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Praise for The Fashion Police
‘In this cleverly written book by Sibel Hodge, the reader is taken on a variety of plot twists with a missing fashion designer, crazy mobster stalkers, and a police officer on the war-path. Sexy Amber Fox is on the case and it will take all her female wit and feminine ways to stay ahead of the game. The novel was entertaining and enjoyable. A recommend for anyone.’
HOT GOSSIP HOT REVIEWS
‘I enjoyed the great mixture of action adventure and slapstick. I found myself chuckling out loud and on one occasion snorting water out my nose. The humor did not detract from the solid mystery, and I appreciated all the twists and turns and sub-plots that tied into the story nicely.’
COFFE TIME ROMANCE & MORE
‘A witty well-paced romp, full of energy and with plenty of satisfying twists and turns.’
ROMANTIC NOVELISTS’ ASSOCIATION
‘Your plot is intriguing and well-crafted. A page-turning read. Your style is full of energy and zest. Quickly engaging.’
CORNERSTONES
‘You have created a fun, pacy plot and you write well. The heroine is also witty and sweet.’
CLAIRE BALDWIN, LITTLE BLACK DRESS
‘We found your voice fresh and upbeat.’
HARLEQUIN MILLS AND BOON
‘Three can keep a secret if two are dead.’
BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
If life is like a box of chocolates, then mine is the mother of all coffee creams. You know – the ones that always get left in the box because no one wants them? Today I felt like a coffee cream, too. On the outside I was sleek and hard, but on the inside, I was just a lump of mush.
I sat in Brad’s office, trying to ignore the queasy tingle that gurgled in the depths of my stomach. As he droned on about my assignment, I tuned him out and debated whether or not things could get any worse. I tried giving myself a pep talk, but I’m not sure it worked.
Come on, Amber, get a grip. It’s no use wishing you could get the hell out of here. You can do this new job with your eyes closed.
Suddenly, something Brad said caught my attention and I snapped back to the conversation. ‘Hang on a sec. Let me get this straight. You want me to plant some bugs?’ I asked, wondering if I’d misheard. ‘I take it we’re talking about bug bugs and not the creepy crawly variety.’ I shuddered at the thought. Spiders were a definite no-no.
Brad gave me a cool nod of agreement. The owner of Hi-Tec Insurance, Brad was a former Special Forces operative whom I’d know for years. He was also my former fiancé. I’d accepted a job as claims investigator at Hi-Tec after being let go from my position on the police force. Not the ideal situation, I know, but it paid the bills.
‘Exactly why does an insurance company want to plant bugs in its client’s offices?’ I asked as I sat back in the chair opposite Brad’s, my right leg jigging up and down like a pneumatic drill.
‘This is the twenty-first century. We’re in the proactive insurance age now,’ Brad replied.
‘So you’re trying to avoid an insurance claim before it happens?’
‘You’ve got it in one, Foxy. Claims are money, and if there’s one thing I hate, it’s losing money.’ An amused smile played around the corners of Brad’s mouth as he looked at my knee aerobics. ‘Am I making you nervous?’
I stopped jigging and gave him the eye roll to beat all eye rolls. ‘I think we’re way past the stage of you making me nervous, Brad.’ He raised an eyebrow at that but continued, handing me a manila folder as he spoke.
‘I’ve had a tip from one of my informers that this particular client is into something a bit dodgy – actually, a lot dodgy. I need to get a handle on the truth before I find myself involved in a multi-million pound insurance payout.’
I took the folder. ‘And what informer would that be?’ I asked as I flicked through the file, watching out of the corner of my eye as he rolled up his shirt sleeves. The familiar action brought a reluctant smile to my face. A suit, dress shirt and trousers didn’t fit Brad. He was more at home in desert camouflage and chunky-soled boots. As I read the client’s name, I knew my jaw had fallen to the floor but I couldn’t help it. I barely heard Brad’s response to my question.
‘The usual – the seedy, underhanded kind.’
‘Umberto Fandango, the fashion designer? He’s one of your clients?’
‘Hi-Tec Insurance has a very diverse clientele, ranging from the scum-bag lowlifes to the rich and famous ones.’ Brad rested his feet on his huge, mahogany desk, looking pretty pleased with himself. He picked a piece of fluff from his trousers, examining it with distaste before depositing it in the trash bin.
‘His bags are to die for!’ Maybe being a claims investigator wouldn’t be so boring, after all. ‘Have you seen the ones with–?’
‘Here.’ Ignoring my amazement, he tossed me a packet of black ballpoint pens.
Distracted, I examined the packet with interest. ‘What are these?’
‘The bugs are cunningly disguised as pens. I just need you to go to Umberto’s office, plant a few of these around the place, and leave the rest to me. To activate them, you just have to click the top of the pen. Do you think you can handle that?’
‘No problemo. I’m Amber Fox, Miss Hot-Shit Investigator. I can do anything.’
Brad glanced over at my leg, which was now bouncing up and down, Space-Hopper style. ‘I’d definitely agree with the “hot” part.’ He arched an eyebrow. ‘Janice Skipper might agree with the “shit” part.’
I cringed. Janice Skipper was the reason I’d been let go from the force. She had carried a vendetta for me around for a long time, and had taken pleasure in making my life hell. To say Janice was a sore point for me was an understatement.
‘Urgh! Don’t mention that woman. If it weren’t for her–’
‘I know, Foxy – you wouldn’t be here now.’ Brad stood up and moved around the desk. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you to Hacker. If you want anything technical done, he’s your guy.’ He strode toward me, six feet of solid muscle that backed my five-and-a-half-foot frame into the wall. He stopped mere inches away from my face.
I caught a musky waft of his aftershave and sucked in a breath. A tingling sensation erupted in my stomach.
Calm down, Amber. Nothing to worry about. You’ve just got a case of gas, that’s all. What else could that peculiar sensation be?
‘It’s good to have you back, Foxy,’ he whispered, staring down at me with haunting grey eyes. They’re the kind that are lined at the corners, giving you just a hint that he’s seen more in his forty years than most people would see in ten lifetimes.
I matched his stare pound for pound, and swallowed hard, feeling goose bumps springing to attention on my skin. My throat felt constricted and dusty. ‘Don’t call me Foxy,’ I finally managed to croak out.
‘It’s either Foxy or Sexy. You choose,’ he said. His words caused his breath to tickle my cheek.
‘And Brad? You haven’t got me back,’ I told him, hoping he couldn’t see the pulse that was booming away at the base of my throat. Just when I thought I was going to have to do something to make him back off, he slowly leaned past me and opened his office door.
‘We’ll see about that,’ he drawled as he pushed away from me and went out the door, beckoning for me to follow him to meet Hacker.
A few minutes later, I rushed to the restroom. Cold water by the bucket load was in order. I leaned on the sink, staring into the mirror at my flushed face. My heart was still banging out a tribal drum beat. I hoped Brad hadn’t seen it through my T-shirt.
OK, so this probably wasn’t a good idea, working for my ex, but then I hadn’t exactly had many job offers in the last six months. No, scratch that. I’d had zilch, and I still had to pay my mortgage, so I didn’t have a choice, really. The sensible part of me thought it was a positive and productive sign that Brad Beckett didn’t affect me in the slightest anymore. By ‘affect’ I mean I’d managed to get through a whole half-hour conversation with Brad without crying, fainting, or molesting him. Then again, maybe it was the crazy part of me who thought this was progress. It was definitely one of the two. I just hadn’t worked out which was which yet.
OK, Amber, this could work. I’d be professional about my job and just solve this one case for him before I found a new job. I wouldn’t be here long enough to fall in love with him again. Anyway, my curiosity had been piqued so I couldn’t quit straight away. I just hoped that curiosity didn’t kill the Fox.
I took a deep breath, squaring my shoulders. Right, here we go then. Onward and upward, and all that rubbish.
I turned on the cold water to splash onto my face, expecting a trickle. I shrieked with surprise as the water gushed out, tsunami style, splashing up and soaking the front of my T-shirt.
