My landing, witnessed by all three men plus a couple of amused by passers-by, left me spread-eagled face down on the pavement with my feet still on the third step from the top. Excellent.

As I scrambled for the scattered contents of my handbag I sensed young Calum was mortified by a flash of my bright pink knickers and the sight of my bum stuck up in the air. I felt like I was moving in slow motion as we all watched one lipstick and two tampons roll, along with my last shred of dignity, towards the gutter.

It was the true criminal among us who moved first. With one bound the ginger demon was by my head grabbing for my bag, like the opportunist thief he was. That did it. I’d had quite enough to deal with already, thank you very much. Springing to my feet in a cat-like move that surprised even me I caught the guy about to make off with my handbag completely by surprise. What a brazen scoundrel! Trying to rob me blind, and right in front of a police station, a cop and a solicitor too!

Snatching my leather shoulder bag out of his grasp with such force it must have left friction burns on his thieving hands I swung it backwards and then landed him with a good clout around the head. I only remembered I’d got my GHD hair straighteners in the bag when I heard the satisfying ‘dong’ sound as it made contact with his red head.

‘Ow! What the …?’ He looked affronted as much as in pain, rubbing his unruly ginger hair at the spot where I’d made contact, his face screwing up in shock and pain.

Ignoring his protestations and picking up as much of the debris from my bag as I could, I was assisted by Calum the wonder-boy who finally managed to move his feet and help me. Although he did hand me a tampon with such a quizzical look on his face I did wonder if he’d ever seen one before. No matter, he was helping me and that’s what counted.

The cop and the robber were both now yelling stuff I chose to ignore. I was so desperate to get home, I blanked them as they shouted after me, and limped away from the station as fast as I could. What a pair of Neanderthals! At my side though, bless him, holding my elbow supportively, was little Calum who stuck out his hand like a proper grown-up and hailed me a black cab so I could make a decent escape.

He pulled open the car door and practically pushed me inside as I stuttered my thanks.

‘What the hell just happened?’ I asked him as I clambered in. The question could have been about my shocking arrest, interrogation, surprise release or humiliating tumble down the station steps, all of it was crazy, but I was actually referring to the fact that, after all that, I’d then had to defend myself from being robbed by a brazen bad guy in broad daylight right outside a police station!

Calum seemed to be as bewildered as I was by the turn of events and understood what I was saying. He shook his head wearily as though he had already seen too much crime in his young life.

‘If I hadn’t been there and seen it for myself I would never have believed it,’ he said.

Slamming the door shut as if to accentuate his point I left him standing on the kerb as the taxi pulled away. Well said, Calum! It wasn’t him that deserved the nickname ‘calamity’ after all, it was me! In one sentence he’d actually summed up the entire situation, my disastrous day and the whole sorry mess that was my life.






Chapter Four

My heart was in my mouth as I carefully stepped on each stair up to my third-floor flat. Having lived there for so many years, I thought I knew every creaky spot in this old building, but I managed to find a couple of places that threatened to give away my return home to my neighbour, Mrs Forsyth, who lived on the ground floor. She’s a kind and usually cheery soul, pushing seventy and resolutely single with a couple of cats and a surprising passion for martial arts. We’ve always got on well but I couldn’t face the inevitable questions about that morning’s police raid.

Once safely inside I clicked my front door into its jamb and stood with my back pressed against it while I tried to get my breathing to return to normal. The climb up the forty-eight stairs (yes, I counted them, it was something of a ritual) never worried me usually but anxiety was making me breathless. Most days I actually relished the opportunity to have a mini workout every time I came home. I needed to be able to pour myself into Dolly’s clingy satin pantsuits on a regular basis, and scaling three flights was a good counterbalance to my addiction to marshmallows. I rarely keep them in the house. Seriously. It’s a problem. Once I open a monster packet of those pink and white pillowy cubes I just can’t stop. Of course, I always buy a monster packet: what on earth would be the point of buying a small one? Robbie used to say it looked like I was inhaling a double duvet once I started stuffing them, one after another, into my gob to console myself if I’d had a bad day. I reckon they are the ultimate comfort food. There’s something unique about the simple sweetness and the way they turn from fluffy to gooey as you chew. I’m telling you, it’s a problem.

