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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s never a good start to the day when the daughter of one of your clients leans across your desk and slaps you in the face.

      She had a mean left hook on her too, helped somewhat by the platinum engagement ring that she’d only thought to remove after she’d hit me, before throwing it onto the carpet on her way out.

      It helped – a little – that my client managed to hold back her smug look of satisfaction until after her daughter had stormed out of the office, slamming the door in her wake.

      ‘I knew he was trouble, Melody,’ she said. ‘I told you.’

      I stumbled around my desk, bent down to pick up the ring and handed it to Heather McAdams. ‘Perhaps hang on to this,’ I suggested. ‘I’m presuming he’ll want it back. Or you can sell it.’

      I moved to the mini refrigerator under the window, cracked open the door and pulled out an ice pack.

      I guess it shows how often this happens to me that I have one prepared.

      I held the door to stop it swinging open. I didn’t need my client to see the case of beer that Charlie had left in there on his last visit.

      I held the ice pack to my cheek as I made my way back to my chair and somehow managed to sit down and look my client in the eye without losing my composure. My eyes stung, and I was going to have a bruise, that much was for sure.

      Mrs McAdams only realised now how hard her daughter had slugged me, and that maybe I wasn’t happy about it.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she said.

      I glared at her. I had a sneaking suspicion her question was brought on by a sudden thought that her daughter might get sued for assault, rather than any concern for my welfare, and whether she should make a speedy phone call to the family solicitor.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I replied. ‘I’ll print out my invoice for you. I accept payment by card only.’

      She looked taken aback for a moment, seemed to debate whether to ask if she could pay on account, and then thought better of it.

      I ignored her and turned my attention to the computer screen instead. The system allowed me to automatically check off each service provided. I spitefully added an extra thirty pounds miscellaneous line item for the ice pack, hit the “print” button and then slid the still-warm invoice across the desk to Mrs McAdams.

      ‘Oh, my,’ she said, as she ran her manicured fingernail down the page. ‘This is rather more than I expected.’

      ‘A copy of my expenses is on the second page,’ I said, jutting out my chin. ‘I’m sure you’ll find everything is in order. You’ll appreciate that I do provide a rather exclusive service.’

      She looked flustered. ‘I wasn’t implying⁠—’

      I raised an eyebrow.

      She lowered her gaze in response and flicked over the page instead.

      I drummed my fingers on the desk while she read through the numbers. Such a sign of impatience always annoyed the hell out of me when people did that anywhere within a mile radius of me, so I was banking on it getting on her nerves and that she’d hurry up and pay, then leave me in peace.

      Sure enough, she flicked the page over with an exasperated sigh, then handed over her credit card.

      It was from one of the larger banks, the word “platinum” embossed across the front of it with a sparkly finish that glinted in the sunlight streaming through the window.

      A car horn honked somewhere beyond the double-glazed panes, followed in quick succession by a higher pitched beep and a stream of colourful swearing.

      I swiped Heather McAdams’s credit card across the handheld reader and handed it back to her, then used a large rubber stamp to punch the word “Paid” across the top of the invoice.

      And yes, I pretended I was stamping her daughter’s face with it before I released the spring mechanism.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said, and stood to show her the way out, dumping the ice pack on the desk. ‘If you know of anyone else that would be in need of my services, please give them this.’

      I handed over a business card.

      Heather McAdams took it between her forefinger and thumb as if it was infected with weaponised smallpox and wrinkled her nose. ‘I’d best go and find out where Charlotte is,’ she sniffed.

      I was careful not to slam the door behind her, such was my frustration. I put away the credit card machine, leaning against the cupboard door to lock it while last month’s filing attempted to escape its clutches, and threw the remnants of the icepack in the waste bin in the small kitchenette off to one side of the open-plan office.

      Then I wandered over to the window that overlooked the street below.

      It was a fine day, a welcome change from the steady drizzle that had soaked the capital for the first two weeks of September. The puddles that had lined the pavements had evaporated, and one of the part-time employees from the café opposite my office window was wiping down the white plastic tables and chairs outside the doors in anticipation of a busy lunchtime.

      Heather McAdams was hurrying across the road to an expensive-looking white cabriolet parked on the opposite side. Her daughter, Charlotte, was in the passenger seat, her arms crossed, fuming no doubt. An animated exchange began between the two of them as soon as Heather slid into the driver’s seat, and they were still going at it as the car drove away.

      I glanced at my watch.

      It was only eleven-thirty, but I figured I’d earned an early lunch break, so I closed the office, flipped the cheery “Back Later!” sign over on the door, and walked down the internal stairs to the street towards the best sushi place in town, in my humble opinion. I grabbed a bento box, found a quiet corner of the restaurant to sit in, and picked up a fork.

