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      Different versions of some of the yarns in this collection have appeared in various places online and in print. A big thanks to the editors and publishers of The Mammoth Book of Best British Crime, Caffeine Nights, Crime Factory, Lite Editions, All Due Respect, Beat to a Pulp, Bristol Noir, Dead-End Jobs, Noir Nation, A Time of Violence, Byker Books, Close to the Bone, Aspects of Crime, True Pulp et al. Namely, Maxim Jakubowski, Vincent Zandri, Troy Lambert, Chris Rhatigan, Andy Rausch, David Cranmer, Paul Burke, Eddie Vega, Andy Rivers, John Bowie, and Craig Douglas. Apologies to anyone I’ve overlooked; it’s my old brain. The sands of time are slipping through my fingers. No, really.

      I hope at least some of these stories blow your skirt up, tickle your fancy, or whatever. And, as always, thanks for your time.

      Let’s be careful out there.

      Paul D. Brazill, Hartlepool 2026.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE GUMSHOE’S DAUGHTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Rivulets of rain trailed ponderously down the car windscreen as Tiffany Stone watched Amber Knight stagger out of a taxi and tumble toward The Paradise Club’s blinking neon sign, attempting to fasten her black raincoat, which blew in the wind like a crow’s wings. Tiffany lit a cigarette as Amber headed down the club’s steps and opened its metal door. A blast of hard rock burst free for a moment.

      Tiffany slowly smoked her cigarette. Smoke rings floated above her like halos. She felt frozen. Trapped like one of the wasps she used to catch in jam jars when she was a kid. She eventually got out of the car and opened the boot. She pulled out a biker jacket and put it on. She put on a black cap and put her knuckle-duster in her pocket, then slammed the boot closed.

      The car park was covered with shattered glass that sparkled like jewels. As Tiffany walked toward The Paradise Club, she felt draped in a cloak of ennui. A sense of loss. She dragged open the club’s front door and walked in. The joint was crowded, sweltering. It smelt of booze, sweat and desperation. She pushed through the throng of drunks and wormed her way to the bar. Amber was there. She was dressed in a red leather dress and was clearly more than somewhat sozzled. A wiry, jaundiced skinhead had his arm around her and was whispering in her ear. Pinhead Parker was even creepier up close.

      Tiffany scoped the room for security cameras and pulled the peak of her cap down before moving closer to Amber.

      ‘Amber,’ said Tiffany. ‘Amber. It’s Tiffany. Tiffany Stone. Your father has sent me to take you home.’

      Amber turned and looked at her, puzzled, as if she were trying to work out a Magic Eye picture. Tiffany put a hand on her arm.

      ‘Please, come with me. Your family are waiting,’ she said.

      Amber still looked spaced out. Pinhead grinned.

      ‘Oh, if it isn’t Tiffany bloody Stone. I ain’t seen you around for a long, long time,’ he said.

      ‘Have you missed me?’ said Tiffany.

      ‘No, darlin’, I wasn’t even aiming at you,’ he said, and started laughing.

      ‘I’m taking Amber home to her family,’ said Tiffany.

      Pinhead sneered.

      ‘No, you’re not,’ he said. ‘My fiancée and I are having a little prenuptial celebration, like.’

      Tiffany sighed.

      ‘The wedding’s off,’ she said.

      She glanced at Amber, who was bent forward over the bar, struggling to stay upright.

      Pinhead pushed himself closer to Tiffany.

      ‘Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?’ he said.

      ‘Yes, I often wonder that myself,’ she said, gripping the brass knuckle in her coat pocket.

      She slammed Pinhead back against the bar and punched him in the throat. She kneed him in the groin and pushed him to the floor. A young couple glanced at Pinhead and turned away, but everyone else ignored him.

      Tiffany put an arm around Amber’s waist and eased her through the crowd. Amber was smirking and humming a nursery rhyme.

      The rain was pouring down in sheets when they went outside to the car. Tiffany eased Amber into the back seat. She was smooching with Morpheus within minutes. It was only when she got into the driver’s seat that Tiffany realised that Pinhead had stabbed her, and then the night faded away like hot breath on a cold windowpane.
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      It was a brittle winter morning, and Tiffany Stone was slouched in a shabby, black-leather armchair, gazing out of the bedroom window of her East London flat, barely focusing on the rows of concrete blocks being smudged by the winter rain.