‘Great!’ I looked for some paper towels, but the restroom only had dryers. Before I could move to it, the door opened and closed behind me and I glanced up in the mirror. Brad was standing behind me, examining the reflection of my wet chest with great interest. I could feel my nipples straining through the tight fabric. And even worse, judging from Brad’s smile, I knew he could see it happening.
‘Nice look,’ he said, a husky note entering his voice.
I rushed to the dryer, frantically flapping my top underneath it. ‘What are you doing in the women’s bathroom?’ I hissed.
‘Oh, didn’t I tell you? This building has unisex toilets.’ He shot me an overly innocent grin.
A searing hot tingle rippled through me. How the hell was a girl supposed to have any secrets around here, if even the bathrooms weren’t safe havens from his presence?
Brad winked at me. ‘There aren’t any secrets around here.’
It wasn’t until I’d barged out of the restroom that I realized I hadn’t actually said it out loud. So how did Brad know exactly what I was thinking?
****
The home of the Fandango Empire was a converted flour mill in Ware, Hertfordshire. According to the file, Umberto had a pretty impressive set of offices that took up the whole of the building, which included a runway for the models to practice on.
I cruised down Ware High Street in my blend-in-with-the-rest-of-the-world silver Toyota, silently rehearsing my fake spiel about how I needed to check and make certain his insurance coverage was meeting his needs, which was a laugh. What I knew about insurance could fit on the head of one of the pens Brad wanted me to leave. Still, I could BS with the best of them, and I promised myself that if I pulled this off, I’d be having a super-duper celebratory lunch afterwards – ooh, maybe I’d even throw in a monster chocolate muffin, too. My stomach gurgled loudly, although I couldn’t tell if it was from nerves or hunger.
Squaring my shoulders, I pushed open the front door and stopped cold in the reception area. I looked around, soaking in the crazy decor. The theme seemed to be ‘If it didn’t move, leopard skin it.’ Don’t get me wrong, I love leopard skin. I’m a real leopard skin kind of girl – as long as it’s fake, of course – but a leopard skin reception desk, sofa, chairs, rug, curtains, and phone were a tad overkill.
Trying to act casual, I wandered over to the receptionist. ‘Hi, I’m here to see Umberto Fandango. I’m from Hi-Tec Insurance.’ With my hand in my pocket, I tried to look calm as I felt for the pens. Grabbing one, I covertly clicked the top to activate it and waited for my moment.
The receptionist looked around her computer screen at me, forehead pinched in a harassed frown. She appeared to be in her early twenties, and was attractive in a subtle way that probably went unnoticed in this kind of industry where obvious beauty takes center stage. ‘Do you have an appointment? I didn’t see one for you in the book.’ She ran a finger down the page of a leather bound diary in front of her.
‘No, unfortunately not.’
She glanced up at me again, the frown looking more harassed. ‘London Fashion Week is next week, and we’re all very busy. Mr Fandango is rushed off his feet.’
‘Look, I’m sorry to just turn up like this, but I really need to talk to him about his insurance. We wouldn’t want to find out he didn’t have the coverage he needed for something, would we? It’ll just take a few minutes.’ I flashed her a conspiratorial smile and placed my hand face down on the desk, willing her to turn her head for a second.
She sighed, seeing I wasn’t going to give up. ‘Let me just buzz him, then. Hang on a sec.’
Her momentary glance at the leopard phone was all it took for me to deposit the pen under the bottom of her monitor.
‘Thanks,’ I said.
While she spoke to someone on the other end of the line, I gazed toward the glass doors off the reception area, where an echoing male voice shouted out instructions. I followed the sound and moved to peer through the door to get a better look. Some female models with scary wigs stalked up and down the runway, covered in very spangly, glittery creations, as a tall woman stood yelling at them. On second thought, maybe the male voice I’d heard wasn’t really male. Maybe it was just a giant woman wearing size-thirteen stilettos with a gruff voice. It was hard to tell. In the background, a woman who looked to be about five times over the required model weight limit of three stone sat at a desk, hot-fixing rhinestones to a white swimsuit.
A tall, blonde woman, so thin she looked like she’d been photocopied, clicked her spiky heels in my direction. She eyed me from head to toe with disdain, studying my usual uniform of khaki combats, black T-shirt, and very comfy sneakers. ‘You’re obviously not one of the models,’ she said as she tilted her head back. Her cheek bones were so sharp, they looked like they could put out an eye, and I had to stop myself from leaning backward, just in case.
‘Hi, I’m Amber, from Hi-Tec Insurance.’ I held out my hand to shake hers.
She ignored it and crossed her arms in front of her. Was it me, or was the atmosphere getting noticeably colder? I glanced over at the receptionist who was chewing on the end of her pencil, a sympathetic look on her face.
‘And?’ the blonde woman said through lips painted a shade that Dracula would have been proud of.
‘That’s it, just Hi-Tec Insurance. There’s no “and” after it,’ I said.
The woman rolled her eyes. ‘What do you want?’ Her voice sharpened, and she frowned at me; the really wicked, twitchy-eye, wrinkly forehead kind, except her forehead didn’t wrinkle when she did it.
‘Hey, you’re fun! Isn’t Botox amazing?’ I asked, fascinated by her un-wrinkly forehead.
This earned me something eerily close to a snarl. ‘What do you want? We’re very busy.’
Properly chastised, I answered. ‘I just need a few moments with Umberto Fandango. It’s about his insurance.’
‘What about it?’
Good question. Here comes the BS.
I cleared my throat. ‘I’m just checking out the business premises for security reasons. Obviously, you have some very expensive and high-profile merchandise here, so I need to have a look around the entire area, as well as inspect your alarm system to make sure there’s no possible breach of security. Don’t worry, it’s just routine information for our files.’ I gave her my most sincere smile, pulling out my camera to make my claim look authentic.
She weighed my words with an icy stare. ‘Hmm.’ A pause. Then: ‘Follow me.’ And off she clicked toward a corridor at the far end of the reception area.
I made use of my trigger finger, snapping off a few pictures as I followed behind her. We stopped when she paused outside a door at the end and punched in a sequence of numbers on a keypad.
The door clicked. ‘Wait here,’ she said. She slipped inside the room, returning a few seconds later. ‘Mr. Fandango will see you now.’
I followed her into the ultra-modern office, which was decked out with a chrome and glass desk, chrome and leather chairs, a chrome lamp, chrome pen tidy, and a silver leather sofa. Wow, when this guy liked something, he really went to town. I quickly sneaked a peek at the pen tidy, crammed full of biros, as a man dressed in a purple smoking jacket stood behind his desk and pumped my hand. I didn’t think smoking jackets existed in real life, I thought it was just a myth, but no, they were alive and well and living in Hertfordshire. And this guy had to be in his fifties, far too young for a smoking jacket, in my opinion.
‘I’m Umberto. What can I do for you, honey?’ he asked in a weird, Lloyd Grossman mix of an American and English accent. He was on the short side, with thick, dark brown hair that was swept back with a touch of gel, dark brown eyes, and a spray-on tan that bordered on the Tango variety. Although he was clean shaven, he had a hint of five o’clock shadow, and I suspected he would have to shave more than once a day to keep his beard in check.
I went through my spiel again and gave him a dazzling smile for good luck, all the while casually gripping one of the bug pens in my pocket.
‘Knock yourself out. Just make sure you don’t get in the models’ way, or I’ll have one hell of a cat fight on my hands. Actually, I’ve got a few spare minutes, so why don’t I show you around?’ He flashed me a bleached-tooth grin and led the way out of his office.
In a split second, pen number two was secretly stashed in his pen tidy, and I was following behind him. The Ice Queen bared her teeth in an imitation of a smile, examining me like I was a piece of road kill stuck to her thousand pound shoes as she sat down at the desk opposite Fandango’s.
I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out.
As Umberto led me through the offices and the huge storage area upstairs which housed his fashion collection, I took notes and photos galore.
‘So, waddaya think?’ he asked as we entered the runway area, where the stiletto-heeled He-She was busy screeching at one of the models.
‘I think I need to see the bags before I make my mind up,’ I told him. Maybe he’d give me a freebie while I was here.
‘Beg pardon?’
‘You know – those gorgeous handbags you make. Can I have a little peek at them? They’re so cool. I love the ones with–’
‘Sorry, honey, we don’t make the bags here, they’re all sent in from the States.’
