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Chapter One

 


 


“David Good, how the hell are you?”

“Shut up and sod off.” I was pissed off and wanted him to
know it. In fact, I wanted everyone to know it and why the hell
not. With a bank account like mine anyone would be pissed off. Only
six months ago, I had a stash of cash the size of the NatWest Tower
and now, after months of sod all work, I was more broke than a
boxer’s hooter. Where had all the bloody customers gone with their
missing pets and mis-behaving husbands? Holiday, that was where.
Costa this, Costa that. In fact, every effing beach on the planet
must have one of my customers on it ‘cause they sure as heck
weren’t in Peckham.

“Now, now, you grumpy old sod, that’s no way to greet the
bank manager, especially when it’s you that’s come to visit me. If
anyone’s going to ‘sod off’ then it’s going to be you.” He sat
there in his steel framed chair behind his posh flipping desk, so
big it was the size of a small country, looking like he’d won the
pools.

“Yep, you’ve got me there, you money sucking leech.” So I
sat down and made ready to take a verbal battering for being
overdrawn, big time now. Thank God the bank manager was an old
mate, ‘else the meeting would be over by now and I’d be out of
business and out of a home. And, lucky for me, I'd done some
business for the bloke, ‘cause that meant I had a little bit more
information on the geezer than was good for him, but was great for
me.

So we got down to business and he let me off with a firm
but fair tongue lashing before packing me off to drum up some
desperately needed clients. “I thought there was always loads of
demand for you private investigators. I’d bump off the neighbour’s
cat if I thought she might employ you to find the killer, but the
trouble is she'd then call in her brothers and they might make it
hard for me to walk after that. So I'll leave it up to your good
self to find some customers, ideally one or two wealthy ones with
very complex and time consuming cases to solve’. Sarcasm. Hm.

We said our goodbyes and I shot off past the cashiers
wondering, as I went by, how much money they kept there. Out in the
fresh city air I didn’t have far to go before diving in to my
favourite café for the biggest mug of coffee known to the whole of
South London. Better still, they do a bacon bagel like someone’s
mum used to make. You can’t beat a bacon bagel, you know. The bacon
speaks for itself (even veggies miss that stuff). But it’s the
bagel that makes the difference; all firm and crunchy on the
outside, then soft and chewy on the inside. It’s got more body than
a slice of bread, and I like that. Gives you something you can
really get your teeth in to it.

I sat at the bar of the Chairman Bagel looking out the
window at the hordes of locals risking their life's savings with
the stall holders in the street market. Some were trying to haggle
a better deal for a cheap skirt and others were after the latest
gotta have kids toy, which you couldn’t get for all the gold in the
Bank of England if you turned up at Woolies, but, for some unknown
reason, there was a regular supply at Peckham market. I never
shopped anywhere else. Well, mostly I didn’t shop, but when I did I
always shot down here, cruised the stalls to find what I wanted,
then felt good spending half the morning knocking 50p off the price
of a packet of loo rolls or a quid off the price of a cheap shirt.
I liked the market. People didn’t just shop, they came out to have
a chat, to cruise around a bit and bump in to their mates, which
made it feel good, friendly, like somewhere you belonged. They’d
elbow you in the ribs and kick you in the shins if you were
competition for a good bargain, but the rest of the time they’d
happily spend half the day talking about the weather or the latest
massive rise in the council tax.

I tried to smile a bit, but smiling wasn’t going to bring
in the customers, or at least not the right sort of customers, so I
rifled through a copy of the local paper to see if there was
anything there that might point me in the direction of some decent
business. Not a sausage, just ads for furniture shops and pizza
deliveries, plastered round stories about traffic lights, kids play
groups running raffles and a new development of expensive flats
somewhere on the edge of our patch. Feeling less than happy, I
dragged myself back to the office, and the silence.

 


*

 


God, summer 1983’s been boring. I can't stand dosing around
the office with nothing happening, so I keep shooting out: to the
pub; to see a mate; to buy some bread; anything that gets me out of
this place. That ain't good for business, as I'm not around if
anyone with a case does call and some of the punters don't like
leaving a message on the answerphone. Bored if I stay, out a pocket
if I don't.

It was just good luck I was in when my next case walked in
the office. Who knows what grief and joy I would've missed out on
if I'd been AWOL when she turned up.

“Mr Good,” she purred like a hungry cat meeting a blind
mouse, “and I do hope you will be.” She slid beautifully,
effortlessly in to the knackered old punter’s chair, and I swear
the thing wrapped itself lovingly around her sexy, lithe frame.
Then she tempted me with those dark bewitching eyes, calling me
closer, closer, closer until I leant slowly forward and my nose
settled sweetly on the soft, warm, silk-like flesh that dipped
invitingly between her gently rising breasts. My time had come,
little mouse, and I was ready and willing to go quietly. Then I
jumped up from my chair and snapped myself out of the fantasy; at
least I think it was a fantasy, for she looked at me with a
dangerously knowing smile, just wide enough to work its magic yet
not so wide as to show the world her fangs. Shit, I was in trouble
this time.

“OK babe, so what’s a classy bird like you doing in a joint
like this?” Where the bloody hell did that one come from? Bogart
meets Trotter.

“Tut, tut, Mr Good. I may not be as classy as you think.”
Now she did Monroe.

I relaxed, a little. God those legs looked good, and so
long I wondered how many days would pass if I was to run a finger
from the heal of one foot all the way up to her belly button, not
stopping for refreshment along the way. All the same, she was
right, of course. I had no way of knowing whether she was the real
McCoy or a complete sham, so I’d better put my tongue back in my
mouth and get down to some serious work.

“There’s some things I’m none too sure of, but you sure as
heck look all class to me,” I flattered to deceive.

“Mrs Tempting, Mr Good. Mrs Pamela Tempting.”

“Pleased to meet you Pamela, or do you prefer Mrs
Tempting?” Somehow I thought she wouldn’t.

“Pamela will do very nicely, Mr Good.”