      She was starting to get used to these bouts of mental and physical fatigue, putting it down to her age, but they still draped her in a cloak of gloom. However, her moment of morbid self-attention was soon interrupted by a strangulated wail that grabbed her from her inertia by the scruff of her neck and yanked her into a painful consciousness. With Sisyphean resignation, she leant over to her coffee table, picked up her smartphone and switched it off, once again regretting using a Janis Joplin song as a ringtone.

      She pulled her kimono tight and lay on the bed. She shifted onto her right side, because of the ever-present pain in her left hip, and waited until her smartphone rang again.

      ‘Wakey-wakey, hands off snaky,’ said the voice at the other end of the phone.

      Tiffany yawned.

      ‘Are you checking up on my well-being, Aunt Margot?’ she croaked.

      ‘After a fashion, sweetie,’ said Margot.

      Her cut-glass accent was sharp enough to slit your throat.

      ‘I didn’t know you cared,’ said Tiffany.

      ‘Well, I’ve been thinking, you see. Not one of your strong points, I know, sweetie. Anyway, I thought it would be very nice, indeed, if you were back in the saddle again. You’ve been in recovery mode, or “dossing around”, as I prefer to call it, for long enough now, I think, and snoozers are losers. I don’t pay for sick leave, you do know that?’

      ‘I do, do, do.’

      ‘Da dah dah dah, sweetie.’

      Tiffany took a half-full glass of water from the bedside table. She sipped the water furtively. It was warm and bitter but bloody welcome.

      ‘Okey dokey, pig in pokey, what can I do you for?’ she said.

      ‘Pop over to the office around lunchtime, and I’ll let the cat out of the bag. Is that okay for you, sweetie?’ said Margot.

      ‘Yes, Margot. No, Margot. Three bags full, Margot.’

      ‘Oh good. By the way, which scuzzy bolthole are you hiding out in at the moment?’ said Margot.

      ‘I’m at Harry Hippie’s old gaff on Gun Street. The one above his second-hand record shop. It stinks of weed and disappointment.’

      ‘Oh, well, that should do you nicely, then, sweetie. It’s full of the flotsam and jetsam of life around that way. Waifs and strays. Has-beens and never-beens. You must fit right in.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, cheers for that, Margot, I always welcome your support. Actually, it’s not so bad, as it happens. I mean, I’ve stayed in a lot worse joints.’

      ‘Oh, I’m sure you have, sweetie,’ said Margot. ‘In fact, I bloody well know that you have!’

      She started laughing and hung up.

      Tiffany sighed. She’d had a fitful night’s sleep full of disturbing, discombobulating dreams and had woken up more tired than she had been before going to bed.

      The bedroom was spartan and anonymous-looking in the wan light. The only distinguishing feature was a fraying, sun-bleached Jimi Hendrix poster that hung loosely on one wall.

      She closed her eyes until she heard scratching at the window. She peeled open her eyelids to see Ziggy, her neighbour’s mangy old tabby cat, perched outside on the window ledge looking in. Ziggy had odd-coloured eyes, like David Bowie had, which she assumed was the reason for the cat’s name. However, since she had barely uttered more than the odd perfunctory salutation to her neighbour since moving in, she had never had a chance to find out if that assumption was correct.

      ‘What the bleeding hell do you want, moggy?’ she said.

      Ziggy meowed louder. Tiffany eased herself off the bed.

      ‘Alright then, you cheeky bloody bugger,’ she said, as she opened the window just enough to let the cat in. A cold wind sliced through her, but she left the window open just enough for the cat to get back out.

      Ziggy jumped into the room and landed on the chequerboard tiles before jumping onto the unmade bed.

      Tiffany stretched and yawned. The cat seemed to do the same.

      ‘Okay, moggy,’ she said to the cat. ‘You can stay there while I get showered and dressed, but after that you’re out on your own. Alright?’

      Ziggy turned away and started purring.

      Tiffany headed into the migraine-white bathroom to prepare to face the day. The room seemed to smother her and she sat precariously on the toilet and waited for the tsunami of nausea to stop. After a while, she switched on the shower and stepped into its cold downpour. It seemed like a case of kill or cure.
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      When she returned from the bathroom, Tiffany saw that the cat was gone but a dead mouse lay where it had been.