‘Oh,’ I muttered with disappointment. Well, it had been worth a try.
‘Waddaya think of the security then?’ he asked.
‘It looks pretty secure to me.’
‘Aw, shit!’ Fandango looked across the sea of prancing female models toward a dark-haired man in a crisp blue shirt and an expensive-looking suit. He was pretty hot, too. In fact, if I had to rate him out of ten, he’d be a nine and three-quarters. The man wore an air of expectation, and I watched as Fandango’s demeanor changed abruptly. ‘OK, that’s your lot, honey. You need to leave now.’ As he made his way over to Mr. Hottie, I took the opportunity to drop a pen to the floor, casually kicking it under the runway. Based on the way Fandango had reacted, I assumed the man in the suit was a model.
A Kodak moment of a yummy model and a famous fashion designer seemed too good to miss, so I snapped a few pictures while I studied them through the viewfinder. They seemed to be involved in a heated argument about something. Maybe someone had forgotten to put all-white lilies in Mr. Hottie’s dressing room, or the blue M&M’s had been left in his chocolate selection by mistake. Oh, well, I thought, it’s not my problem. Operation Bug was complete, which was all that mattered to me. I smiled as I headed out of the building. Way to go, Amber. Bring on the chocolate muffins. My first assignment had been a success. Nothing could possibly go wrong now.
Could it?
I stumbled through the doors of Hi-Tec’s plush Hertford office with my rucksack threatening to slide off my shoulder. I juggled two mochacinos and four chocolate muffins with extra chocolate sprinkles in one hand, and two mozzarella paninis and a bottle of sparkling water in the other hand. I’ll admit that the sparkling water was going a bit overboard, but this was a celebration after all.
After I made my way through the empty reception area, which was decked out in soft creams and browns with matching sofas, I swung a left down the corridor that ran past the busy underwriter’s office. Hacker called out a ‘Yo’ as I weaved past him and deposited my feast on my desk – if you could call it a desk; it was more like a slightly oversized coffee table. He sat surrounded by various monitors and computer equipment, arranged in an arc in front of him. It looked like something from the bridge of the Starship Enterprise.
Hacker had to be the least techy-looking guy I’d ever seen. He was black, over six and a half feet tall, with two plaits sticking straight out from the top of his head and a goatee beard. He wore a hoodie three sizes too big, jeans that were so baggy they defied the laws of gravity, and he looked more like a gangster rapper than a computer expert. I’d heard that Brad met him when they were in the SAS together, and he was from somewhere like Haiti or Tahiti – I always got those two mixed up. Rumor had it that even though Brad had started Hi-Tec, he was still involved in his Secret Army Stuff from time to time. I didn’t believe it was just a rumor, though. I knew first-hand about Brad disappearing for months on end.
‘Yo back. Want a mochacino?’ I wiggled a cup in his direction.
Hacker stopped tapping on his keyboard and glanced over at my desk. ‘Don’t you know that stuff will kill you? Your body is a temple.’ He circled his arms in the air and pressed his palms together, slowly bringing his hands to the center of his body, doing some kind of yoga deep breathing.
More for me then, yay. ‘Sparkling water?’
‘That’s more like it.’ He grinned, and a gold tooth shined back at me. ‘How do you stay so thin, eating like that?’
‘I guess I’m just lucky that I’ve got skinny genes,’ I said as I tossed him the water, which he caught with a swift flick of the wrist. ‘Is Brad here?’ I glanced across the corridor to Brad’s empty office.
‘No, he’s at a secret meeting,’ Hacker said as he fiddled around with a weird-looking electronic contraption in front of him, which looked a lot like a mixing deck one might expect to find in a recording studio. ‘He left those files on your desk.’
I picked up the two folders. One was for a Callum Bates, and the other was for a guy named Paul Clark. I’d never heard of Clark, but Callum Bates was a very familiar name. I’d come across him in my days as a young police officer, way back before I’d joined the special operations team. If anything was going down in the area that involved car crime – jacking, theft, cloning, you name it – Callum was involved. I studied the file and chuckled. He’d recently put in an insurance claim for a stolen van. No wonder Brad wanted me to check it out to make sure it was genuine. Callum had probably nicked it himself.
Setting aside the Bates file for now, I perused my way through the Clark information. Apparently, Mr. Clark had put in a claim for a disability insurance payout, asserting that he’d hurt his back in a warehouse accident and couldn’t work again. Brad wanted me to do some observations on him to make sure Clark wasn’t faking it. OK, so the work wasn’t exactly exciting special police operations, but at least I could afford my apartment now.
Standing up, I stuffed the files in my rucksack. I couldn’t eat a celebratory lunch on my own, so I gathered everything together once again and struggled back out the door.
‘Yo,’ Hacker said as I left.
I popped my head back around the door. ‘Does that mean hello or goodbye?’
‘Anything you want it to mean. It’s pretty universal.’
You learned something new everyday. ‘Cool. By the way, why isn’t there a receptionist here?’
‘Brad fired her. She kept making mistakes. He’s looking for another one.’
‘Oh, OK. Yo, then.’
****
After a slight accident of spilled mochacino on my passenger seat, I arrived at my parents’ house. Mum’s sporty Mini wasn’t in the driveway – no change there, really. She was always gallivanting off with her mates. Not that I blamed her, really. I mean, Dad had lived and breathed for his job as a police officer, and she had to find something to occupy her time all these years when he wasn’t there. Just because he was now retired, she saw no reason to change her routine.
On the other hand, Dad’s reliable old Land Rover was in the same position it’d been in since he’d retired from the force. He hadn’t left the house for months, and it was getting just a little too weird now. An uneasy feeling crept up my spine and I remembered having read some survey once that said as soon as workaholic police officers retired, they tended to keel over and go to that big police station in the sky. OK, maybe not exactly the day after, but it was pretty clear that the ones who were obsessed with work started to unravel as soon as they went back to a normal civilian life.
I let myself in with the key I’d had since I was a kid and dumped my rucksack on the floor, wandering into the living room.
‘Dad?’
Once an energetic, confident man, Dad now spent his days slumped in his favorite armchair. He stared out at the neglected garden with blank eyes, a barely touched cup of tea held loosely in his hand. He looked disheveled and old, and he wore tatty old slippers on his feet. I drew closer and grimaced at the sight of the stained cardigan he was wearing. God, what were those stains? Fried egg, I thought. At least, I hoped it was fried egg.
‘DAD!’ I repeated loudly as I unwrapped his hand from around the mug.
He turned toward me, as if noticing my arrival for the first time.
‘Where’s Mum?’
‘Walking the dog,’ he said.
‘What, in the car?’
He gave a helpless shrug.
‘Right, first you’re going to eat something, and then we’re going to have a little chat.’ I waltzed into the kitchen, dropped off the mug, and grabbed a couple of plates. Back in the living room, I handed him a panini. ‘Here.’
‘I’m not hungry, love.’
‘Sorry, not taking no for an answer.’ I glared at him until he started nibbling around the edges, and soon he was devouring the sandwich.
‘You need to get a hobby, Dad,’ I told him when we finished eating. ‘You can’t just sit around the house all day moping. I know it’s tough, giving up the job. No one knows that better than me, and I didn’t even give it up voluntarily. But if I can get over it, then you can, too.’
‘And what sort of hobby am I going to do? I don’t know anything else except policing.’
I racked my brains, trying to think. ‘What about origami?’
‘Boring.’
‘Tiddlywinks? They have tiddlywinks in the Olympics now.’
He yawned.
‘Cookery?’ I said.
‘Have you tasted my cooking?’
Hmm, probably not a good idea. Dad’s cooking was so bad, he had even managed to burn the toaster somehow. No, not the toast – the actual toaster. My parents had been through about twenty toasters in my lifetime. ‘How about train spotting? That’s a bit safer.’
‘That would just remind me of the job.’
‘How would train spotting remind you of the police?’