I didn’t volunteer my Christian name and, interestingly,
she didn’t ask for it. She looked across at the coffee machine,
then back at me.

“Coffee, Pamela?”

“Black, strong, and four sugars please, Mr Good.” I could
have guessed.

I did the business at my expensively acquired, top of the
range espresso machine, one of the few luxuries I had bought with
my earnings over the years, and we each set about a cup of strong
Italian coffee.

So, how the bloody heck can she make drinking a cup of
coffee a sexually arousing experience, for God’s sake? But there I
was, watching her lips caressing the rim of the cup, the coffee
sliding down her throat in the way only a man can really
appreciate. Sod this for a game of soldiers, I was going to need a
cold shower after this one.

I took a drink myself, then moved on. “So, what’s your
problem Pamela?”

“I’m being blackmailed. I would pay the man if I thought it
would bring an end to the matter, but somehow I doubt this
particularly nasty individual could resist coming back for more,
time and again, until there is nothing left to take.” You could
hear the disgust in her voice and see it ripple through her body as
she spoke. I couldn’t imagine this woman giving away too many clues
in words or actions, so she must really wanna get this guy out from
under her skin. I felt the urge to put my fee up.

“What’s the asking price?” I guessed at twenty, maybe be
twenty-five grand; she’d got it, so he’d go for it.

“Ten thousand pounds. All cash, of course.” Her eyes
flickered angrily. He’d really got to her. I wondered what he’d
managed to dig up.

“Do you know the bloke well?” Not that it made much
difference. Even someone you’ve only met once, if they’re any good,
can dig all the dirt they need.

“I’ve no idea, Mr Good. He certainly seems to know a great
deal about me, but I have only ever spoken to him over the phone
and it’s obvious he disguises his voice, so I’ve no way of knowing
if he is one of my closest friends or someone I have never even set
eyes on.”

Her fingers played along the edge of the table as she
spoke. She was nervous now and I guessed she was anticipating a
couple of questions she knew I ought to ask. Already I didn’t need
to ask the second of these: whatever he was hanging over her head
it was for real. I lingered a little before I asked her the
question she was waiting for. Nasty, I know, but I liked the
tension in her body as she sat there waiting: it gave her an edge,
something extra to go with all that beauty.

“What’s he got on you that’s worth ten grand?”

She waited a moment. I didn’t know if this was instant
revenge, or if she really found it hard to come clean to a stranger
like me.

“I used to be a prostitute, Mr Good.” No messing around
with this one. Let’s get straight in there.

Now she caught my eye with a lethal stare. “I had a little
over six years on the game, here in London. That was how long it
took me to save up enough money to pack it all in and start afresh.
For some women, this type of a past coming to light might be a
little inconvenient, or even embarrassing, but for me it would be
disastrous. Since I gave up that particular life I’ve managed to
work my way up the social ladder into the kind of circles where
paying your dress maker late can turn you in to an outcast. You can
imagine the reaction from my circle of friends and acquaintances if
they were to find out what I’ve done for a living in the past’.
Still the stare. She wasn’t nervous any more, just back in
control.

“May be they ain’t the type friends you should be looking
for, Pamela, if they’re not prepared to forget about a few years on
the game.” How badly did she want this?

“You’re probably correct, Mr Good, but I like the world I
live in. I like the concerts, the restaurants, the theatre, the
galleries, and I like the educated, cultured, sophisticated people
I meet; men and women who can talk to me about something other than
football or the latest storyline in a soap opera. I know not
everyone would care for the lifestyle, but I do and I’ve worked
hard to get there. Hard enough not to want to lose it all now.” She
swept a lock of blonde hair back into place.

There was just enough intensity in her voice for it to be
obvious she really meant what she said and I liked that because it
meant that, at least on this point, she was being honest, and that
mattered because I liked her already.

“So this guy must have done some digging to come up with
something after six years.”

“Unfortunately, I got picked up once by the police and I
happened to be with a local politician at the time, so the local
paper wrote a few lines about me.”

“And he found that?” I was bloody amazed.

We spent the next ten minutes trading questions for answers
as I looked to sweep up anything even remotely useful, but there
wasn’t much there, which meant I was going to have to work for my
money. But there was one last thing I needed to know before she
left.

“Pamela, if I told you that, if you didn’t want to, then
you didn’t have to bring the law in on this one, when I find this
guy that is, would you be interested?”

“I’m not clear what you mean by that.” Maybe I’d gone round
one too many houses.

“I’ve some mates who know a few people who could sort this
tosser out for you, if you don’t wanna call the law in.”

Shit, she suddenly looked confused and I shifted in my
chair thinking I’d screwed things up by offering her another way
out. A little colour appeared out of nowhere on the side of her
neck and her eyes flicked quickly across to the coffee machine,
then the window and finally back to me.

“That is a very tempting offer. If you don’t mind, I would
like to think about that for a while.” There was no sign of horror
or offence there and, even as she spoke, the colour in her neck
began to fade. “But we have not yet spoken about money, Mr
Good.”

Ah, yes, now was I going to charge her extra or not? I
wanted to have another look at those joyous legs or the silky
smooth sweeping cleavage, but that would be so obvious even I would
be embarrassed. So I settled for a quick glance at those soft lush
lips, flame red and made for nothing else but kissing. Did she
really run the tip of her tongue slowly along her top lip or am I
just dreaming, hopefully? I settled for the usual fee.

“I charge £100 a day, plus any costs I pick up along the
way. Cheque means you pay the VAT man, cash means you don’t.”

She opened her handbag, from which she lifted a small wad
of twenty pounds notes, all of which she placed gently on the table
in front of me. I swear I licked my lips.

“Five hundred pounds, Mr Good, as an advance for whatever
you need to do. I assume you realise that money is no object here.
If you need to spend to find this man then spend whatever you need
to and I will pay the bill as soon as you care to send it to
me.”