      ‘Oh great! Thanks, moggy. The gift that keeps on giving,’ she said, chuckling.

      She picked up an old copy of Mojo magazine and used it to scoop up the mouse. Then she tossed the dead rodent out of the bedroom window, hoping that nobody was passing by down below at the same time. She slammed the window closed and paused for a moment to look outside. Black clouds were spreading like a cancer across the granite-grey sky, but it filled Tiffany with calm. She knew that London was the epitome of an urban dystopia for some, but it was fine by her. She was a city girl through and through. She’d once spent a fortnight in the Lake District taking care of a friend’s hotel and had soon found herself going stir-crazy faster than Jack Nicholson in The Shining.

      She went over to her bedside table and opened her laptop. After a few moments, the screen showed a frozen frame from the episode of After Life that she’d been watching the night before. She closed the Netflix window and checked her emails. There was nothing new, of course. Even the Nigerian princes and Russian brides seemed to have given up on her these days.

      Her phone pinged and she picked it up. It was a text message from Aunt Margot reminding her of their meeting. She got off the bed and dressed, listening to a chirpy mockney DJ interviewing some wrinkly has-been sit-com actor on Radio London. At first, she chuckled at a couple of the actor’s quips, but she soon switched off the radio when the overly upbeat host became too annoying.

      She went into the living room and was reminded that it really needed a makeover of some sort. She hadn’t decorated the flat since moving in the previous month, so the remnants of the former occupant’s dubious interior design tastes remained. It was like walking into a scene from some cheesy Swinging Sixties film, all lava lamps, bean bags, incense sticks and paisley scarves draped around the place in an annoyingly ad hoc manner.

      She decided that she couldn’t face coffee yet, so she went over to the fridge and took out a chilled bottle of coconut water. She drank it slowly and looked out of the window. Gun Street was stirring. The building opposite had previously been a funeral parlour but was now apparently a lap-dancing joint. Different kinds of stiffs, she supposed. This area was now a real hodgepodge of the arty-farty, the sleazy and the anonymously corporate. London was certainly a moveable feast.

      Tiffany put on one of Harry Hippie’s overcoats and a flat cap. They were a bit musky-smelling, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. As she opened the front door, her stomach rumbled. Hopefully, she’d be able to pick up a vegetable samosa from the shop near the tube station. The thought cheered her up a tad. It was the little things, it really was.
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      Tiffany closed the door and headed down the narrow staircase and out onto Gun Street. Dark clouds crept across the granite sky. A constellation of Christmas lights trailed down the street.

      An old man wearing an elf’s hat walked into the Gun Street Blues record shop carrying an acoustic guitar. A shiny, red Ford Mustang crept down the street blasting out Christmas carols. A policeman whistled ‘Fairytale of New York’ and a drunken-looking Santa Claus stood outside a launderette stuffing a kebab in his mouth. It really was full of the Christmas spirit, although Santa looked as if he’d already had a bit too much of the stuff.

      Tiffany walked into ‘Booze n News’ and saw Harjit ‘Harry’ Singh behind the counter fiddling with his smartphone. He was wearing a Brawl Stars sweatshirt and a Fortnite baseball cap.

      ‘Morning, Tiffany,’ he said, without looking up from his phone.

      ‘Morning, Harry. How did you know it was me?’

      ‘Oh, you’re the only person I know that still uses that crap Poundland perfume. That’s a real fly-killer, that is. I think they used it in Chernobyl.’

      Tiffany laughed as Harry looked up from his phone and smiled.

      ‘Let me guess, you want a vegetable samosa and an onion bhaji,’ he said.

      ‘Am I really that boring and predictable?’

      ‘You’re a creature of narrow habit, Tiffany, that’s all,’ he said.

      ‘How very diplomatic of you,’ she said.

      Harry put the samosa and bhaji in a brown paper bag and handed them to her.

      ‘On the house, as usual,’ said Harry.

      ‘Cheers, but this is getting embarrassing. You’ll have to let me pay at some point.’

      ‘Not if my mother has anything to do with it, you won’t. You have helped our family out plenty of times over the years.’

      ‘See you later then, Harry. Say hello to the family from me.’

      ‘I will, Tiffany,’ said Harry, and he went back to playing a game on his phone.