‘When I was about thirteen, I used to go train spotting with my old friend, Jeremy. I have such fond memories of us noting down all the train numbers. We would bet each other on whether the trains would be on time or not, wagering cookies, candies and the like. Unfortunately, Jeremy had suicidal tendencies, and decided to impale himself on the front of the three-thirty to Paddington. Anyway, that was what made me want to join up, and why train spotting reminds me of the job.’ He let out a heavy sigh.
I blinked. ‘OK, well what about…’ I paused, looking around the room for inspiration. Flower arranging? No, too girly. Crocheting? No, too grannified. ‘Aha! What about this?’ I grabbed a neighborhood watch leaflet. The group was advertising for volunteers. I waved it in front of his face.
He snatched it from my hand to prevent having his eye poked out with it.
‘That’s just what you need.’
He read the leaflet slowly, a spark igniting in his sleepy eyes. ‘Yes!’ He leapt out of the chair. ‘I can teach them proper surveillance techniques instead of the usual old twaddle they try and do. We used to make fun out of them down at the station, but beggars can’t be choosers, eh?’
‘See, there you go. You just need something to keep you active.’
‘Yes, I can see it now. This is going to be the best neighborhood watch program in…’
‘The neighborhood?’ I volunteered.
‘Yes! Why don’t we celebrate? I’ve got a nice bottle of bubbly in the fridge.’
I kissed him on the cheek. ‘I’d love to, Dad, but I’ve got work to do.’
‘Right. Well, I’d better sort out my surveillance kit then.’ He rushed off upstairs.
I let myself out to the sound of Dad banging around in the cupboards with excitement.
****
I parked my car outside Paul Clark’s house, where I had a good view into his 1920s semi-detached house, and studied the photo in his file. Unless you looked closely, it was hard to tell the difference between Clark and the Honey Monster. The only distinguishing feature I could see was that his bushy beard and mop of hair wasn’t quite as yellow as the Honey Monster’s. He was huge – well over six feet tall – with bug-eyes and a wide, gaping mouth. Apparently, he had five children – five, ouch! – and he’d worked at a warehouse for ten years before his accident. He had fallen off the forklift while unloading a palette of baked beans, which caused damage to his lumbar vertebrae. A doctor’s report said he wasn’t able to work again, but for some reason, Brad had doubts. Was Clark telling the truth or not? That’s what I was here to find out. I sat back in my seat and waited.
After an hour, and with no sign of life in the house, I decided to speak to the neighbors. Grabbing a clipboard and a cap with British Gas written on it, I made my way up to the other half of the semi and knocked on the door.
A young woman answered, a cigarette hung precariously between her lips. She was carrying a screaming baby on her hip.
‘Aaaagh!’ the baby wailed, loud enough to crack a dent in my eardrum.
‘Shut up!’ the woman snapped at the baby. ‘Bloody kids.’
‘Hi, I’m from British Gas.’ I smiled, even though the overwhelming smell of baby poop forced my throat to constrict. I eyed the full-to-bursting nappy on the baby’s bottom. This was going to put me off peanut butter for life. ‘I’m looking for your neighbor, Paul Clark. Do you know where he is?’
She snorted. ‘What’s he done this time? He’s always up to something. Sneaky little buggers, those Clarks. Five kids they’ve got, and they can’t look after any of them. If you ask me, his wife’s a few pork pies short of a picnic, if you know what I mean.’ As she wiggled her lips, a lump of ash fell off the end of her cigarette and landed on her stained top.
‘There’s just a small problem with his gas bill payments, probably because he’s not working at the moment. I just need to verify a few things with him.’
‘He is working. I’ve seen him going off to work every day.’
‘Oh, really? Do you know where?’ I asked.
‘Of course. He works at that big Asda supermarket in town. You’ll find him stocking shelves somewhere.’
‘Great, thanks, you’ve been a big help.’ I nodded at her and hurried my way back to the car, where the air was clear of deadly toxins.
****
This was going to be a piece of cake. I would just sneak around, posing as an inconspicuous shopper, and snap a few pictures of Clark stacking shelves. Why had I been so worried about this job? It was ridiculously easy.
I heaved through the horde of shoppers, scanning the crowd for signs of any shelf-stocking activity. There was nothing going on in the fruit and veggie aisle, so I picked up a bag of bananas and wandered off in search of Clark. The bakery section was quiet and boring, except for the yummy smell of freshly baked bread. Ditto for the condiments aisle, the dairy aisle, and the cereal aisle. Maybe there was a special time of day when all the shelf-stockers were let out in a frenzy, and I’d missed it.
I stood in front of the toiletries with the idea that if I stood there long enough, Clark would come to me. I could wait until closing time if need be, no problem.
As it turned out, I lasted about ten minutes. I was reading the directions on a box of teeth-whitening strips when I heard a rustling sound coming from my bag of bananas. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the bananas begin to move.
Wait a sec, bananas don’t move.
I stared at the bag as my hands shook. Nope, the bananas weren’t moving at all. It was the ginormous tarantula inside the bag that was moving, tapping on the plastic with its hairy foot. I froze, hardly daring to breathe.
Omigod! Spider!
In my mental world, I was screaming my head off, but in the real world, I think my mouth was just wide open with no sound coming out.
I threw the bag on the floor and rocketed out to the parking lot faster than the speed of light, probably warp factor ten at least.
I did some deep breathing as I jumped in the car and locked the doors, just to be on the safe side. There was no way, absolutely no sodding way that I was going back in there again while that spider was on the loose. Paul Clark and Brad would just have to wait.
****
I sped all the way home, cursing my life, my new job, and humongous, ugly spiders that shouldn’t even be let in the country. As soon as I pulled up outside my apartment, the heavens opened, sending cascades of water down the back of my T-shirt as I dashed into the building. I cursed that, too, running up the stairs to my apartment, which the estate agent had described as cozy, but which really translated into poky rabbit hutch.
The smell of fried garlic chicken greeted me as soon as I shoved the door open. That could only mean two things. One, Marmalade Fox, my ginger cat, was cooking his own dinner tonight, or two, Romeo Lopez, my boyfriend, was whipping up one of his culinary creations in the kitchen. I was hoping it was the latter.
As well as being an amazing cook, Romeo had other sterling attributes, as well. He had hazel eyes, cinnamon skin, and thick black hair, all courtesy of his Spanish father. He looked sexy as hell in just about anything, he knew which buttons to press on the washing machine, and he was pretty good at pushing my buttons, too. Additionally, he was also one of the best cops I had ever worked with. All things considered, this put him firmly in the minority – people who are beautiful on the inside and the outside.
I kicked off my shoes, one of them nearly knocking over a giant, terracotta plant pot by the front door that I’d never found a home for, and flung my rucksack down next to them. Dripping rainwater on the wooden floor boards, I walked the few steps from the hall to the lounge and ignored the wilted yucca plant on the way, promising myself I’d water it later.
Romeo stood in the galley-style kitchen, naked except for an apron. As I watched with appreciation, he poured two glasses of red wine and turned to me. ‘How was your first day?’
My temperature shot up a few degrees. ‘All the better for finding a naked chef in my kitchen.’ I smiled, took the glass, and stood on tiptoes to plant a kiss on his lips.
He grinned, nuzzling into my neck. ‘I aim to please.’
‘You wouldn’t be doing this to persuade me to move in with you by any chance, would you?’
‘Don’t know what you mean, but now that you mention it…have you thought any more about my proposal?’
I flushed and glanced down at the floor, gnawing on my bottom lip.
‘Well?’ Romeo prompted me.
I gulped down my wine. ‘Wow! Look at that rain.’ I pointed out of the window behind him.
‘Amber, you’re avoiding this conversation.’
‘I am not!’ I tried my best shocked voice. ‘I’ve never seen rain like it. It’s so…droplettyish.’
Romeo’s steady gaze drilled into me. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that even a word?’
I feigned a sudden interest in my fingernails.
‘You can’t avoid it forever, darling.’
‘You practically live here anyway, when you’re not working on special operations. Why do we need to make it so…official?’
‘I like official.’ Romeo turned the nuzzling into feathery, light kisses that were designed to make me cave in. Just when it was starting to get interesting, my mobile rang. I groaned, slipping out of Romeo’s grasp to answer.
‘Foxy, why haven’t you put those bugs in yet?’ Brad’s Australian twang sounded over the phone.
