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        SOHO, LONDON. JUNE 1985.

      

      

      It was a light, bright summer’s evening, but this seedy, low-ceilinged back room of the Red Lion felt as dark and exciting as he’d hoped. Almost nine o’clock, and the cabaret was just about to kick off.

      Joe Stone settled into the high-backed chair as his friend and new flatmate, Russell Dixon, sauntered back from the bar with their drinks—two pints among the bright sea of cocktails that covered the other tables.

      Russell was in his mid-forties, a former police detective, and one of the nicest, most honest men Joe had ever met. He and Joe had become close earlier in the year, when Joe’s oldest friend—Russell’s flatmate—Chris Sexton, had been murdered. Police apathy and a series of strange discoveries had led Joe and Russell to join forces and solve the case.

      The whole affair had cemented their friendship and motivated Joe to move to the city and start a new life for himself among people more like him—the kind of people who were now crammed into this dark room, out the back of their favourite Soho pub, for an evening of pure camp.

      This was what he loved about Soho: the strange, wonderful mix of people—artists and celebrities rubbing shoulders with gangsters and retired prostitutes. Everyone with a story to tell, everyone a friend, if only for the night. The smoke-filled basement bars, the all-night coffee shops, the revue bars and sex shops, all crowded together on these boisterous, vibrant streets—this was home.

      There was a growing hum of excitement as people took their seats. A friendly crowd. Everyone there had come intent on making this the best ever fundraiser for the Campbell Centre—a charity close to both Joe and Russell’s hearts—which took care of victims of HIV and AIDS.

      Both of them quietly acknowledged that they were driven to help the charity by the memory of their mutual friend Chris. The Campbell Centre had been a passion of his, though his involvement had eventually turned out to be one of the reasons he was killed. But that was a different story.

      After helping to solve his murder, Joe had decided to stay in Soho. He moved into Chris’s old room in Russell’s flat, and took a job as a runner in a small television production company.

      He’d once held lofty aspirations for his psychology degree, but he’d quickly found that his job in the strange world of television production used every aspect of his training and more.

      Besides, it was far more interesting than his previous, very junior role with social services, and it left him plenty of time to volunteer at the Campbell Centre whenever he could, helping to care for, but mostly entertain the patients there.

      Funding for the centre was all privately raised, and though Chris had left some money behind by way of a small legacy from his fashion label, they always needed more. So, Joe and Russell had joined forces with some of Chris’s other friends to put together this fundraiser in his honour.

      Hopefully the first of many, The Frock Show was a celebration of the growing drag scene in Soho, and a safe stage for new acts to try out their routines alongside the seasoned veterans who’d been the mainstay of the scene since the seventies.

      One of their other friends, Paul, was due to perform later in the evening as his alter ego, Patty Cakes. Still relatively new on the scene, Patty’s was a sensual, breathy act, which Russell described as a poor man’s Marilyn Monroe. Brutal as criticism went, but actually not that far off the mark.

      Joe smiled his thanks as Russell delivered the drinks. He was so pleased Russell was there tonight given that he would usually shy away from big nights out on the scene. But Joe had been determined to get him out more.

      A former detective with the Metropolitan Police, Russell had been run out of the job when some of his colleagues had discovered his sexuality and used it to entrap and arrest him, forcing a suspension and prompting a relatively well-paid, though not entirely welcome, early retirement.

      Russell had gone into a bit of a depression afterwards, but helping to solve Chris’s murder had reinvigorated him, giving him a new enthusiasm for life again. Just because he’d left the force, didn’t mean he had to stop investigating.

      Both Joe and Russell had changed irrevocably since Chris had died. He’d been such a fabulous, gregarious, wild young man, whose bright star had been snuffed out far too early. He had been widely loved by most, deeply resented by some, but definitely missed by all.

      They had even taken to challenging each other to Be More Chris. Which was how Joe had persuaded Russell to come out tonight. Gone were the days of either of them hiding their sexuality or shying away from speaking out. Both had come to realise the value of being Out and Proud, despite the dangers that represented.

      “When’s it all kicking off then?” Russell asked, sitting down next to Joe and shaking the drips from his hands.

      “Any minute now. But Patty’s on second. At about quarter to ten.”

      Russell smiled and took a big swig of his beer.