      I’ve never learned to use chopsticks. I’ve always been too hungry to bother.

      As I tackled a particularly delicious piece of sashimi, I contemplated what I’d do for the rest of the day.

      Contrary to what people might tell you, I am a private investigator. I’ve got the paperwork to prove it.

      It was something I’d wanted to do since I was ten years old. My grandad used to lend me books about spies, detectives, and private eyes and I was enthralled by the stories of mysteries solved, righted wrongs and a pervading sense of justice. As a child, even playing hide and seek with my grandad – an ex-Royal Marines Commando – involved lessons in counter surveillance and being peppered with pinecones if he could spot my brother, cousin and me trying to hide from him in the woods.

      I loved every moment of it.

      That’s why, when the world closed down a few years ago and I found myself abandoning a half-finished undergraduate degree like so many others, I decided to spend the time retraining. I found an online course, passed the exam a year later when the world reopened for business, and set out to follow my dream.

      But when I first started out in my chosen role, actually being a PI was a career move quickly regretted when it became apparent that, at six foot tall, I stick out like a sore thumb, making covert work near impossible.

      Not only that, but I also didn’t have any police or military experience, so any would-be customers looked down their noses in disdain at my efforts to impress them with my qualification and karate black belt and then leave as soon as was deemed polite.

      Sometimes they didn’t even wait that long.

      Distraught at my chosen career path disappearing down the nearest drain, I returned to my parents’ house with the sole intention of moping around until I figured out what to do next.

      That lasted precisely three weeks.
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      My grandad and I had always been close.

      My earliest memories are of him pushing me in a wheelbarrow up the road towards the small allotment he tended to save him and my nan buying the weekly vegetables. While he ensured the tiny seedlings were watered, I was put in charge of pulling out any errant weeds that threatened his crop of carrots, potatoes, cabbages, and peas. We worked in silence, simply enjoying each other’s company.

      One day, a lady who rented a neighbouring patch of land came hurrying over to him, asking for his help.

      Straightening, he’d rubbed his aching back, and then beckoned to me and we followed her over to where she’d erected a small shed.

      ‘It’s been eating all my bloody veg,’ she’d said.

      We looked to where she pointed, to see a baby rabbit cowering next to the shed, petrified by the sound of our voices.

      The woman pointed at the shovel in my grandad’s hands.

      ‘Kill it.’

      He baulked, and in that moment’s pause, the rabbit took off, its white tail bobbing between the cabbages as it made a run for the boundary of the allotments.

      ‘It got away!’ The woman placed her hands on her hips and glared at Grandad.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, and then jerked his head towards our patch. ‘Come on. Back to work.’

      As we wandered back towards our vegetables, I slipped my hand into his. ‘I’m glad it ran away, Grandad.’

      ‘Me too. I couldn’t have killed it anyway.’

      He looked down at me and winked, and in that moment I knew we’d become co-conspirators.

      Even if he did pepper me with pinecones on a regular basis during our games of hide and seek.
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        * * *

      

      Three weeks after I’d returned to my parents’ house with no other accommodation options available, ruing the day I’d qualified as a private investigator, Grandad died peacefully in his sleep, leaving me wretched. I’d lost my best friend and confidant, and I didn’t have a clue how I was going to cope.

      Two weeks after that, and a week after his funeral, I was still struggling.

      I dragged myself out of bed every morning, dressed, and thought I was doing okay – until I had to walk past his old armchair in the living room, the teak arms worn down by the palms of his hands over the years, and I’d fall apart again.

      Mum suggested to me that I go for a walk every morning – more to get me out of the house I think, rather than any actual benefit. I’d return an hour or so later, completely unable to tell them where I’d been or what I’d seen.

      I was numb.

      It was a Friday morning when Dad found me in the dining room, absently scrolling through my social media news feed on my phone and wondering why the hell I was bothering.

      ‘Thought I might find you here.’

      I put down my phone and rubbed at stinging eyes.

      He pulled out a chair at the end of the table and lowered himself into it as if he was scared I’d bolt at the last minute. ‘You’ve got to realise, Melody, your mum and I only want the best for you.’

      I sniffed. ‘I know, Dad. Really I do.’

      ‘Well then, do something with your life. Stop moping around. I know you miss your grandad, but do you think he’d want to see you like this?’

      ‘No.’ Another loud sniff.

      Dad shoved the box of tissues across the dining room table at me. It hit my elbow, and I tore two from the lid before blowing my nose loudly.