‘What are you talking about? I did put them in,’ I replied, taking a swig of wine and holding my glass out for more.
‘Did you activate them? I’m trying to listen to them, but I’m not getting any audio at all.’
‘Of course I did.’
‘Well, they’re not working. You’ll have to go back tomorrow and put some more in.’
‘Crapety crap!’ I said, eyeing up Romeo’s full moon as he tossed the salad.
‘Let me know when they’re in – oh, and Foxy…I need it done bright and early.’
‘Yes, boss.’ I hung up and frowned.
‘Problem?’ Romeo asked.
I didn’t want to get onto the subject of Brad, so I deflected the conversation sharpish. ‘Nope, nothing to worry about. Hey, have you tidied up in here?’ I glanced around the room. My haphazard magazine stack had been arranged in a neat pile on the coffee table. The fluffy cushions on my black leather sofa had been perfectly plumped. My DVDs had been re-stacked in my reclaimed wooden rack – in alphabetical order, no less – and my photos all stood to attention, marching in a perfect, ninety-degree-angled row across the book shelf. ‘You’ll make someone an excellent wife.’
‘Well, it’s no use leaving the cleaning up to you. It would never get done. I even tidied up your tool box.’ He nodded his head toward the small case that now closed perfectly, instead of having miscellaneous handles and tools poking out willy-nilly. ‘So, how was your day really?’ Romeo gathered me back into his arms.
‘Somewhere in between rubbish and very rubbish.’ Where did I begin? My boss had come on to me on my first day, I had a suspicious-looking mochaccino stain on my passenger seat, I’d just bugged the offices of one of the most famous fashion designers in the world, and a tarantula had tried to eat me. And that didn’t even include the toilet arrangements. God, my life was so doomed.
‘That good, huh?’ he asked, his voice full of sympathy.
‘Insurance investigation is about as interesting as an Anorak convention.’
‘Want me to make it better?’
‘Only if you insist.’ I giggled.
Romeo’s mouth widened into a lazy smile. ‘Hmm, let’s start with your clothes, then. You’re wet.’ With expert precision, he slipped my T-shirt over my head.
‘No kidding.’
The following morning I was ripped from my slumber by Romeo licking my foot. I could think of worse ways to wake up, but I’d never really been into toe-licking in a big way.
‘Get off!’ I groaned, moving my foot out of reach and sinking back into la-la land.
A few minutes later he did it again. I sat up and saw Marmalade eyeing me with a naughty expression. Romeo was nowhere to be seen.
‘You are gross,’ I said. Marmalade, who seemed quite pleased with that pronouncement, let out an ecstatic purr.
Getting up, I picked up my ginger fur-ball, carried him into the kitchen, and poured some very stinky kitty biscuits in his bowl. I heaped a teaspoon of coffee into a mug and then added another for luck. I had a weird feeling that today was going to be a very long day.
After soaking in the shower for ten minutes, I dried my hair and went a bit overboard with some brown eyeliner and mascara. Even though my life seemed to be a bit crappy these days, it didn’t mean I had to look it, right?
****
On my way back to the Fandango building, I realized that I was near Callum Bates’s house so I took a detour, hoping to cross him off my list of files.
When I pulled up at the address, I shook my head. You couldn’t mistake his house if you tried. It was the only one on the dreary looking street whose front garden looked like a car breaker’s yard. At least the other residents had tried to spruce up their gardens with the odd gnome and hanging basket. I dodged past the dissected car parts and empty vehicle shells that sat abandoned on the drive, arriving at Callum’s lime-green front door with only one drop of oil on my shoe. I thought that was pretty good going, all things considered, as I reached up and banged on the door a couple of times. A few slivers of peeling paint dropped off onto my shoes. I pulled a disgusted face and wiped them off.
After waiting a few minutes and not getting an answer, I peered through one of the windows, but I couldn’t see anything other than some threadbare, yucky–looking brown curtains. I glanced around the outside of the house. There was a garage attached to the side, with doors painted the same lime color. Luckily, the garage doors had windows in the top section, which would hopefully make it easy for a quick peek inside. I’d just stepped over an old steering wheel when I heard someone calling out.
‘Yoo-hoo,’ a voice said.
I looked around and spotted an elderly woman next door, standing on her front step. She beckoned me forward with the stack of mail she held in her hand.
‘Are you looking for Callum?’ Granny whispered.
‘Yes, I’m from his insurance company. I need to ask him a few questions about the van he reported stolen.’ I smiled at her.
She looked up and down the street, scanning for any curtain-twitchers, although something led me to believe that Granny here was probably the only curtain-twitcher on the street. ‘Come in.’ She led the way into her house.
The unmistakable smell of ganja nearly blew my nose off as soon as I entered the front door. I coughed, looking around and taking in the sight of cannabis plants as far as the eye could see. Ashtrays sat on every surface, overflowing with joint butts. It looked like she was running a dope factory and smoking the proceeds at the same time.
Ignoring the illegal plants, I turned to face her. ‘So, did you see anything?’ I asked.
‘Yes, I did.’
I waited, expecting her to elaborate, but she stayed silent.
‘Callum reported that his van was stolen three nights ago, when it was parked outside his house. Did you see anyone take it?’ I prompted her, wanting to get answers before I ended up hallucinating on the fumes.
‘First of all, I saw Callum outside with a man.’
‘OK, and what happened with this man?’
‘They talked for a while, and then the man got in Callim’s van and drove it away.’ She winked at me. ‘Fancy a smoke? It’s good for arthritis.’ She waved a gnarled hand in front of my face. ‘It’s legal for medicinal purposes, you know.’
‘Er…no thanks. My arthritis is tickety-boo this week. You’re sure this was three nights ago?’
‘Oh, yes. In fact, I wrote it down. Hang on a sec, love.’ She rummaged around in a stack of papers on the kitchen table. ‘Yes, here it is.’ She read from her notes. ‘Callum was talking to a good-looking man in his thirties. Actually, he was very good-looking. A bit of a dish really. My, if I was five years younger, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed. Do you know, I haven’t had a fella since nineteen-ninety–’
‘The van?’ I cut in before I got to hear a complete rendition of her life story.
‘Oh, yes. The dish and Callum had a conversation – looked quite cozy, too – then they shook hands, and the man drove off in Callum’s van.’
‘So, what color was the man who had this conversation with Callum?’
‘Purple.’
‘Purple?’ I raised an eyebrow. One word flitted through my mind: Whacko!
‘Yes,’ she responded.
I didn’t really know what to say to that, but I thought I’d keep her talking just in case. Sometimes the most valuable witnesses are the ones you least expect. ‘OK. Was he light purple, dark purple, lilac?’
She tilted her head and pondered my question for a few seconds. ‘Light purple, almost violet. That’s good, you know. A violet aura is pretty good.’
‘Hang on a minute, let me get this right. The man that drove off in the van had a purple aura?’
She nodded. ‘I see auras. You’re dark green. That’s not good. It means danger. You should be careful.’
Granny’s brain cells must’ve taken quite a beating over the years, probably from the pot. I suspected she also saw little green men and pink fairies. Maybe a few flying pigs as well.
‘Well, I have to be going now.’ I hastened toward the door. ‘Thanks for…the information.’
I breathed a sigh of relief when I got back outside and made my way back to Callum’s garage. Standing on my tiptoes, I gazed through the murky windows, looking for anything that would give me a clue. Finding his van inside would be a big one. Unfortunately, it was too dark to see a thing. So much for wishful thinking.
Maybe I could get inside and have a little look-see. I glanced up and down the street. No one was about. I tried the door handle, and it turned, but the door only popped open an inch. I pushed on the panel, but it wouldn’t budge. Well, I certainly wasn’t about to be beaten by a stupid garage door. I glanced around again, making sure the curtain twitching brigade wasn’t about, and heaved the door forward with my shoulder. It groaned and suddenly gave way, my torso crashing through the door with momentum.
Big mistake! The door slammed into a tall metal shelf that sat behind it, and a tin of lime green paint toppled off, splattering its gooey contents straight onto my head.