      She left the shop and headed toward the bus stop. She noticed a tall, handsome woman wearing a black leather beret and a black leather overcoat standing outside a nearby charity shop reading a Sherlock Holmes book. Tiffany thought she looked vaguely familiar, but that seemed to be a common occurrence these days.

      She waited for the bus, along with a small group of hungover teenagers. They looked like crap but still had the energy to joke around and take the piss out of each other. Their get-up-and-go was something that Tiffany envied and admired but decidedly lacked.

      The bus pulled up and she got on. She was feeling on edge and hungry with it. She took out a samosa, bit into it. She was immediately overwhelmed with a sense of well-being.

      A pasty-faced and thin-lipped Morris dancer with lamb-chop sideburns sat opposite her. He had a look of disgust on his face. He sniffed exaggeratedly.

      ‘Fancy a bite, mate?’ she said, holding out her samosa.

      The man made a grunting sound and got out of his seat. He walked to the other end of the bus, muttering to himself. He sat down and whispered something to a chubby Goth who ignored him and took out her iPhone.

      Tiffany grinned and continued eating. By the time she’d finished both the samosa and the bhaji, she was feeling much better than she had earlier in the day. Things really seemed to be looking up.
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      A cold wind, as sharp as a razor blade, sliced through Tiffany as she tramped through London’s litter-strewn streets. It was a typical grubby-grey winter morning. The city was waking now, and the windows of the granite tower blocks were starting to light up. Tiffany, however, was not. She was in the grip of a creeping, crawling fatigue that seemed to show no sign of respite. The whole morning had felt like wading through treacle, with every once-broken bone in her body reminding her of its presence with a dull ache or a sharp twinge of pain.

      Given the choice, she would have much rather spent the morning snoozing, but work had beckoned and, since it beckoned so infrequently of late, it felt churlish to refuse the offer.

      She could just about make out the sounds of someone, somewhere, playing an old blues song about a woman with a cold, cold heart. A dagger of pain sliced her hip, and she stopped at a street corner, throbbing with regret at her many poor life choices.

      The streets bustled with the drunken debris of the previous night’s parties. The still-sozzled and the newly hungover mingled intrusively. A massive man in a leopard-skin coat walked up to a graffiti-stained shop door and pressed a buzzer. The door opened, emitting a screech of escaping metallic music as he slipped inside. A sense of longing swiftly enveloped Tiffany. A feeling of time passing like grains of sand through her fingers.

      The winter sun seemed to idle teasingly over the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral as she strolled across the Millennium Bridge.

      Tiffany drifted off into a soporific reverie until she realised that she was already at the corner of Bow Lane. Despite the early hour, the shops and cafés were already bustling with tourists checking out one of the City of London’s oldest surviving lanes. She turned into Watling Street and, with great effort, bypassed the temptation of The Pavilion End pub. She stopped in front of a gaudy pink shop.

      Apart from the toxic paintwork, the shop front was pretty much the same as it always had been, but where it had once had a bank’s name above the front door, it now said The Margot Stone Enquiry Agency. The windows were decorated with gaudy cartoons of a fox wearing a deerstalker hat and holding a magnifying glass.

      She pressed the doorbell and looked up at the ancient CCTV camera that had been precariously attached above the front door. There was a faint buzzing. She pushed open the door and stepped into a sparse and anonymous, pastel-coloured office space. It looked more like a beauty parlour than an enquiry agency, and a sunbed and massage table really wouldn’t have looked out of place.

      Margot Stone was, as usual, sitting behind a pink horseshoe-shaped reception desk, whispering into a sparkly, silver iPhone. Six women, wearing identical pink suits and pink-framed spectacles, were sitting on hard-plastic chairs with laptops on their knees. Opposite them was a podgy man with a face that looked like it had been scrubbed with a Brillo pad. He was dressed like a down-on-his-luck, old-time magician, complete with a battered top hat. He was sweating heavily and chewing on his magic wand.

      Tiffany took a seat next to him. The magician glanced at her, put his hands on his knees and sniffed. He sniffed again.

      ‘Would you like a tissue, darling?’ drawled Margot, offering him a box of lemon-scented handkerchiefs without looking at him.

      ‘Er … no, thank you,’ the magician said. ‘It’s the bleach. I can smell bloody bleach for some reason.’