Diamond. Now I could have another chat with my friendly
bank manager, and who’s gonna be making all the jokes this time. I
tried to impress by playing it cool and left the cash sitting there
on the edge of the table as if it was an everyday experience to see
a client hand over so many notes. ‘I’ll do my best to see you get
some change out of that’, I quipped.

She smiled forgivingly. “Is there anything else that you
want from me, Mr Good?”

Of course there was, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.
“Nope, we’re all done for now, thanks Pamela. If you leave me a
phone number I'll give you a call when I've something worth
hearing, good or bad. It could take a day, it could take a week,
but I’ll find this bloke and then it’s up to you.”

She lifted a small silver box from her bag, opened the lid
and produced a contact card, just like a business card only this
one contained her private contact details, and slipped it on top of
the stash. “You should feel free to call me whenever you like, Mr
Good.”

“No problem.”

She rose effortlessly from her chair, like she’d practised
it a hundred times for effect, and clutched her handbag. “Thank you
Mr Good. I hope we get to speak again soon.”

She held out a hand, which I resisted the thought of
kissing passionately and settled for shaking. “So long,
Pamela.”

She headed for the door and I wondered how long it would be
before I could bring myself to wash the lipstick off her coffee
cup.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


Everyone you ever ask thinks any PI must have started out
working life as a copper. They also know that you only went private
because you either wanted to earn more dosh – fat chance – or you
were kicked off the Force for being corrupt, incompetent or, if
they're feeling generous, both. But not me, I never went anywhere
near life as a copper. I got into the business because I'm nosey,
plain and simple. Yep, there ain't anything I like doing better
than digging around in other people's lives and, back in the days
when I was a spotty teenager wondering how you'd making a living
out of being nosey, turning myself into a PI looked like just the
business. And, lucky me, I soon found out it didn't take diddly
squat to get set up and open for business. No one at the cheap end
of the market ever expects a PI’s office to be a lush, plush gaff
with a tank full of goldfish and every bit of whizzy kit that
Dixons has to offer, so fifty quid a month for a room over the
local greengrocer’s got me up and running; add in two old chairs,
an 'antique' desk, and a couple of knackered filing cabinets I
picked up on the cheap and you've got all the basics covered. You
wouldn't credit how many people there are knocking around my part
of the world desperate for a PI to sort out some murky bit of their
life and they don't give a stuff what your office looks like; so
long as the asking price is easy, they bring you the work and cough
up the readies.

I looked out the window and watched two young boys on the
other side of the road trying to skateboard up and down the
pavement. They were crap and kept falling off. Still, fair play to
'em, they didn't give up, they just got right back up, re-set the
board and tried again. I like persistence; it's a handy thing to
have, especially in my line of business.

I could remember being the same age as those kids. My mum
used to tell me that I spent too much time watching other people,
that it wasn’t nice to stare. But she didn't realise I wasn’t just
staring. I was taking it all in, learning about people, what makes
them tick, what makes one different from another, why some get
along and why some don't. All that watching, all that learning, it
goes without saying, was the perfect training ground for a would-be
PI and by the time I set up shop I could read most people inside
out pretty quick, even when they thought they’d done enough to fool
me.

What's more, I'm not bashful and I don't mind shoving my
great big hooter right in deep if that's what it takes to sniff out
some crucial little detail in someone else's life. And I don’t care
how personal it might be. A husband puts me on the trail of his
wife when he thinks she's played away from home once too often. So
I track her down with the other bloke, follow them back to his
place or some cheap hotel, then out comes the long lens. It’s best
if they cosy up at his place, then I can break in when the place is
empty, rig up a mini camera and a microphone in the bedroom and
then, night after night, I go back and watch the two of them at it,
banging away like rabbits in spring time, shagging in more
positions than you or I knew existed, all flailing arms and cramped
up leg muscles. It's bad enough for the poor old husband, but when
he sees his missus going down more often than a one armed boxer,
when his todger’s not been near her lipstick for years, he’s just
about ready to rip the little vixen’s throat out.

I sat back down at my desk and took a pen and pad out the
draw. So, where to begin with my latest bit of nosey-parkering?
Well, the name of the game this time out is to seek and destroy.
Find the greasy bastard with his fat little digits dipping into
other people's bank accounts then, one way or other, put a stop to
his demands with menaces for my client's cash. Finding a nasty
piece of work like this isn't always a piece of cake, but that's
why people pay me to do this kind of stuff.

Being so nosey can have its drawbacks, especially when
people aren't too happy with you taking a close interest in their
personal lives. On the other hand, it has its advantages. For
starters, I'm always picking up on little and, sometimes, not so
little bits and bobs about people and filing them away in my head.
Half the time I don't even realise I'm doing it; it just happens,
all on its own. And it’s not just stuff about people I know; if
it's interesting enough then I notice it, whoever it's about. It’s
just the kind of thing that can come in seriously handy when I'm
starting out on a new case. I scan the old memory banks and, if I'm
lucky, I'll come up with some kind of connection or pointer that's
enough to get me up and running. And, happy days, this time around
I remembered a story I'd read in the Evening Standard last year
about some posh bird who'd got herself a bit of a shop-lifting
problem. What was it that got her unhappy little story in the
paper? It turns out some nosey parker had found out all about her
little problem and demanded ten grand cash to keep quiet. Unlucky
for her, she didn’t have ten grand left in her bank account, so
couldn't avoid every man and his dog getting to hear all about her
embarrassment. Easy pickings for the newspaper and just the kind of
'human interest' story they like to serve up for their discerning
readers. Her misfortune was my lucky break. Next stop was the local
library, where I ought to be able to track down a name for the said
woman without too much trouble.




*




And I was right, because it didn't take long at all to find
the story I was after. Truth is, it never did, not with Lenny the
Sponge on the case. Lenny works down the library, in the local
archive section, and all the time he's not filing stuff away or
dealing with the happy punters, he has his head buried in old
newspapers, soaking up everything that's of interest to him. And
most stuff interests the Sponge. His ability to soak up all this
news is matched by the bloody amazing way he can cough it back up
on demand; hence the moniker 'Lenny the Sponge'. Talent like that
means he's always the bloke you ask when you need to track down a
story, after all, why spend hours of your life looking for it
yourself when Lenny can do the job in minutes. I buy him a beer
once in a while to keep him on side. It's not all peaches and cream
though; Lenny's a shirt-lifter and I'm his type, which means he's
always after a bit more than just a pint of amber nectar, so I'm
always having to fend off his amorous advances.