No, that didn’t just happen, I chided myself. Tell me, Amber, that what I thought didn’t just happen. I stood there for a moment, stunned, with my hair and shoulders dripping lime green rivulets of paint. ‘Bloody bugger fuck,’ I shrieked as it dawned on me that no, I hadn’t imagined it, and yes, it had actually happened.
I touched my hair. Saturated. Clothes? T-shirt now looked like a hippie, lime green tie-dye explosion. Fan-bloody-tastic. And after all that, the van wasn’t even in there.
I winced, dripping a bright green trail all the way down the drive to my car. The only spot of good news was that I happened to have an old blanket in the boot. Wrapping it around my head and shoulders, I drove home, wondering what the hell I was going to do if the paint didn’t wash out of my hair.
****
I stood in the shower for the second time that day, washing my hair for the tenth time, trying to work up enough enthusiasm to go back to work. I found that I quite liked the idea of staying in the shower all day, but then the hot water ran out, and it didn’t seem as appealing.
Toweling off, I surveyed the damage in the mirror that hung over the sink. Wow. That was a lucky escape. I was almost back to my normal chestnut locks. And I was probably the only one who would notice that my hair had a slightly green, crusty appearance.
Who was I kidding? Everyone would notice. I flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.
‘Why can’t something good happen?’ I asked Marmalade, then did a mental head slap. Of course he couldn’t answer an open question. I’d have to put it in simpler terms. ‘Is my life destined to be boring from now on? Meow once for yes and twice for no.’
Marmalade, somewhat confused by the instructions, just yawned.
‘You’re no help.’ I closed my eyes and sighed.
I stared at the clock an hour later in disbelief. An hour! Where had all the time gone? Trying to make up for the lost time spent procrastinating, I got dressed and raced to my car. I had just slid behind the wheel when my mobile rang.
‘Hey Foxy, have you put those bugs in yet?’ Brad asked.
‘I’m just on my way. You won’t believe what happened…’ It was then I noticed that someone had broken into my car. ‘I’ll call you back.’ I disconnected and stared at the glove compartment, which hung open like a gaping mouth. It had been ransacked, and the contents flung to the footwell. I picked up the pens, maps, mini voice recorder, a chocolate Easter bunny that had melted and now looked like it had one giant eye – not sure how I’d overlooked eating that – and a moldy packet of chewing gum. The only thing that seemed to be missing was my heavy-duty flashlight. I flung everything back in the glove compartment, slamming it shut.
Could today get any worse?
‘Speak,’ Brad said when I called him back.
‘Why can’t you answer the phone like a normal person?’ I snapped, dropping my head back against the seat.
‘What’s going on, Foxy?’
‘Not only have I been attacked by a tin of paint today, but my car’s been broken into, as well.’ I sighed, fighting the urge to scream my head off. Good job I’d had two teaspoons of coffee. Otherwise I’d be doing an extremely good impression of a wailing banshee right about now.
‘Is there much damage?’
‘No. Looks like a professional job. No sign of forced entry, but the strange thing is they didn’t take the CD player. The only thing missing is my flashlight.’ I rested my elbow on the window and rubbed at the tension worming its way into my forehead. All right, so it wasn’t the best thing to happen to me in a while, but at least they hadn’t taken the whole car. And they’d left the Cyclops bunny, which was quite considerate.
‘OK, well get your ass over to Fandango’s, then. I’m hearing some rumors from my informant that he’s gone missing. And that’s the last thing I need.’
‘Missing? Missing how?’ I asked, surprised.
‘As in I’ve heard that Fandango is nowhere to be found, and there was blood all over his office this morning.’
Yep, that would definitely constitute missing. ‘On my way.’
****
The rear parking lot at the Fandango building was eerily quiet as I pulled up. Crime scene tape, which had been placed across the front doors, flapped loose in the wind. I wandered up to the building and looked through the windows. An empty, dark reception area glared back at me. I didn’t have a clue what had happened, but I knew how to find out.
‘Hey, darling,’ Romeo answered his mobile on the second ring, his husky voice sending a chill across my skin. ‘How is the interesting world of insurance?’
‘It may be about to get more interesting. What do you know about Umberto Fandango?’
‘The mega-rich fashion designer?’
‘That’s the one. Apparently, he may have gone missing. I’m at his place now. The building looks empty, and there’s crime scene tape everywhere.’
‘Let me see what I can find out.’
‘Thanks – oh, and if the police found any bugs in there, they’re Brad’s.’
He paused for a while. ‘How come you don’t know what happened if Brad was listening to him?’
‘Well, the bugs didn’t work. It wasn’t my fault, honestly. He must’ve given me some duds to plant.’
He chuckled. ‘So, if I do this, what are you going to do for me in return?’
I smiled to myself. ‘How about I order some take-out when you get home, and we have a repeat performance of last night?’ I flushed, thinking about our sex-a-thon session. ‘As long as you don’t snore like a hippo again afterwards. I swear I’m going to put duct tape over your mouth when you’re asleep.’
‘As long as I can put duct tape over your mouth when you’re awake.’ He chuckled at my gasp of indignation. ‘Sorry, but I can’t make it tonight.’
I hesitated. ‘Is this because I won’t move in with you?’
‘No, I’ve just been assigned to a special operation, and I’m going to be out of communication for a while.’
‘Oh,’ I pouted, knowing I sounded like a spoiled brat but not caring. I really liked the sex-a-thon idea.
‘Are you jealous?’ He couldn’t keep the amusement out of his voice.
‘Me? No way!’ I said, doing a damned good impression of not sounding utterly pissed off.
‘You are so bad at lying.’
‘That’s not true. Sometimes I can tell really good lies,’ I said.
‘Like when?’
‘Like the time you bought me that really horrible hookerish top.’
There was silence for a while. ‘You said that top was nice.’
‘It is. If you’re a hooker.’
‘I see. What about the terracotta plant pot I bought for your birthday, which you’ve just left by the front door for months, untouched? I distinctly remember you saying that was nice.’
‘No, I like that. I just don’t know what to do with it.’
‘I don’t know whether to believe you now,’ he said. It was his turn to try and not sound pissed off.
‘Sorry, but I’ve got to go. We’ll talk later,’ I said, not really wanting to get into a lying contest with him over the phone.
‘This conversation isn’t over yet. What about–’
‘Great. Bye!’ I hung up and dialed Brad.
‘Speak,’ Brad said.
‘Once upon a time there was a princess, and she lived in a far away land called Woogahumphta, with free clothes and shoes and chocolate that had no calories in it–’
‘What are you on, Foxy?’
‘Stop answering the phone like that, then.’ I pulled a face at him down the phone. ‘Do you want the good news or the bad news?’
He let out an impatient sigh. ‘What’s the bad news?’
‘Fandango isn’t here.’
‘What’s the good news?’
‘There’s lots of crime scene tape everywhere.’
‘And why is that good news?’
‘I guess it isn’t,’ I said. ‘I just didn’t want to say there was only bad news.’
Brad sighed, and I could imagine him running his hand through his hair in frustration. ‘What was Fandango like when you saw him yesterday?’
‘Short, hairy, wearing a smoking jacket, can you believe that? I didn’t think they–’
‘Did he seem nervous or worried about anything?’ He broke in.
‘Why?’
‘There’s one other thing that I didn’t tell you before. Fandango may be connected to the mob. I’m trying to get some more information from my informant, but he’s gone missing, too.’
My jaw dropped. ‘The mob mob? Or another unrelated, totally nice kind of mob?’
‘Right the first time.’
I just had to think it yesterday, didn’t I? What else could go wrong, indeed?
Bad news always gives me an appetite. I had a huge box of fried chicken and fries spread over Brad’s desk. Not quite a family size bucket, but close. I sat opposite him, stuffing fries in my mouth and reading through the file he’d handed me when I sat down. It was another case he wanted me to look into.
‘Have you done something different to your hair?’ Brad asked as he peered at my head.
‘No!’ My hand shot up to my hair, smoothing down a wayward strand.
Brad raised an eyebrow, but shrugged, moving on. ‘What happened with Bates and Clark?’ he asked as he picked up the greasy chicken box with the tip of his finger and plonked it down on my side of the desk.