      ‘You’re not going to achieve anything sitting around here.’ His tone softened, and I raised my eyes to meet his gaze.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      He reached into the pocket of his well-worn jeans and withdrew an envelope that had been folded in two. ‘We had to wait until the solicitor had sorted out the will and everything before we could tell you. Before your grandad died, he made me promise that I’d pass this on to you, along with the message that came with it.’

      I frowned, confused. ‘What message?’

      ‘Open the envelope first.’

      I leaned over and took it from him, ran my thumb under the seal and pulled out the thin slip of paper it held.

      My eyes opened wide as I extracted a cheque. A very large cheque, with the solicitor’s signature scrawled across the bottom right-hand corner. ‘Dad?’

      ‘Your grandad said, “Tell her to get out of here”,’ he said. His mouth twitched, and then he winked. ‘I think he meant it in a nice way.’

      ‘Oh, Dad.’ I covered my mouth with my hand as tears rolled down my cheeks.

      My grandad could still kick me up the backside, even from the grave, bless him.

      It worked, though.

      Four days later, I announced to my family and friends I was going to travel the world instead for a year while I sorted myself out and pondered what to do with my life.

      However, after three months in Europe, I was running out of cash faster than my planned year break was passing by, and in an effort to make my money stretch a bit further, I booked a last-minute flight to Chennai, India.

      I landed in monsoon season.
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      I loved India.

      I loved the people, the food, the chaos – everything. And, while I was there, I found the inspiration for my new business.

      Weddings are a big deal in the Indian community, no matter where in the world they live. I thought weddings in England were huge, but they were nowhere near as good as the ceremonies I saw in Chennai.

      For a start, there’s the explosion of colour – clothes swathed in reds, yellows, and bright oranges. Sometimes there are horse-drawn carriages sparkling with shiny tinsel and trinkets that jangle as the procession moves along the street accompanied by cheering from passers-by. Then there is the food, the customs, the way the whole community becomes involved and is consumed by the celebrations.

      There’s a lot of money involved in putting together a wedding, too. Families save for years leading up to the day their sons and daughters get around to tying the knot, and when you’re spending that sort of money, you want to make sure you get what you’re paying for.

      That’s where wedding detectives come into the picture.

      A wedding detective will turn the prospective groom’s life inside out, and all without him knowing.

      Bank accounts, social media, career websites – nothing was off-limits to these entrepreneurial women.

      As the twentieth century turned to the twenty-first, the old ways of arranged marriages were becoming shunned by a new generation of twenty-somethings who preferred informal matches to their parents’ way of forging life partnerships.

      With that came the inevitable suspicion and paranoia.

      Who exactly was their daughter’s groom?

      How much money did he have? Where did he work? What was his lifestyle like? Did he have any unfavourable habits?

      And, most importantly, would he be a good husband?

      Pre-matrimony investigations uncover all of this and more, before being presented clandestinely to the future bride’s parents for consideration.

      Often, the private detective’s work revealed nothing more than a late payment of a bill, perhaps an anomaly in an otherwise perfect credit history, or maybe a tendency to drink a little too much at work functions.

      Sometimes, though, a scandalous indiscretion or a violent past was uncovered, and the wedding would be called off, saving the beloved daughter a lifetime of embarrassment – or worse.

      Inspired, I spent the rest of my trip talking to the women that ran these businesses, learning from them, making pages and pages of notes, until one day I returned to Chennai airport and caught the next flight back to England to begin my new career.

      If I couldn’t be a private investigator, I’d be a wedding detective instead.
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      When I returned from India, I discovered that Grandad had been even more generous than he and Dad had ever let on, which is how I found myself leasing a small office above a fish and chip shop in Bermondsey the second day after my flight landed back in the UK.

      No, I have no idea why I picked Bermondsey either, and my only excuse for agreeing to be shown the office by the agent was that I was suffering from a crippling bout of jet lag.

      As I traipsed up a narrow staircase and tried not to stare at his bum as I followed, I mentioned the smell of chip fat and fish that seemed to cling to everything.

      ‘It’s only the bins next to the window here.’ He waved his hand over his shoulder, as if to waft the thick aroma away. ‘You won’t notice it upstairs.’

      I ran my hand over the stair bannister and immediately regretted my decision as it became covered in dust. I sneezed, wiped my hand on the back of my jeans, and tried not to panic.

      What the hell was I letting myself in for?

      The opportunity to bolt back downstairs and launch myself out through the door and into the street below was thwarted by the agent reaching the top of the stairs and turning to me with a key held aloft, a toothy smile creasing his features.

      ‘The moment of truth,’ he said, and swung open the door.