“There you go Dave. ‘Upper Crust Shop Lifting’. March 21st
last year.” It took Lenny less than ten minutes to find the story
and announce his success with a flourish.

“Cheers Sponge,” I said, trying not to sound too grateful.
“Now, let's see what we've got.”

I picked up the newspaper and read the story through,
twice. It was all about a little lady with a wanker-banker husband
helping herself to goodies from Selfridge's, without paying. Only
she wasn't any good at it and got caught. At least, that's what
you'd think if you didn't read the whole story; you had to get past
paragraph two. Sure enough, she'd been thieving from the clothes
department at Selfridge's early in the New Year when a couple of
store detectives caught her red-handed. She had a whole bunch of
stuff in her shopping bag as she tried to leg it out the exit.
Selfridge's were claiming another fine victory for their
anti-thieving police. But in her defence the woman claimed she was
bloody good at making off with all kinds of gear from shops all
over town and had tons of the stuff at home, all without ever
getting caught. Her brief must 'ave had a heart attack when she
coughed up this info in court. She bought herself a longer
sentence, but she did it because she reckoned the only reason she
was caught was because someone shopped her. What's more, that
someone had been trying to blackmail her. She'd received a couple a
letters demanding money. The second letter included a selection of
photos showing her stuffing goodies into her shopping bag, photos
that were going to find their way to one or two shops that she was
in the habit of fleecing if she didn't cough up. She could've just
stopped thieving of course but she was addicted. Like any drug, she
needed her regular shot and she just couldn't lay off. Trouble was,
she couldn't pay up either. Her fella had plenty of cash for sure,
but she didn't have much of her own and couldn't face telling him,
so she just hoped the leech would give up. He didn't and she
couldn't, so the men in macs were waiting for her one day and the
rest, as the man said, is history. The judge didn't show any
interest in the blackmail angle, but he did believe the bit about
being hooked on thieving, especially as she could afford to pay for
the gear, and he let her off with a light sentence plus a dose of
counselling.

“So, what d'yer reckon?” asked a curious Sponge.

“Could be what I'm after.” I was still thinking it through.
“Worth a shout, at least.”

The Sponge leaned in a little closer and I could just pick
up a whiff of aftershave. “Has it got me a hot date then?” He
sounded hopeful and had a great big grin on his cheery face.

“Not with me, mate. Give me a photocopy of that and I'll
get you a beer and a bag of cheese an' onion the next time I see
you down the George.” He had a way with the boys, but he wasn't
gonna have his way with me.

“Don't know what yer missing, lover boy. Could be more fun
than you've 'ad in years.” He looked down at my arse as he picked
up the paper and made for the copier in the back of the office.

Five minutes later I was standing in front of a tall
bookcase in the reference section of the library, thumbing my way
through the London phone book, or, more accurately, thumbing my way
through those parts of it that covered the letters G to L. The very
best bit of the story in the paper was that it named the jail bird,
one Helena Jacques, so all I had to do now was find her and there
was no better place to start looking than in the phone book. My
luck was in, with her having such an unusual surname, and, sure
enough, I found just five entries, all of which made it into my
note book. None of them were Helena or H Jacques, but the phone
could be in her old man's name, so no need to look elsewhere just
yet. All in all, a very satisfying visit. All I needed now was a
payphone and there was one of those just outside the library.

It was third time lucky when I started making phone calls.
The upmarket tones of one Helena Jacques answered the phone just as
I was about to give up and move on to the next number on my list.
She refused point blank to meet me, but was happy as Larry to talk
to me on the phone when I told her the bare bones about my case.
She never did have any idea who the blackmailer was, but she
guessed it must 'ave been someone she knew pretty well. He seemed
to know so much about her, especially all her favourite shoplifting
venues and quite a few other bits and bobs about her private life.
What's more, not only had the bloke sent her two letters, he'd also
phoned her once to really put the frighteners on; which,
incidentally, is why she was sure it was a him and not a her. Seems
he was good at working her up, leaving her so scared she dropped
the phone on the floor when he hung up.

What she'd never been able to work out was how the hell
he'd taken all those photos without her knowing, especially if she
was right about it being someone she knew. It looked to me like we
were dealing with a pro. She also told me she heard a rumour at the
time about some other bird being blackmailed, just like her. But it
was only a rumour, no more than hot gossip that had her mates'
tongues wagging. She hadn't a clue who the woman was they were all
talking about and she didn't think anyone else knew either, but she
had the distinct feeling that it was for real, not some made-up
fantasy.

I thought I'd done well to get this much info, but she'd
not finished yet, not by a long chalk. I'd had a starters and the
main course, and now she served me pudding, rhubarb crumble and
custard. After her court case was over she suddenly started
receiving letters offering her anonymous support. There were three
letters, spread over a month, from another woman saying she'd also
been blackmailed by some bloke who'd dug up some dirt on her and
wanted paying to keep stum. She'd had the money, lucky for her, and
he'd fucked off after she coughed up. Now she just wanted Mrs J to
know she wasn't alone, not to get too down about it all. Shame was,
she didn't keep the letters, and now she felt guilty about chucking
them out. I told her not to worry about what you can't undo. I
tried to work a bit more info out of her, giving her memory a nudge
here and there, hoping something might click in her head and give
me a decent clue to find this mystery pen pal. But, willing as she
was to tell me everything she could, there just wasn't anything
else there. So, I thanked her for her time and said my goodbyes.
She even wished me luck. Now there's a nice lady.