‘Just a slight hiccup. Nothing to worry about. I’m more interested in this.’ I stared at the information in the file. ‘The Cohen brothers are up to their old tricks then, are they?’
Brad stretched his toned legs out in front of him and laced his hands behind his head. He leaned back in his chair while he answered. ‘I’ve heard there may be an accidentally-on-purpose case of arson on the warehouse they’ve got insured with us. I need you to find out what they’re up to.’
I pulled apart a steaming hot chicken breast and caught Brad staring at me. ‘Want some?’ I held the box out to him.
‘I never thought you’d be offering me a piece of your breast again, Foxy.’ He grinned.
Luckily, I was saved from answering by Romeo calling me back.
‘OK, here’s what I’ve found out so far. Fandango is officially missing. His assistant says she was hit over the head and can’t remember a thing. She’s not going to be released from the hospital until sometime tonight. The detectives assigned to the case found blood at the scene and a couple of bullets on the floor in his office. It looks like his entire season’s fashion collection is missing, too,’ Romeo said.
‘Thanks. Anything else?’
‘Yeah, don’t go poking around at the scene until tomorrow. SOCO are backed up with jobs and can’t examine the place for evidence until later on.’
‘As if I would,’ I said, mentally crossing it off my to-do list for the day.
‘You need to be careful because it gets worse. Fandango has apparently got some kind of connection to the mafia. I knew this was a bad idea, you working for Brad.’ He paused for a beat, and when he spoke again there was an undercurrent in his voice. I couldn’t tell if it was jealousy or concern. ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit strange that he offered you this job? How did he even know you needed one when you haven’t had any contact with him for years?’
I let out a nervous laugh. ‘I don’t know,’ I said, although that wasn’t strictly true. If Brad wanted to know something, he would always find a way to get the information. I cut my eyes to Brad who watched me with interest.
Romeo hesitated. ‘You haven’t had any contact with him for years, right?’
I moved to the corner of the room. ‘Of course not,’ I whispered into the phone. ‘Anyway, it’s not like anything is going to happen, is it? It’s all water under the bridge. I’m with you now.’
‘It’s not you I’m worried about,’ he growled.
Remembering the scene in the unisex bathroom, I tried to camouflage my own concern as confidence. ‘There’s no need to worry.’
He sighed. ‘OK. I still don’t like it, though. Why don’t you get Brad to do some checking about this mafia thing? He can do a different kind of investigation than I can.’
‘You mean like secret, illegal, Special Forces stuff that sounds much more interesting than your special operation?’ I know, I know, it was a bit below the belt, but I couldn’t help it. His lack of confidence in me had hurt.
Romeo didn’t answer for a minute. ‘You know exactly what I mean. And be careful. People who get close to Brad have a tendency to end up dead. Look what happened to his business partner who owned half of Hi-Tec.’
I snorted. ‘You mean Mike Cross? That wasn’t anything to do with Brad.’
‘Cross disappeared under suspicious circumstances, only to turn up later in the River Lee under very dead circumstances.’
‘You didn’t even work that case. It was my case. And the prime suspect, David Leonard, was an officer who’d served in the SAS with Brad and Mike in Afghanistan or Iraq, or some other hot, sweaty country in need of their help. Leonard developed some kind of mental disorder shortly after returning from armed combat and began killing members of his old unit.’
‘Yes, but Leonard was later also found in the River Lee with a single bullet to the head, execution style. And I don’t need to point out that Brad is a trained killer who can cover his tracks pretty well.’
I glanced at Brad. Oh, yes, he was dangerous alright. And not just for the bad guys.
‘Just look after yourself, is all I’m saying,’ Romeo said, his voice suddenly distracted. A woman’s voice sounded in the background. ‘I’ve got to go now.’
‘Hey, is that Janice Skipper I hear?’ I yelled into the phone. ‘Shit!’ I said when I realized I was talking to the dialing tone.
‘Well, well, well. Romeo is on special ops with Detective Chief Inspector Skipper.’ Brad folded his arms across his chest, his face watchful. A blind man could have heard the smile in his voice.
I picked up a packet of sticky notes off his desk, and threw them at him, hard. He ducked as they sailed through the air toward his head, but I’ve got a pretty good aim. They hit the top of his head and bounced off onto the floor. I grinned and stalked out. I would’ve thrown the chicken, but I was still hungry.
****
With Fandango’s building out of bounds until tomorrow, and his Ice Queen assistant tied up at the hospital, I turned my attention to the new case Brad had handed me that morning.
Lonnie and Lennie Cohen were in the import-export business. They liked to import goods into their possession without the rightful owner’s consent and export them at a great profit to themselves. Mostly they dealt in high quality, stolen-to-order vehicles, but pretty much anything was fair game to the Cohens. As the odd couple of the crime world, Lonnie was tall and skinny, and could easily double as a beanstalk. Lennie looked like he’d stopped growing at age twelve. Both of them had been hit by an ugly stick.
I drove down the Ware to Hertford road, trying to ignore the shriekingly purple jeep that seemed to be following me. While it wasn’t exactly strange for a car to be behind me on a main road, what was strange was that the woman driving it had slid in behind me as soon as I’d left the car park at Hi-Tec. She had stayed on my backside while I drove around the town center five times, which I did just to make sure it was a tail. I didn’t know who she was, but it seemed safe to say that following someone in a car that stood out like the Purple People Eater was not the kind of thing a professional would do.
I pulled into an industrial park that housed about twenty large warehouses and some smaller storage units. As my eyes scanned the area for the Cohens’ unit, I drove an entire loop of the site.
So did the jeep.
I couldn’t exactly do a recon with Miss Conspicuous behind me, so I slammed my brakes on, threw open the car door, and strode toward the jeep.
She quickly crunched the gearstick into first and sped out of the park.
I hurried back to my car, jotted down her plate number, and drove around to a residential area that sat behind the industrial park. Luckily for me, the Cohens’ warehouse sat at the very edge of the park. I parked and cut through an alleyway at the back of the houses, where I could observe the warehouse from the safety of a secluded wooded area.
It didn’t take long to push my way through the oak and silver birch trees, and I made myself comfortable as I sat on top of a slope that overlooked the building. It was pretty average as far as warehouses go – a large loading bay at the side, a front door with a small window next to it, and windows on the top floor, which were probably offices.
I hoped I’d only have to sit there for a little while. Maybe I’d get lucky and a couple of thugs wearing Arsonists-R-Us T-shirts, carrying petrol bombs and flamethrowers would appear, and that would be it. Case closed.
No such luck. Bummer.
Three-quarters of an hour later, the only exciting thing to happen was my ass falling asleep. I stretched and shuffled around a bit, and came to attention when I saw a gold Mercedes SLK Kompressor approach the warehouse. It drove up to the loading bay and the door opened. I scribbled down the plate number and tried to snap a couple of pictures, but my camera battery was dead.
‘Crapping hell!’ I watched the car disappear into the building, and the door rolled down again.
The same thing happened with a black BMW X5 and a silver Aston Martin DB9.
I suspected that the vehicles had already been cloned, and the registration numbers would come back to a legitimate car of the same type. In a few days, the chassis numbers would be ground down and replaced with seemingly legal ones, and the vehicles would be exported out of the country.
I had a dilemma. On the one hand, the people in the building were more than likely committing a crime. On the other, this wasn’t my kind of problem any more. I was only being paid to look for the possible arsonist. I could always pass on the info to Romeo and get him to check it out.
Satisfied with that plan, I decided to come back the next day with a camera that worked.
****
With the Cohen brothers taken care of for the day, Callum Bates was next on my list. I parked in front of his house and ran to his front door, banging on it loudly.
A glassy, bloodshot eyeball peered out at me as the door opened a sliver. Callum’s young criminal life had obviously taken its toll. He had a nose that had been punched a few times, leaving it at a crooked angle. His hair was thin and greasy, his skin was spot-ridden, and his pallor was so grey, he looked half dead.
‘Oh, it’s the pigs again. I’ve already reported my stolen van to you lot and got a crime number.’ He tried to shut the door again. ‘So, not today thank you, Miss Piggy.’
‘I take it you don’t want the insurance payout on the van, then,’ I said, trotting back down the path. ‘Fine by me.’