      I managed to stop myself from gasping out loud.

      Instead of the damp-ridden rat-infested garret I’d imagined, I stepped into an airy bright space that had been recently painted in modern neutral tones with white skirting boards, architraves and ceiling.

      The floor had been stripped back to the original dark wooden boards and was polished to a high sheen, and as I walked over to the three large windows on the far side, I knew I was going to stay.

      ‘What do you think?’

      The agent’s voice broke into my thoughts, and I remembered my mum’s advice about not appearing too keen.

      I sniffed. ‘I can still smell fish and chips.’

      His nose puckered. ‘Really? Oh, no. They assured me the new ventilation fans installed last week would sort that out.’

      I felt bad, honestly I did, but Grandad’s money wasn’t going to last for long if I didn’t haggle on the rent – and find some paying clients pretty quick.

      I tilted up my head and sniffed again. ‘The shop’s open during the day too, aren’t they?’

      ‘From noon, yes.’

      ‘Hmmm.’

      I avoided his gaze and instead continued over to the window and rested my palms on the sill.

      The view took my breath away.

      Somehow, the building’s original architect had ensured that its footprint managed to squeeze in between the jumble of shops and office blocks in such a way that the windows on the top floor offered an unobstructed view of Tower Bridge and the river, while at the same time providing a glimpse in between the green spaces that dotted the sprawling borough.

      I don’t know how I managed to stop my jaw from hitting the floor, but I did manage to stop the squeak of surprise from escaping – just.

      ‘Are you all right?’

      The agent hurried over.

      ‘Dust mites, I think. I’ll be okay in a minute.’ I gave a theatrical cough, patting my chest, and then jerked my thumb over my shoulder. ‘The view’s not bad.’

      ‘I know,’ he sighed, and joined me to stare at the vista. ‘I’m told on a good day, you can see for miles.’

      ‘A shame I won’t have time to appreciate it,’ I said, and began to pace the room. ‘I expect I’ll be too busy.’

      I withdrew a tape measure from my bag and proceeded to work out where I would put a desk, chairs, visitor’s sofa and rugs. To the side of the room, a small well-appointed kitchenette had been installed, and as I snapped the tape measure closed and ran my hand over the worktop that had been fixed in place, the agent cleared his throat.

      ‘So, what do you think?’

      I made sure I had a smile in place before I turned to face him.

      ‘I’m sure if I were a software developer or something, it’d be perfect,’ I said. ‘Unfortunately, the sort of clientele I have demand confidentiality, and they’re often from privileged backgrounds. They won’t take kindly to having to approach the building from the street and then navigating such a narrow flight of stairs to reach me. And as for the smell⁠—’

      He automatically sniffed the air, and I bit back a laugh.

      He held up a finger. ‘Follow me.’

      I did, and he led the way back to the small landing but instead of turning right to go downstairs, he turned left and opened a second door.

      Bright sunlight poured in, and he stepped to one side to let me pass.

      ‘It’s only been used as a fire escape before,’ he said. ‘But perhaps if I persuaded the owner to have the ironwork repainted, and an alternative exit route established, you and your clients could use this instead?’

      I moved past him and found myself standing on an ornate cast iron staircase that wound its way gently down the side of the building on the opposite side from the alley and into a narrow lane that thronged with life. A café bustled with energy nearer the entrance to the main street, while next door a new age shop displayed books and charms on white metal stands on either side of its front door. Beyond that, a little sushi bar looked like it was doing a busy late morning trade before the lane curved round and the next shop was out of sight.

      Why the hell hadn’t I noticed this on my way in?

      What sort of detective was I?

      ‘What do you think? Could this alternative entranceway work for your clients, do you think?’

      I stepped back inside and waited while the agent shut the door.

      Eventually I got my thoughts back in order.

      Haggle.

      ‘I suppose it’ll have to do, yes.’

      ‘Excellent.’ He smiled. ‘Now, in respect of the rent.’

      ‘Yes, that. Well, I⁠—’

      He interrupted me again by holding up a finger. ‘I realise the cooking aromas may be a little off-putting to your clients, and there’s the hassle of having to use this alternative entrance,’ he said. He lowered his voice. ‘But, between you and me, the owner has been a right pain in the arse to deal with.’

      My eyebrows must’ve shot upwards, because he smiled.

      ‘How about we say an initial weekly rent for the first three months, then increase to a moderately higher monthly rent for the rest of the calendar year? After that, well, we’ll see how we’re doing, shall we?’

      Meaning, he didn’t want the client placing the lease back on the books any time soon.

      Meaning, if I was a good tenant, the place was mine for as long as I needed it.