What a result. Now I knew there were at least two other
victims out there, and maybe a third. If they were out there then
maybe I could find them and butter 'em up with my South London
charm; they might not like re-visiting nasty times, but anything
they could tell me stood a chance at helping me out. I stepped back
on to the street. A half-eaten burger was sprawled across the
pavement, waiting patiently for someone's dog to finish it off, and
the sky was one long sheet of low, grey cloud, looking for the
right moment to dump its load of rain. But I was pleased with
myself and didn't even mind fighting my way through the scrum of
shoppers as I made my way towards the High Street. It was lunchtime
and it was going to be a big one. After all, I'd earned it.

 


*

 


Lunch was a tasty one and I was still enjoying the last
knockings of bacon and eggs, the little bits that wedged themselves
between my teeth, when the office door swung open and a tall, bald
bloke wearing trainers, dirty jeans and a tatty leather jacket
strode in with something on his mind.

“Watcha Dave. How's things then?”

“Mr Sturgeon. Good to see you.” I sounded as welcoming as I
could when I didn't really want to see the bloke right now.

“Yeah, you too Dave.” He was chipper.

I was going to say, 'Pull up a chair', but he already had.
Mike Sturgeon was a client. He turned up one day about a month ago
with a story about his mum's pussy. It had gone walkabouts and
never been seen since. They'd checked out all the neighbours, every
alleyway and kebab house for streets around, and even spoken to
both vets operating in our neck of the woods, but dear old Flossy
still didn't show up. So there he was, asking me if I could find
the moggy for him before his mum died from the stress. What with
all the work I've had on the go over the summer it was a no brainer
and out of desperation I said yes. And all for just twenty-five
quid. I'm too soft.

“Any news then, about Flossy?” He sounded a bit desperate
and kept shifting in the chair.

One of the fingernails on his right hand was as black as
coal. “That looks nasty,” I said, nodding at his dodgy digit.

“Yeah, hurt like fuck when Damien shut me finger in the car
door,” he said, glancing down at it.

“Ouch!” I tried to sound sympathetic.

My go at side-tracking him didn’t make much of an impact.
“Me mum's getting a bit down, yer know, about Flossy being gone an
all”.

Truth was, I hadn't found the cat and wasn't likely to
either. They were often nicked and sent off for animal experiments,
to who knows where, but I couldn't tell the bloke that. “I've gotta
tell you, Mr Sturgeon, it's odds on the cat's gone for good.
Normally, if you don't find them within a few days then you never
do.” He wanted to jump in, but I pushed on, hoping to close this
case right now. “More than likely, Flossy's been run over and then
carted off by the council: they're doing that kinda thing all the
time in busy manors like ours. If I was you, I'd take the
twenty-five quid you were gonna pay me and buy your mum a new
pussy”.

“But mum ... she'll keel over.” He looked gutted and the
words stumbled out. Poor old mum, but at least her son cared for
her. Either that or he was worried he would have to start doing his
own washing and ironing when she found out he’d failed to track
down Flossy.

I got up from my chair, walked round the table and gave him
a pat on the shoulder. “Never mind, she'll get over it soon enough
after you get that new cat.”

“Yeah, I guess so”. He sounded no better, but tough, this
case was closing faster than a Scotsman's wallet.

I packed him off to the nearest pet shop, then dived for
the window. The guy must 'ave been dripping in cheap aftershave,
stuff so strong it made my nostrils hurt, and now the whole room
was reeking of eau de Flossy, or whatever the hell it was he was
wearing. The sodding stench was going to take days to get rid
of.

“God. You smelly git”. I breathed in fresh Peckham air,
keen as a diver coming up for a lung full.

The case of the disappearing pussy got me thinking. If I
wanted to be full-time on this new case, or as good as, then I
needed to clear out all the old tosh that was hanging around the
place and dump all the unsolved mysteries that might trip me up
later. I'd been hanging on to one case for months, on purpose.

Early June I'd taken on a sad sounding case for a dad whose
only daughter had run away from home a few weeks earlier and,
despite calling in the cops, no one had seen her since, leaving mum
and dad scared witless. There's plenty of dodgy characters in this
ol' town only too happy to grab hold of a homeless teenager and set
them to work as a prostitute or drug dealer, or both if they're out
a luck; and they don't get any thanks or any pay for their trouble,
just a good hiding if they act up. The dad was all tears and
sleepless nights. He looked as genuine as they come. But when I
went looking for the girl it didn't take me long to find her,
shacked up with some mates just a few streets away from caring dad,
and as soon as I did find her I made sure I suffered from memory
failure in a big way. She'd legged it because dad had been beating
the crap out of her and mum. Mum was too scared to do a runner,
thinking dad would find them and beat the life out of them. But
daughter couldn't take any more so she just didn't go back home one
day after school. Instead, she found a hide-out with the big sister
of one of her mates, where all she did was worry about her mum and
what dear old dad would be doing to her. Her new landlady backed
her up, so there was no way dad was getting a result out of this
one.

I'd felt sick in the pit of my stomach when I got back to
the office and wasted no time letting the law know about dad, but
when they paid him a visit the wife was too scared to press
charges. Ditto the girl. So dad got off scot free. Trouble was, the
tosser didn't clock it was me who shopped him and he kept calling
me on the blower asking if I'd found the girl! Was he joking! So
I'd been stringing him along ever since, taking his money and
giving his daughter as much time as possible to hide herself away
for good. But that had to stop now. I called him straight off and
told him I was dropping the case, as he was wasting his money
hoping to find the girl after all this time. He couldn't give a
toss. I made a note to smash his car up some time.

And that was pretty much that. All that was left was a
regular job I had with Tony Opilis who runs a local newsagents.
He's always getting ripped off by shoplifters and every once in a
while, when he's losing more stock than he can cope with, he calls
me in to play store detective. I hang around the place taking hours
to make me mind up about which train spotting mag to buy, until I
can see some little urchin or cash shy pensioner emptying a few
choice goodies into their coat pocket. Then I swoop in like Batman
and haul them out the back for Tony to have a few words. Lucky for
them, Tony's a nice bloke and I've only twice known 'im call in the
cops, both times for repeat offenders. The rest just get a nasty
warning and told to keep off the premises for a while.