The door flew open and Callum stuck his head out. ‘What do you mean? What’s the insurance got to do with you coppers?’
I gave him a smug smile. ‘I’m not a copper anymore. I work for your insurance company, and I’m the one who gets to decide if your claim is legitimate or not. Anyone who calls me Miss Piggy instantly gets their claim denied.’
Bates pulled the door open further, leaning his short, scrawny body against the doorframe. His jeans hung frighteningly low over his skinny hips. I hoped they fought gravity for just a little longer. I didn’t want to be around when they fell down.
‘Is this a trick? I bet you’re still a Miss Piggy copper, aren’t you?’ A blob of engine oil dripped off his crusty sweatshirt and plopped onto the doorstep.
‘Nice top,’ I said.
‘What are you now, the Fashion Police?’ He smirked and tugged at a hair growing out of his ear. ‘Anyway, who says I get my insurance claim denied?’
‘It’s in the rules.’
‘What rules?’
‘The insurance claim anti-abuse rules, number three. See ya.’ I gave him a wave and pulled my car door open.
‘Hang on a minute,’ he yelled down the path.
‘Yes? Do you have something to say?’ I cupped a hand to my ear.
He mumbled something inaudible.
‘Sorry, couldn’t hear that.’
‘SOR-RY!’ he screamed.
I grinned. ‘That sounded a tad insincere, Callum. Why don’t you try again?’
His shifty eyes darted up and down the street. Eventually, he said, ‘I’m really, really, really sorry. Satisfied?’
I shut the door and retraced my steps over the obstacle course of car parts that lined his front path. ‘Now that wasn’t so hard, was it? So what’s all this about your van? Do you seriously expect me to believe that Mr. Gone-in-Sixty-Seconds has had his own van stolen?’
He bit a grimy fingernail. ‘It’s true!’
‘What, like the time I arrested you on Christmas Day for driving a stolen car, and you said Santa Claus must’ve delivered it to your house by mistake?’
‘Yeah, Santa Claus is always making those kinds of mistakes. It happens every year.’
I glared at him.
‘But it’s really true this time,’ he added quickly.
‘OK. Then how about you tell me about the other guy.’
He stopped gnawing on his nail. ‘What guy?’
‘The one you were talking to outside your house the night the van was allegedly stolen. The guy you shook hands with, who then drove off in your van.’
‘Have you been talking to that crazy old bat next door?’
I folded my arms and waited for an answer.
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. The van was stolen, and, unless you can prove otherwise, I’m going to get my insurance money,’ he sneered at me, revealing teeth that looked like they hadn’t seen a toothbrush in very long time.
‘OK, if it was really stolen, then you won’t mind taking a lie detector test, will you?’ I smiled and watched him squirm.
‘They don’t have them things here. They only have them in American films.’ His voice cracked slightly.
‘Oh, yes, they do,’ I fibbed.
‘Don’t.’
‘Do.’
‘Don’t,’ he insisted.
I rolled my eyes and yawned. ‘Boring!’
Suddenly his gaze sharpened. He peered at me closely. ‘Have you got paint in your hair?’
I touched my head. God, I thought it had completely faded by now. ‘Don’t be ridiculous! Anyway, call me when you want to do the test.’ And I disappeared quicker than Doctor Who’s Tardis.
****
I beamed up at the Hi-Tec office half an hour later.
‘Yo-yo,’ I said to Hacker as I strolled in.
He glanced up. ‘It only one yo.’
I shrugged. ‘I’m saving time. I can say hello and goodbye together.’ I plugged my camera battery into a socket to charge, picked up another camera from Brad’s office and dumped it into my rucksack. Pulling my notebook out, I sat on the edge of Hacker’s desk. ‘Can you check out these license plate numbers for me, please?’
‘Your wish is my command,’ he said as I perched there, looking over his shoulder as he typed in the information.
I called Romeo while we waited for the results but he didn’t answer, so I left a message asking him to call me back and hung up. The results finally popped up and Hacker pointed at the screen. The three cars from the Cohens’ warehouse came back to legitimate numbers. No surprise there. The Purple People Eater jeep belonged to a Celia James. I wracked my brain trying to remember whether or not I’d ever come across that name before. Nope, nothing doing.
‘Who’s Celia James?’ Hacker asked.
‘I don’t know. But Fandango’s disappeared, my car’s been broken into, and Celia James has been following me. Methinks all this cannot be a coincidence.’
The next morning I woke up bright and early, raring to go. Now that I had something to sink my teeth into, I could feel the old familiar buzz of adrenaline surging through my veins. Amber Fox, Miss Hot-Shit Investigator, was well and truly on her way back!
I stood outside Fandango’s offices, checking out the view as I waited for the business to open. There were two houses in the vicinity of the old flour mill that could have had a view of what happened. I needed to talk to the owners, but first I wanted to speak to Fandango’s assistant, and I was betting that if it was London Fashion Week soon, they’d still have an immense amount of work to be getting on with, even though their boss was missing.
I didn’t have to wait long. At eight-thirty, she pulled up beside me in her spanking-new Beemer. I waited until she had poked her skinny legs out the car door before I got out of my own vehicle. She rolled her eyes when she saw me.
‘Morning.’ I beamed at her.
‘Hunh,’ she snorted, with an expression that clearly suggested I’d personally ruined her morning. Obviously the whack on her head hadn’t improved her manners.
‘I didn’t catch your name the other day,’ I said, falling into step along side her.
A blank expression stared back at me.
‘Your name?’ I prompted.
‘What’s it got to do with you?’ she asked, scowling.
I whistled. ‘Wow, that’s a long name.’
She muttered something under her breath.
‘Well, since I’m investigating the disappearance of Umberto Fandango, I’d say it had quite a lot to do with me.’
‘Heather Brown,’ she finally snapped, frosty vibes rolling off her tongue in my direction. No, frosty was too warm a word. More like glacial.
‘I need to have a look around, and ask you a few questions.’
She didn’t bother to respond as she unlocked the offices and flipped on the lights. I hurried along behind her as she clacked her way toward the office she shared with Fandango, her Jimmy Choos sending out an unhappy snap with every step.
I studied her as she took a deep breath at the sight of the bullet hole in the doorframe, the dried smears of blood on the floor, and the residue of fingerprint powder which covered most of the surfaces in the office. She stepped over the bloodstains and placed her briefcase on her desk, glaring at me with defiant eyes. Ms. Ice Queen Brown didn’t seem all that upset about the fact that her boss was missing and possibly dead. Then again, she didn’t seem the type to let anything upset her.
‘How’s your head?’ I asked, studying the angle of the bullet hole and taking in the rest of the scene.
‘It’s still there.’
‘Well, that’s a bonus. Are you sure you’re up to working?’
‘I’m only staying for a few hours to sort out some things that can’t wait.’ She shot me a dismissive look.
‘So, what happened yesterday?’
She sighed and lit a cigarette. Tilting her head back, she exposed her scrawny neck and took a slow drag. Seeing I wasn’t just going to move on, she blew a line of blue-grey smoke in my direction and answered. ‘I don’t know. Someone hit me over the head. I got knocked out and I can’t remember.’ She curled her lips in a nasty half-smile and leaned skinny forearms on her desk.
‘How unfortunate,’ I said in a tone that implied I didn’t believe her in the slightest, and as I waited for her to continue, she flipped open her laptop and stared at the screen.
‘Did you see or hear anything before you were knocked out?’ I sat down in front of her, starting to understand why someone would hit her over the head. Much more of this and I would be taking a swing at her, myself.
‘No.’ This time she didn’t even bother to look at me when she answered. She rested her cigarette in an ashtray on her desk and typed away, avoiding my steady gaze.
‘What’s the last thing you do remember?’
‘I was here, at my desk. When I woke up again, I was lying on the floor, there,’ she said in a flat monotone as she pointed to the space between the back of her desk and the wall.
‘What time was that?’
‘About seven p.m.’
‘Who else was in the building at that time?’
‘It was just me and Umberto.’
‘Was the place locked up and alarmed while you were in here?’
‘I don’t know. I can’t remember. The door alarms were probably on.’
‘And the entire fashion collection has been stolen from this building?’
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