      One of the women looked at her hands and sniffed them. And then everyone was sniffing. Margot sighed and put in her AirPods, presumably hoping to drown out the sniffing sounds with a Fleetwood Mac song.

      Fifteen minutes later, the rotary telephone on Margot’s desk flashed. She picked up the receiver and put it to her ear. She listened, nodding occasionally.

      ‘Of course,’ she said.

      She hung up and cleared her throat.

      The magician leaned forward and stared hopefully at Margot. She smiled at him and then turned and pointed a pinkie finger at Tiffany.

      ‘Tiffany, you have been summoned, sweetie,’ she said.

      Tiffany walked over to the desk and sat down in front of it. The shadow of a smirk briefly crossed Margot’s face.

      Tiffany waited until Margot had finished signing a wad of papers.

      ‘So, it appears that I have a nice little job lined up for you. Not especially taxing, so it would be difficult to screw up. Touch wood.’

      She tapped Tiffany’s forehead.

      ‘Does it pay well?’ said Tiffany.

      Margot rolled her eyes.

      ‘No, not especially, I’m afraid, but well enough. Anyway, it’s not as if you have a great deal of choice available these days, is it?’ she said. ‘That mess-up with the Newley brothers … well … still, no use crying over spilt milk.’

      ‘Go on. I’m game. And a tidy little advance wouldn’t do me any harm, either.’

      Tiffany winked and Margot grinned.

      ‘And remember,’ she said.

      ‘I know. Silence is golden.’

      Margot cleared her throat.

      ‘By the way, Tiffany, have you heard anything from your father recently?’ she said.

      ‘No. Of course not. As you well know, my father is off trekking in South America. He’s up the Andes, as it were.’

      Margot smirked.

      ‘Oh, yes. Johnny Stone was always a big fan of the great outdoors. Anyway, there is just one more thing, as Columbo used to say,’ she said.

      Margot made a fluttering motion with her fingers.

      ‘Please, fire away. Though not literally.’

      ‘Don’t tempt me, Tiffany. You really can be a pain in the arse, you know? However …’

      Margot held out a brown envelope.

      ‘Check out the contents and sign for it,’ she said.

      Tiffany took the cash out of the envelope and counted it.

      ‘All present and correct,’ she said. ‘I’ll be able to buy myself that Lamborghini after all.’

      ‘Yes, very sharp,’ said Margot. ‘You’ll be cutting yourself if you’re not too careful.’

      ‘Careful is my middle name.’

      ‘I thought it was Karen,’ said Margot.

      Tiffany shrugged, signed a yellow slip of paper and gave it back to Margot.

      ‘Oh, and try and keep an eagle eye on those expenses, eh? We’re not exactly made of money these days, you know?’ she said.

      ‘I do find that hard to believe,’ said Tiffany. ‘Anyway, what’s the story, morning glory?’

      ‘So, have you heard of a gentleman called Cambridge Wells?’

      She leaned close and Tiffany could smell her fruity breath.

      ‘Yes … I think so. Isn’t he the chat show host with shiny hair? A bit of a has-been, I think.’

      ‘He is. Well … to cut a long story short …’

      ‘In the words of Spandau Ballet …’

      ‘If you wish, sweetie, if you wish. He suspects that his vapid weathergirl-trophy-wife is having an affair. If he can find proof of this, he’ll be able to divorce her without splitting his ever-decreasing fortune with her, due to a well-placed pre-nuptial agreement.’

      ‘Ah, so you want me to stalk her and get Wells the proof?’

      ‘Exactly, sweetie. Nice and sleazy does it.’

      ‘And what if Wells has just put two and two together and made 69?’

      ‘Oh, well, he’ll just have to use deepfake to come up with the proof,’ said Margot. ‘Whatever deepfake is.’

      ‘Well, I hear it’s better to regret something that you’ve done than regret something you haven’t done. So …’

      ‘That really is a very good answer, Pollyanna,’ said Margot.

      ‘Oh, you know me, I’m all for the power of positive thinking.’

      They both chuckled.

      Tiffany got to her feet.

      ‘Right, I’d best be off, then.’

      ‘BBFN,’ said Margot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The cramped tube train carriage shook and rattled like a drunk in the first stages of withdrawal. Tiffany took a sip of lukewarm coffee from a thin, paper cup and spilt it over her chin.