I was just thinking about what to do next when the phone
rang. Now I’ve not had what I'd call a regular woman in a while,
but I do have a drink and a shag every now and then with a babe I
met at the local boozer. Lisa’s a bottle blonde, which is handy
because blondes are my cup of tea. I’d prefer a real blonde, but
they’re more scarce round here than a Jewish pig farmer, so I have
to make do with one from Boots. And this was her on the blower.
She'd called me to ask me out to a party, with some extras if I
wanted to stay over at her place afterwards. My luck was in
again.

 


 



Chapter Three

 





I’ve got a two-bed flat on the Dulwich Road. Didn’t need
two beds, but it was going at the same price as the one-bed next
door, though I never did ask why. Anyway, it means I’ve got a spare
bed for when a mate wants to stay over. The flat’s on the first
floor, so you go up a little flight of stairs, turn left at the
top, then in through the front door. Opposite the door is a little
bedroom, where most of my past life is stashed in cardboard boxes.
Turning left takes you along a corridor to my luxurious bachelor
pad living room. At the other end of the corridor is the kitchen,
small but with all the essentials. Next to the living room door is
a small flight of steps which takes you up to the bathroom at the
back of the building. Above the living room is the main bedroom,
which is where I sleep of a night. All the walls are white, all the
carpets beige, and, I’m proud to say, there’s precious little
rubbish to be found anywhere. My sis cleans the place once a
fortnight, at a very reasonable rate, or so she tells me; but, as I
don’t make much mess, there’s never a lot to clean up. The telly’s
small and a bit old, there’s no vid and the sound system cost just
fifty quid from the local market, where I also snapped up my entire
collection of ten music cassettes, mostly compilations. I’m not at
home a lot, and even less when you take away the sleep time, so I
don’t need much gear.

The kitchen's smaller than my wardrobe. Don't know about
swinging a cat, I can't swing my arms without hitting the
cupboards. Still, small means less cleaning. The cupboards and
stuff look like they used to be pretty decent once upon a time, but
it's all past its sell-by date now and looks like everything else
from the 1970s, naff. There's often a whiff of Chinese food hanging
about the place. One of my neighbours is a Chinese bloke and he's
always cooking great stuff that leaves me drooling. For some reason
the smell only ever drifts in through the kitchen. Must be a gap in
the skirting board or something. That reminds me, he's asked me
round for some food and beers next week. Should write that down
somewhere, 'cause I don't wanna forget and miss out on his
fantastic cooking. When I moved in, I shared the kitchen with a
horde of bloody mice, who munched everything in sight; but they
don't live here anymore, not after I put down a bunch of traps.
Snap! Snap! They went off every day for two weeks before I got rid
of the last little fur ball. So now I can leave my Weetabix in the
cupboard without finding lumps missing in the morning and I don't
have to wash little turds off the worktops before I can risk doing
any cooking.

I picked up my coffee and toast and walked along the skinny
hallway to the living-room. The curtains were still closed and I
left them that way. I was only wearing my undies and didn't fancy
giving any passers-by a quick flash of my flesh. I'd had a good
time last night. Most satisfying. Lisa wore her little red number,
my favourite, and it had been a while, so we were both up for it in
a big way, if you get my drift. God, I love that woman when she's
really going for it. She leaves me feeling like I don't need
anything else for a whole year. Not that the urge don’t come back
soon enough, it goes without saying. As I polished off the toast,
my mind re-played all the best bits from the night. She'd left my
place early, catching the bus to work as she usually did, and I'd
been back to sleep since then. The alarm woke me up at 9.00.

But that was then and this is now. As I drank coffee, I
flicked through the contacts list I carry round in my head, trying
to work out who would do the best job in helping me find these
other women. I settled for an old school mate, Andy Eagles, who
worked as a journo on the London Evening Standard. To my mind, the
papers must have been interested in these other women if it looked
like there was another story or two to get out of it. I reached for
the phone.

“Andy. It's Dave Good. How's it going?” I tried to sound
like I'd been up and at 'em for longer than 10 minutes.

“Dave, you dodgy git. You still not been banged up by the
rozers?” A laugh trundled down the line. He had a well-developed
sense of humour, as well as a healthy suspicion of my working
practices, although I reckoned he was just jealous I could cut
corners he wasn't allowed to.

“No. They can never prove anything,” I went with the flow.
“How's the newspaper business going?”

“Great guns. Well, it is here. We're lucky. The poor sods
working for McRoberts are getting royally shafted.” He sounded
bitter.

“Yeah, there's a lot getting laid off over there.” I did my
best at being sympathetic, but in truth I had a bit of a love-hate
thing for the newspaper trade. They write a right lot of old tosh
and stir up a pile of trouble, just so they can flog a few
papers.

“Bloody loads of 'em. Worst is, you can see it all heading
this way sooner or later. Guess it might be time to take up
teaching.” He laughed again, only this time like he didn't mean
it.

“Steady on. Things can't be that desperate.” Christ! A
teacher! Wouldn't catch me in a room full of little people round
here. I'd never get out alive.

“So, is this call social or you after some help?” It wasn't
the first time I'd called him for a little info, not by a long
chalk. Well, I give as well as receive.

“Always to the point, when I like a little banter. I've got
a new case and I’m hoping you can give me a few pointers,
especially as my one and only lead comes from the papers.”

“Oh, yeah?” He sounded intrigued. My newspaper reference
was a bit cheap, but I knew it would work. “So, what's that? And
will I get a little news flow out of it?”

“No promises, not yet. I don't know yet what it's all
about. But if it looks newsworthy I'll be sure to give you an
exclusive. You know you can trust your old mate.”

“Fair enough, you've been good in the past.” There was a
load of noise at the other end of the line, then Andy's voice
again. “Sorry about that. Just someone picking my brains. Seems to
be a theme developing there.”

“Careful, you don't wanna overdo things.”