      “Plenty of time to get another couple of these down us then,” he laughed.

      Even though he'd helped to organise it, Russell never enjoyed being in this kind of crowd. He said it was all too extrovert. Maybe it was, but Joe thought it was good for him to get out every now and then. He was never going to meet anyone sitting around in their flat.

      Besides, Joe liked the company. He was still not that keen on going home alone, even though they’d long since caught Chris’s killer. Soho may be one of the more gay-friendly places in London, but it was far from safe.

      “Here we go,” Russell said, as a tall, elegant man stepped on to the stage and tapped the microphone. His tuxedo, frilled shirt, bowtie, top hat and cane were all bright white, glowing under the lights and contrasting his dark skin perfectly. Pure theatre. That was Danny Devraux.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls,” Danny called, sounding like a circus ringmaster. “Welcome to The Frock Show!”

      A light applause rippled across the room, a couple of whoops. The crowd wasn’t warmed up yet, just how Danny liked them.

      “Oh, come on now,” he cajoled. “I’ve seen happier punters at a wake. Cheer up! I said: Welcome to The Frock Show!”

      A cheer this time, still a little muted, but much better. Danny was a natural crowd-pleaser.

      He stepped down off the front of the stage, slipping easily between the chairs and tables, greeting customers by name, a touch here, a kiss there, the consummate host and showman.

      All the while, the microphone remained in his hand as he delivered the most intimate of public introductions for members of the audience he either recognised or liked the look of. Those he didn’t know were treated to a joke or an invitation to introduce themselves.

      Danny Devraux—Dan Carter to his friends—was the campest straight man Joe had ever met. Now in his late sixties, he was a jobbing actor with a passion for musicals and fond memories of a youth filled with sex, drugs, jazz and cabaret.

      Joe had met him on the set of a television programme where Dan had been playing a tired, old ham of an actor. “Not much acting required, really, darling,” Dan had joked in the lunch queue. They’d hit it off immediately. Mainly because Dan did not take himself seriously at all, and was full of great tales which he told with contagious animation. Joe was in awe of anyone with that kind of confidence.

      Dan and Joe had kept in touch after the shoot had ended, occasionally going to the theatre together, since Dan always seemed to have a ready supply of tickets to all the good shows.

      Joe had even ventured up north to Camden a few times to see Danny Devraux in action as compere for the weekly revue shows and open mic nights in the Black Cap.

      It hadn’t taken much persuading to get Dan to wheel his Danny Devraux persona out to act as host for this evening’s event. And Danny had even managed to pull in some of his Camden contacts—drag acts who’d been drawing in fans for years—to headline the show.

      Danny Devraux knew people, and he had a way of getting them to do what he asked.

      “Oh,” he purred. “Who do we have here?”

      He leaned in dramatically, lifting Joe’s chin gently with the end of his cane.

      “The inimitable Joe Stone,” Danny announced. “Your host and organiser, ladies and gentlemen. This kid is going places, let me tell you.”

      Joe smiled and waved at the applause, embarrassed to be the one singled out. Though if he’d got the same look from Russell that Danny’d just got, he’d have gone for the easy target too. Russell did not do audience participation.

      Another ripple of applause and a hearty wolf-whistle made Joe’s smile a little wider. He’d worked hard to get this show together tonight, and he was looking forward to it. The whistle had come from Luc, Joe’s boyfriend, who kissed him as he sat down.

      “Am I late?”

      “Just in time,” Joe said, squeezing his hand, and then punching his arm as Luc stole a swig of his drink.

      From the stage, a tinkling from the piano caught Danny’s attention.

      “Aha, Maestro,” he cooed. “’Tis time, ’tis time!”

      Trotting back onto the stage, lithe and athletic despite his advancing years, he struck a pose, leaning on his cane, top hat at a jaunty angle. The piano player began in earnest, and Danny launched into his well-rehearsed rendition of “Wilkommen”.

      By the time the song had ended and the first act had been introduced, the crowd were already whooping and cheering. Danny had done his job, and Joe could finally relax, knowing that tonight was going to go well.

      Looking around the crowd, Joe recognised many of the faces. Who would have thought, when he’d arrived in London for the weekend four months ago, that this would be his life now?