      Meaning, I had just scored office space for a fraction of the price I thought I was going to have to pay in this neighbourhood.

      I thrust out my hand. ‘I think we have a deal.’
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      Having an office above a fish and chip shop wasn’t all that bad, despite what I said to the agent.

      The owners, Michael and Louise Zervas, comprised a second-generation Greek, married to a third-generation Irish Catholic. This had the effect that their two sons were mysterious as all hell but would then go and confess to their mother. Added to the intrigue was the fact that both were in their late twenties and, yes, I’ll be honest – they weren’t bad looking either, especially Charlie who was older than his brother by four minutes.

      We soon formed a strong bond. The landlord was non-existent, the agent was happy so long as the rent got paid, and we were left alone.

      Exactly what we all wanted.

      The first two weeks of my tenancy were taken up with placing orders for furniture, ensuring the furniture turned up, and then rearranging it several times before I was happy with the overall result.

      During this time, Charlie and Dan, his younger brother, proved to be invaluable.

      It was like having two annoying older siblings around all the time. They offered to help lift heavy boxes up the stairs, put together furniture for me when I turned the air blue while stomping around with a screwdriver, and would have moved in if I hadn’t said quite firmly at the end of the two weeks that I was doing okay.

      When Charlie found out what my new business was, he became incredibly concerned, exactly as I expected an older brother would.

      ‘Have you any idea the sort of people that you’re going to come into contact with?’ he said.

      ‘Of course. You’re forgetting, I shadowed women doing this job in India. If they can do it there, I’m more than capable of looking after myself here in London.’

      Charlie didn’t look convinced. ‘I really think you ought to think about getting some security cameras on the stairs and on your front door. One in your office as well.’

      ‘I can’t. There’s no point having a business that guarantees client privacy if there are CCTV cameras all around the place, is there?’

      ‘Okay, then I’ll have to keep an eye on you,’ he said, and began air boxing and kicking at an invisible opponent. ‘I can protect you. Black belt Shotokan. Blue belt hanbō.’ He stopped and grinned.

      ‘You’re not a ninja, Charlie. You help run a fish and chip shop. Besides, last time we sparred, I kicked your arse.’
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        * * *

      

      I smiled at the memory and then stabbed my fork into the last piece of sashimi in the bento box as my thoughts turned to what on earth I was going to do now that the work for Heather McAdams was over.

      It’s hard to get recommendations in a business where your job is to expose the sordid backgrounds of your clients’ future in-laws. They’re either pleased that you’ve uncovered nothing but won’t tell their nearest and dearest what you’ve done to ensure that, or they’re dealing with the fallout from my investigations and trying to patch up their relationship with their broken-hearted offspring.

      Such as this morning’s client.

      When I started out, I found my first clients with a bit of savvy, paid social media advertising, and my friends spreading the word. Whether my friends were simply foisting people onto me in sympathy, I don’t expect I’ll ever know, but it was appreciated. I proved I could be discreet, confidential, and – when the worst happened, and I did find out something unsavoury about someone’s potential husband or wife – benevolent.

      The first part of my role as a wedding detective was to conduct a search on social media. You’d be amazed at how many people do some really dodgy stuff, post it online for a drunken laugh, and then forget about it.

      You’d also be surprised how many people don’t set their privacy settings so only their friends can see what they post. You only need another friend or acquaintance to tag you, and everybody else can see it. And see your indiscretions.

      Next, comes the financial searches. A lot of my clients want to make sure that their daughters or sons aren’t being snatched up by a money-grabbing predator. Prenuptial agreements will only protect them so far.

      Finally, if I am suspicious about anything, I’ll carry out some covert surveillance. Usually that’s done from a distance, nothing like what you see in spy movies, and very rarely do I need to use the GPS tracking devices I keep under lock and key in the office.

      Much to Charlie’s disappointment.

      Of course, often I don’t find anything, and the wedding goes ahead – it’s only in extreme cases that I find something, and the wedding is called off – like the one I just gained a black eye for.

      I hoped Charlotte McAdams recovered from the shock of finding out her fiancé of eight months hadn’t yet divorced his second wife – the one he hadn’t told her about – but my cheekbone still smarted, and I had no new bookings in the diary to make a start on back at the office.

      I sighed and closed the empty bento box, then pushed back my chair and squared my shoulders as I left the sushi bar.

      The day could only get better, right?
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requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
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DEFINITIONS
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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TERMINATION
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/murder-in-the-lakes-cover-large-ebook.jpg
MURDER

IN THE

Rachel Amphlett






OEBPS/images/saxon-publishing-logo-black.jpg
@SAXON
PUBLISHING