“So, what's this case of yours and how d'you think I can
help?”

I gave him a quick run through what had happened so far,
which didn't take long. “So, I'm hoping you might help me ID these
other women. You lot are always hearing stuff that doesn't make the
light of day anywhere else.”

“Sounds interesting. I didn't do any work on that story and
can't say I've heard anything about it myself, not more than you
saw in the paper.” He was giving it some thinking time as he spoke,
so I left him space to get his ducks in a row. “But there might be
a bloke who can help you out.” He paused and I could hear a drawer
open and close as he looked for something. “Here we go. Ralph
Longman. He's an old timer; the kind they don't employ in the
business any more.”

“Ralph Longman,” I repeated as I reached across to pick up
a pen and paper from the little metal and glass table next to my
chair. “You got a number for this bloke?”

“Yep. It's here in town.” He read out the number, twice, as
I scribbled away.

“What's his story then?” I asked, keen to know what I was
letting myself in for.

“He used to be staff here, Someone told me he'd been here
over twenty years. But they let him go a while back. We use him now
every once in a whole as a freelancer. A good 'un for getting some
of the harder-to-reach stories. He's been around so long there's
almost no one and nothing he don't know about and, if there's
something he's missed, then he always knows a fella who can
help.”

“Sounds like just the bloke I need to speak to.”

“If he can't help then I'd say you're in trouble. Oh, and
he likes a drink, so if you're trying to soften 'im up take him to
the pub.”

“I thought all you lot liked a drink.” I didn't mind taking
the mick, especially when it was true.

“We might enjoy the occasional beverage, it's true. Oh,
hold on, I've got to go. The boss is waving at me, which means he
has plans. Keep in touch, and make sure you let me know how things
pan out.”

“Will do. Cheers mate.”

 


*

 


I had no trouble getting hold of Ralph Longman. I couldn't
see him being an early riser, so I waited 'til 10.00 then called
him on the blower. He said he'd had a late night, business of
course, but he could meet me at 12.00 at the Green Man in Streatham
High Street. It was his unofficial office. A lunchtime drink! I
don't do lunchtime drinking, of the alcoholic variety. I don't go
around admitting it to every Tom, Dick and Harry, but I can't hack
boozing at lunchtimes; two pints and I fall asleep for the rest of
the day. I'd have to make my excuses, maybe claim I was on
medication, strong medication.

I caught the bus to Streatham. Couldn't believe how busy it
was by the time we got there. Seemed the place was more popular
than I'd given it credit for, though I'd no idea why. I jumped off
the bus in the High Street and set off on foot towards my
rendevouz, nervous again about the prospect of a lunchtime drink.
Ralph had said I couldn't miss the pub if I just kept heading
south, but I didn't know which way was south and which was north,
so I just kept walking. The place was heaving and noisy, people
everywhere. I dodged between the hordes as they piled passed me and
at first didn't notice I'd gone straight by the Green Man,
concentrating, as I was, on not flattening two little kids who were
having a great time running away from their stressed out mum. As I
looked back to see them disappear into a sea of coats I noticed the
sign of the Green Man hanging menacingly over the pub door. I
crossed my fingers and hoped Ralph was up for my no drinking
excuse; I didn't want to end up writing off the rest of the
day.

Inside, the pub was classic Victorian, not too much mucked
around over the years. The bar looked good, a big curvy number with
loads of sparkly brass bits, but the mish-mash patterned carpet was
crap, even if it was good at hiding all the rubbish that got dumped
on it. The smell of cigarettes and beer jumped up your nostrils as
soon as you opened the door. I was early, by eight minutes, if you
were counting. Maybe he wasn't there yet; still getting out of his
jim-jams. I looked around at the few bodies already making up the
clientele, which wasn't many. Two blokes in overalls had taken
possession of the far end of the bar, talking quietly about who
knows what and laughing at their own jokes. A bloke in a suit sat
at a table to my right, his left hand caressing a pint of stout as
he read the paper. He'd glanced up at me as I walked in, but then
went right back to his reading. Close to me on the left was a big
rectangular table and sat round it were four young guys, laughing
like drains at something one of them had said. None of this lot
looked much like I thought Ralph Longman should. But there, in the
far left-hand corner, opposite the worn out dart board, was my man.
He'd already clocked me and waved a half-empty glass in my
direction; so I wandered over, fingers crossed my excuse about the
antibiotics would stand up to a bit of scrutiny.

He hadn't bothered taking his coat off. It was a grey mac,
one that might have cost someone a few bob sometime back, but now
it was missing two buttons, frayed at the edges and in need of a
clean. Maybe he kept it on because he felt the cold, or maybe it
was to hide the shirt he was wearing underneath. Lime green, with a
collar so big it would cover a football pitch. I didn't know they
still made 'em like that. Criminal. His grey hair was short, but
somehow it was still messy, bit like a bird's nest and it was
greasy enough to fry an egg on. Didn't look to me like he'd shaved
for a couple of days, going by all the stubble on his wrinkly face,
but I was caught right off guard by the pair of brown eyes that
looked back at me; they were totally on the mark, as alert as a big
cat, not the washed out, watery numbers you'd have expected. The
stub of a cigarette leaned on the edge of a broken ashtray, a
pathetic wisp of smoke drifting towards the ceiling. I guessed from
what Andy had said that Ralph would be in his fifties, but he
looked more like he was in his seventies. Christ, if that's what
lunchtime boozing does to you then I'm going teetotal.

“Ralph?”

“That's me.” He spoke quietly, his lips hardly moving. I
had to listen carefully to make out his words. “You must be Dave
Good.”

“Spot on.” I shoved a hand in my pocket and pulled out a
fiver. “Get you a drink, Ralph? Same again?”

A toothy grin appeared on his moosh. “Since you ask. IPA.”
He swallowed the half-pint that still sat in his glass so fast I
thought I'd been seeing things.