      It was such a far cry from the small village he and his late friend Chris had grown up in. Still, he wouldn’t change it for the world. They may all be oddballs, weirdoes and freaks to the world outside, but they were his oddballs, weirdoes and freaks. He was one of them now.

      “I’m just going to wish Patty luck,” he told Luc and Russell, standing up and edging his way down the side of the room towards the makeshift backstage area.

      He actually wanted to thank Danny again for hosting tonight, but he would also slip back and give Patty some encouragement before it was her turn to hit the stage.

      There were already a few people leaning against the wall, now that all the tables were full, and Joe had to sidestep a drag queen he didn’t recognise to get past.

      She was tall, especially in those killer stilettos, with a straight, shoulder length wig in dark brown, with a sharp, unattractive fringe, badly cut in. Her whole outfit was strangely drab and old-fashioned, apart from the killer heels. High, sparkling blue stilettos. It was clear where the money for that outfit had been spent.

      Joe was getting used to all sorts of strange quirks when it came to the Soho drag scene, but the spinster-aunt-in-kinky-boots look was a new one on him, and he wasn’t sure it worked.

      Joe smiled, squeezing past. She didn’t smile back. In fact, she barely moved out of his way. Probably part of her drag persona—spinster aunts were notoriously grumpy, after all.

      Joe shrugged and moved on. She’d paid to get in, so he couldn’t really ask much more from her. He pushed through the swing doors and into the relative quiet of the backstage area.
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        * * *

      

      It was hardly big enough to swing a cat backstage, which wasn’t surprising, given that the stage itself was just a section of the pub’s old function room, separated from the so-called backstage area by some wonky theatrical flats.

      Beyond, a narrow corridor led to a fire exit at the back of the pub. A small storeroom off that corridor had been commandeered as a dressing room and, other than that, there was nothing back here apart from a manky staff toilet, which bar owner, Ron, had promised to clean before tonight. Needless to say, he hadn’t.

      Joe found Danny Devraux standing in the wings, a tall glass of Cinzano in his hand. A favourite tipple, which added to his camp demeanour. The fact that he could happily sink six or more to start the night was neither here nor there.

      “That was a great start, Danny,” Joe said, shaking his hand. “Thanks again for doing this.”

      “Tough crowd,” Danny smiled. “I thought I’d never get them warmed up.”

      “No fear of that with you,” Joe said.

      Danny peered back out through the wings, watching the performance.

      “She’s good,” he said. “I should try and get her up to the Cap.”

      Danny’s regular night ran in a pub called The Black Cap in Camden, and part of the draw getting him down here tonight was that he may find some fresh faces to take back for his cabaret nights.

      “You wait ’til you see the next one,” Joe said. “Speaking of which, I’d better go find her, she’ll need a little boost.”

      He noticed that Danny didn’t respond. In fact, he was staring, wide-eyed, somewhere beyond the stage, his drink titled at a dangerous angle, a frown creasing his brow.

      “Dan?” Joe asked. “You alright? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Danny snapped back into character almost immediately, taking a big gulp of his drink, shuddering at the strength of it as he swallowed. Breathing out slowly, he turned back to Joe.

      “Are you still here?” he asked, the twinkle returning to his eye. “I thought you had a queen to attend to.”

      He clapped Joe on the shoulder and took another long swig of his drink. His hand shook a little, and Joe tried to recall if it usually did.

      Danny was right though—there wasn’t much time before Patty was due on stage and, right now, Joe’s loyalty lay with his friend.

      “See you for drinks after the show, Danny,” he said, heading off.

      Danny raised his glass, but something had slipped from his usual charming demeanour. Joe hoped it wasn’t because he felt this was all too low rent for him. Still, Joe couldn’t worry about it now. The show must go on.

      He followed the sound of giggling laughter down the corridor to the former storeroom, its newly applied glittering cardboard star marking it out as the dressing room. Knocking gently, he opened the door without waiting, a tinny blast of Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” greeting him. Nothing could be less appropriate for the occupants of this room.

      “You decent, girls?”

      “Oh, hardly, love.”

      “You wouldn’t like us if we were.”

      This time last year Joe wouldn’t have dreamed of walking into a room like this, and yet now he felt completely at home.

      Inside, he found a handful of men in various states of undress: mid-tuck or full sequin, in skull caps waiting to be adorned with glamorous wigs, or peering into mirrors with tongs and combs already delicately teasing curls over foreheads. The smell of perfume and hairspray was almost overwhelming.