      ‘Bugger,’ she said.

      Cindy cackled. She seemed to do that a lot. Tiffany had tried to ignore the brash, tipsy woman who had sat next to her on the Tube, but she had eventually resigned herself to drifting in and out of the woman’s tiddly soliloquies of shite.

      ‘Yeah, my mum and dad both loved Rod Stewart,’ said Cindy, her left eye twitching. ‘They used to call him Rod the Mod for some reason. They even met each other at a Rod Stewart concert. And, of course, the Rod Stewart song “Cindy Incidentally” was the one that was playing when I was born. My daft dad actually took a CD player to the bloody hospital to help my mother give birth but, yeah, I did narrowly miss out on being named Maggie May.’

      She smiled and took a swig from a can of supermarket gin and tonic. Her face flushed.

      Tiffany contemplated telling Cindy how her own father had regularly told her that he had chosen her name because she’d been conceived in a jewellery shop, and if her parents had made ‘the two-backed beast’ in a kebab shop she’d have been called ‘Donna’. It was a good yarn and may well have even been true, though Johnny Stone could get a gold medal in telling porkies.

      As the tube train pulled into Tottenham Court Road station, Cindy squeezed her feet into her shiny red high-heeled shoes and tapped her heels together.

      ‘There’s no place like home, eh?’ said Cindy, struggling to stand upright and put on a fluffy pink jacket. As soon as she had sat opposite Tiffany on the train, Cindy had hastily, and proudly, informed her that the jacket was ‘actually fake fur, actually’. Tiffany had nodded approvingly, not that Cindy really needed to make the point. Unless she was wearing Muppet skin, it was glaringly obvious that the jacket was fake.

      The tube train slowly drew to a halt. Tiffany stood and wearily edged her way through the passengers along to the sliding doors. She got off the train, with Cindy tottering close behind her, gulping the last of her drink. She pushed her way to the top of the escalator and exited the station on Oxford Street. As she was enveloped by the throng of blank-faced shoppers, a small group of adults suddenly ran in front of her dressed as Pokémon characters, and she remembered how much she had learned to dislike her trips to central London. It sometimes seemed like such a hollow and artificial city that drained the energy and talents that were inevitably drawn towards it. Nothing original ever came from London, her dad had once said. And he may have had a point.

      As Tiffany avoided a drunken hen party, Cindy pulled sharply at her arm. Wearily, she stopped walking and turned.

      ‘Ere, do you fancy going for a drink, luv?’ said Cindy.

      She crushed her can and stuffed it into an overflowing litter bin.

      ‘It’s lovely of you to ask but no thanks,’ said Tiffany, forcing a smile. ‘Work beckons, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Huh! Suit yourself,’ said Cindy before storming off in a huff towards The Flying Horse pub.

      Tiffany turned and walked towards The Spanish Bar’s flickering neon sign. She needed a drink. The Spanish Bar was a bit of a London legend, apparently dating back to the 18th century. Apart from the neon sign, the boozer looked like a closed-down newsagent’s, but it was a welcome relief from the hustle and bustle of Oxford Street.

      As she walked down the narrow staircase that led to the basement bar, Tiffany could hear Otis Redding’s voice blasting out and was surprisingly overcome by a wave of nostalgia.

      The Spanish Bar didn’t seem to have changed that much since she had last been there. There was still a shiny old Wurlitzer jukebox in the corner of the room, garish pictures on the wall and the most mismatched collection of customers that you could imagine. Tourists mixed it up with the tragically hip and the effortlessly unhip barflies.

      She squeezed her way to the bar and ordered a pint of Guinness. She paid for the drink and managed to find a seat next to the jukebox. A massive, bald-headed woman wearing a black Fred Perry T-shirt and Sta-Prest trousers was shovelling coins into the machine. A Prince Buster song started to play as the woman turned and saw her.

      ‘Wow,’ said Sheena. ‘Tiffany bloody Stone. Long time no see. I thought you’d gone all Jack Kerouac and were on the lam. Pastures new, and the like.’

      ‘Oh, I think I’m more On the Buses than On the Road, to be honest. Ah, but you know life … work … and, of course, that old standby, money. They hold a vice-like grip, they really do.’