I shuffled over to the bar, where Albert the bar man served
me a pint of IPA and a small orange juice. “Best you don't try to
keep up with 'im over there,” he advised me as he handed over my
change. “He's a professional drinker. He’ll 'ave you under the
table, no trouble.”

Seemed I'd had a lucky escape, until I sat down opposite
Ralph. He looked across at me with an expression that said he
wasn't impressed. “If you're gonna 'ave a chat with me, young
fella, you'd better get yourself a drink, a real drink. I don't do
drinking on me own.”

Shit. I tried the one about illness and the antibiotics.
“Doctor's orders.” I said, trying to make it sound final.

“Bollocks. Doctors make up that crap to put us off our
drink.” He poured half a pint down his throat in one hit. “Take my
word for it.” The rest of the pint disappeared. “Go on, off you go,
and get me one while you're there.” He’d shoved his glass back into
my hand before I could come up with even the most hopeless of
responses.

The bar man grinned inanely as I ordered two pints. “You're
in trouble now, mate.”

“Thanks,” I said as sarcastically as I could manage.

As he handed me my change he was still grinning. “I'll 'ave
the next round lined up in a mo'.” He walked off chuckling.

 


*

 


Ralph Longman could talk for England, or maybe he'd just
been saving it up for me. Bloody git made me listen to loads of
stuff about his favourite hobby before he would tell me diddly
squat about the women I was interested in. He collected old razors.
Bet I'm the only person he's had chance to corner like that in
months. Just for the record, he's got 78 razors right now, having
acquired his latest little masterpiece only the day before, and his
favourite one is a gem from the 1930s. It's got an ivory handle
carved with the face of a wild boar. A boar. He said it.

That cosy lunchtime chat cost me half a dozen rounds and
left me feeling as though I was floating on clouds, not part of the
real world any more. By the time I left the jolly old Green Man, I
was having trouble using my legs, stumbling along like someone had
just turned my knees to jelly, while my head throbbed to jungle
drums that weren't really there. My day was wrecked, I knew that
much, and I tried to focus on making it to the bus stop without
falling over.

But I had to admit it had been worth it. When I woke up in
my bed later that afternoon I had pretty much everything I could
have asked for tucked away inside my bonce. Having it stashed away
was one thing, remembering it was going to be another matter. I
shoved my bongo drums filled head under a cool shower, then brewed
up a strong coffee and opened all the living room windows. That let
in too much noise, so I closed 'em again. There was an ache between
my eyes, one that wasn't going anywhere until a lot more time had
passed. Trying to ignore it, I slumped in to an armchair and rubbed
a hand across my already clammy forehead. Now then, what had my
lunchtime endeavours done for me?

The truth is, I could hardly 'ave done any better than talk
to old Ralph. If there's anyone out there knows more about this
story of mine than he does then they're the self-same dodgy geezer
I'm trying to track down. Ralph really does know everyone in the
land of dodgy and he isn't backward in putting that to good use. He
told me he's heard loads a stories about posh birds being
blackmailed, going back years. A right little crime spree someone
had been on. As far as he was concerned these stories were real,
not churned out of someone's over active imagination, and he was
pretty sure they involved the same bloke. He'd had a bit of a nose
around a couple of years back, trying to find out more, but
strangely no one was happy to tell him enough so he could track
down the culprit. Sometimes even a dogged old news hound like him
thinks better of sticking with a story when it looks like it might
not be too healthy to keep at it. He surprised me there; I thought
he'd be the type to risk life and limb to get hold of a juicy
story.

The good news was, as well as the woman whose story got
into the paper, he had the names of two of the other women who'd
been on the receiving end of this weasel's attentions. The bad news
was that the first woman, a Melissa Longway, had married a Yank and
moved to the States a while back, so a dead end there, unless I got
desperate. On the other hand, Emma Boyd was still very much with us
and old Ralph even had her address and phone number.




 



Chapter Four

 


 


It had taken all my best pitter-patter to persuade Emma
Boyd to see me the next day. She'd not wanted anything to do with
me at first, but when I told her about Pamela it must have appealed
to her good side because she gave in and said she'd see me for 10
minutes. Just 10 minutes. Well, 10 minutes can easily stretch out
when you're having a good time. So, here I was, all the way across
town, standing outside the front door of Boyd Mansion in South
Woodford. It was a big place with a crunchy gravel drive, the front
of the house shielded from the common man by a long brick wall and
some big plants. I'd noticed a lot of trees at the top of the road
just before I set foot on the grounds; I guessed it was Epping
Forest, a mysterious place to a city boy like me, that I'd never
seen before. Parked up in front of the garage was a BMW in a trendy
shade of metallic blue, which just had to be hers.

Felt like hours passed after I pressed the bell before she
got round to opening the door, but when she did I was quietly
impressed. She was a tall bird, built like a whippet with less flab
on her entire body than there was in one of my little fingers. A
brunette, with a short cut barnette, she had deep, scary eyes that
looked out across a sharp, pointy nose that she probably didn't
like. I clocked the Gucci specs she wore and the matching gold
watch. Everything about her said posh.

“Mr Good. Do come through.” I didn't feel as though she
gave that welcome her all.

“Cheers.”

We walked along a hallway lined with flash looking
portraits of people I didn't know, then turned right into a big
room with half a dozen chairs round an open fireplace. The fire
wasn't lit. She told me to take a seat, then her manners couldn't
stop her from asking me if I'd like a cup of tea. Of course I
would. So off she went. The chair I parked my backside in was stiff
as a board, which was a bit of a surprise because it looked like it
was so cosy it would swallow you up. I took a closer look around
the room, keen to see what it could tell me about Mr and Mrs Boyd.
I'd have expected there to be more stuff in the room, not just
furniture but ornaments, paintings, baubles of all kinds, but it
wasn't like that at all; it was a bit on the bare side. That's not
to say it wasn't impressive. There was a painting of flowers on the
wall opposite me that looked like it was original
seventeenth-century Dutch; I guessed it would have cost them a
pretty penny. In a locked glass cabinet in one corner was a small
sculpture, bit like a man that had been
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