I looked around the hallway for evidence of the police search carried out this morning. The coats on the hooks might have been in a different order but I couldn’t be sure. The door straight ahead into the living room was wide open instead of slightly ajar as I had left it. Or had I? Now I thought about it I really couldn’t be sure of anything.

I eased myself away from the door and made my way very slowly from room to room. In the living room my eye, as always, was drawn to the huge bay with its floor to ceiling windows framed by white wooden shutters but I dragged myself away from the pretty view over the bowling club’s pristine green laid out in the square below. Our row of Victorian houses matched the four-storey terraces opposite, each floor sporting a distinctive large bay window. I have to say, this flat is worth the forty-eight-stair climb. To be this high up but with a huge picture window totally justifies the very reasonable price my parents paid for the place over a decade ago. I would never be able to afford to buy or even rent a place like this by myself but Mum and Dad let me pay a rent I’ve been able to afford (so far) as long as they can use the second bedroom whenever they come back over from Spain. It’s an excellent deal in my opinion.

Back in the room everything looked a bit skew-whiff: my red chesterfield sofa too far back from the big old wooden chest I use as a coffee table, the large potted plants by the shutters also looked odd, as though the leaves were now facing the wrong way. Everything had been moved, adjusted, disturbed.

Turning through the door on my left it was harder to spot any sign of disturbance in the kitchen. The bright blue painted kitchen cupboards and sunshine yellow walls were as cheery as ever. I’m ridiculously proud of how my mismatched blue and white crockery, sourced from markets and junk shops, fits in so well displayed on the high shelf above the breakfast bar. It’s the little things that make a place feel like home, isn’t it? My attention was suddenly drawn to a drawer left slightly open. Did the police really think I would hide stolen jewellery in with my cutlery?

Next, I stood at the door of the bathroom with my toes on the black and white tile floor. I pictured a young police constable being sent to check for loot but finding himself thwarted by the fact the toilet has a high-level cistern with a long chain flush, impossible to reach without a tall step ladder. It would have been an excellent hiding place for sure, if I had a big enough ladder. But I don’t. I figured there was nowhere else to look in there so comforted myself with the thought the invaders spent very little time in my bathroom.

The door to my bedroom was closed. I placed my hand on the crystal doorknob and blew out my cheeks to release some tension. My bedroom has always felt so cosy, a haven to retreat to. While the rest of the flat is full of light with splashes of bright colour, this room is mainly decorated in dark navy with accents of gold. When I moved in I immediately painted the wooden panelling on the bottom half of all four walls a rich deep blue and carried on to paint the window shutters to match. I’ve never regretted it; the dark blue colour framed my vantage-point view perfectly. I needed help to wallpaper the top half with end of line rolls of paper I’d found on Ebay, an absolute bargain with a beautiful blue and gold Art Deco fan motif. Dad was a dab hand at all that. With my mismatched vintage furniture, a shabby chic armoire, tartan upholstered armchair and fluffy faux fur rugs, throws and golden cushions, the whole effect is opulent and adorable. Well, that’s what I think of it. Robbie did once remark it looked like Norma Desmond’s boudoir. I took the reference to the ageing, slightly unhinged star of the Hollywood movie Sunset Boulevard as a huge compliment even though it probably wasn’t meant to be.

Now it looked like Norma had thrown an almighty diva strop and her tantrum had left everything thrown around and upside down. The room was a chaotic mess. Once my haul of stolen goods was discovered the search team were obviously too jubilant to spend any time tidying up after themselves in here.

I’m appalled but I can’t just collapse into tears. I can’t. I channel my upset into energy and storm around the room, pulling the mattress back into place, putting clothes back onto hangers, straightening and tidying and restoring order to my inner sanctum. By the time things are back to something resembling normal I’m breathless, damp with sweat and desperate to eat my bodyweight in marshmallows.

I’m half a bag down accompanied by several swigs of scotch and starting to feel slightly mellowed by the mallow when I’m made to jump out of my skin by a loud banging on the front door. Not of the house. Not someone safely three floors down well away from me and possible to ignore. No
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