      ‘I’ll say,’ said Sheena. ‘So, are you here for work, pleasure or neither? Or all of the above.’

      ‘Oh, mainly work,’ said Tiffany, wiping the froth from her top lip.

      ‘And the work? Same old, same old?’

      ‘Yeah, SS DD.’

      ‘Catch you later, Tiffany,’ said Sheena, and she disappeared behind the bar.

      Tiffany downed the remainder of her drink and left.
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      When Tiffany entered The French House on Dean Street, the bite of nostalgia seemed to have grown more vicious. The bar area was quite empty, despite the street outside being swarmed with dreary media drones. She went to the bar and ordered an espresso. As she looked around the joint, she saw a couple of semi-familiar faces but most of the punters were new to her. Shiny, happy people, it seemed. She stiffened as a familiar-looking old soak approached her surreptitiously, like a secret agent in an old spy movie.

      ‘Ah, aren’t you that bird that used to …’ he slurred.

      ‘No, I’m bloody not,’ she said.

      The man seemed to have a moment of realisation, nodded and disappeared into the corner of the room.

      There was a loud braying, and a group of mixed-nationality English-language students burst through the front door. Tiffany swiftly moved to a table by the window next to a forlorn teenager who was playing Sudoku on her phone.

      Then India Wells walked into the room. Although Tiffany had never seen her in person before, she was instantly recognisable from her many TV appearances as The Weather Maven.

      Tiffany observed India as she took her hand mirror from her handbag and checked her appearance. She seemed pleased with what she saw but she made a few improvements anyway. She straightened her black leather beret and applied a coating of lipstick. Her iPhone buzzed and India took it out of her bag. She squinted as she peered at the screen. She smiled and walked outside the bar. Tiffany followed her.

      It was now pouring with rain, so Tiffany squeezed into a shiny red telephone box on Dean Street for shelter. She pretended to make a call, although the telephone was clearly broken, and she tried to avoid the booth’s noxious odours and the garish postcards advertising overtly personal services.

      She heard shrill laughter and the click, click, click of high heels on the wet pavement and saw India turn around. On the corner of the street, standing beneath a blinking streetlamp, a tall woman was holding a black umbrella and smoking a cigarette. Her silhouette seemed to appear and disappear like warm breath on a cold windowpane.

      The woman had a black wig cut into a Louise Brooks bob. She was wearing a red PVC raincoat and shiny black stiletto heels. The woman slowly sauntered towards India, and they embraced. They could have been sisters. The women chatted for a moment and headed towards Café Bohem on Old Compton Street. Tiffany waited a few minutes and followed them in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Café Bohem was quite dark, and very red. A jazz pianist was on a small, raised stage numbly playing a Stevie Wonder song, and a tired-looking waitress disinterestedly watched a Hugh Grant film on a television that was perched on a small table in the corner of the room. An old couple sat near the window, holding hands and watching the rain-soaked street outside. They seemed happy. A skinny hipster maniacally tapped at his iPhone, swearing under his breath. India and her friend were sitting at a table near the bar, holding hands, deep in conversation and occasionally glancing out of the window.

      Tiffany sat at a small table at the back of the room. A tired-looking waiter came over and she ordered a Belgian beer. She picked up a magazine that was on the table and flicked through it. She was skimming an article about how Superman was actually a scab, taking work away from firemen and other emergency service workers, when a well-dressed, elderly man wearing a fedora came into the room, shaking his black umbrella and spraying the room with rain, indifferent to how annoying it was.

      Tiffany took furtive glances at India and her companion. They suddenly looked serious and took out their iPhones and began tapping away. Which was when Tiffany realised that she actually knew India’s friend. It was Amber Knight. She hadn’t seen her since she’d dragged her from the arms of her fiancé and ended up bleeding out in front of The Paradise Club. Tiffany began to feel like a character in a western movie, staked out in the desert, as vultures circled overhead.

      A petite blonde waitress rushed over and fussed around them, and Tiffany wondered what the bloody hell she’d got herself into. She really didn’t think she was in the mood for an encounter with Amber Knight. The last time hadn’t exactly gone swimmingly.

      The pianist suddenly stopped playing and pointed. Then Cambridge Wells himself crashed into the café, knocking over a table and chairs, which were luckily vacant. What then ensued was a comic kerfuffle that bordered on tragedy
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