      “Come in then,” one of them called. “You’re letting all the heat out.”

      Joe closed the door behind him, noticing that Patty instantly relaxed on seeing him. He could never refer to Patty as Paul when he was in drag. He became she straight away, and remained that way until the outfit—and the persona—came off.

      They’d had a frosty start to their relationship—tinged with jealousy on Paul’s part of Joe’s long-standing relationship with Chris, and with suspicion on Joe’s part because he’d seen Patty arguing with Chris on the night he’d died.

      That had quickly become water under the bridge, and Joe thought they had quite a good friendship now. Which was how he knew that nerves almost always got the best of Patty before a performance. Paul made a beautiful showgirl, but Patty wasn’t a natural performer.

      “What’s it like out there?” Patty asked.

      “Lively,” Joe said. “But very friendly. They’ve even given Belle an encore.”

      Belle—Maybelle Leen, to give her her full name—was notoriously polarising as an act. Crass, bawdy and acerbic, but with the voice of an angel. She was the cabaret version of the canary in the mineshaft—if the crowd liked her, the rest of the line up would have no problems.

      “Oh, thank God. They’re not going to kill me, then? How do I look?”

      “Sensational, as always.”

      Joe brushed a fleck of dried mascara from her cheek and smiled reassuringly.

      “You’re too kind. I’m shitting myself.”

      The harsh Liverpudlian accent was an endearing part of the act, and the coarse language coming from such a pretty thing made it all the funnier.

      “You’ll be amazing.”

      Patty shuddered.

      “Oh God, I can’t stand the waiting around.”

      The words were barely said, when the temporary light they’d rigged up in the storeroom flashed red, calling her to the stage. Joe kissed the air either side of Patty’s face, careful not to smudge any make-up.

      “You can do this,” he said.

      Patty smiled. Joe turned her around and propelled her towards the door.

      “Wait,” she said, tottering back to the make-up table. “I need my feathers!”

      And with that, Patty was gone in a chorus of support from the other acts, feather boa wafting behind her, one final “Ooh!” called over her shoulder in chorus with Madonna. Joe smiled at the retreating figure. Patty made a great woman. Ankles, cheekbones and an arse to die for.

      “Everything alright back here then, ladies?” Joe asked. “Got everything you need?”

      “Glorious,” one of them said in a voice like gravel and honey. “Just like the fucking Palladium, love.”

      Reg Blakeley—or Mrs Saddlewick as her fans knew her—was one of the longest serving and most admired female impersonators on the scene. She spent so much of her time in drag that most people could be forgiven for thinking she was Mrs Saddlewick.

      She was a great act, but, boy, did she like the sound of her own voice. With a sharp tongue, a keen mind and vocabulary that would make a navvy wince, she was never backward in coming forward.

      As tonight’s star turn, she’d kicked up a hell of a fuss when she’d realised she was going to have to share the cramped storeroom with the other performers, but fortunately Danny had quickly stepped in to smooth things over. He knew her well, and was able to talk down her tantrum with little more than the offer of free drinks all night. Joe didn’t want to set her off again.

      “Excellent,” he said. “Well, good luck all, I’ll be cheering you on from the wings.”

      As he stepped back into the corridor, he could hear Patty’s opening number kicking off to rapturous applause. This was the closest to a home crowd she would probably ever see. Hopefully they’d be kind.

      Joe intended to watch her from the sidelines, so that he could be there to support her when she came off. As he headed back towards the wings, he was barged aside by someone running away from the stage.

      “Hey,” he called, turning to see the same drag queen he’d had to navigate around earlier hurrying down the corridor. Dark wig, plain dress, blue heels clattering on the lino floor as she made off towards the dressing room. There was something wrong with the way she was running. Uneven. As though she was limping.

      Joe didn’t know who she was, but she wasn’t on the line up and he didn’t want any trouble tonight. He started back down the corridor after her.

      “Hey! You can’t be back here. This area is for performers only.”

      She didn’t even turn at the sound of his voice. If anything, she seemed to move even faster, as though she knew where she was heading. But she ran straight past the dressing room, and Joe slowed. There was nothing down there apart from the emergency fire door.

      Joe heard the metal door slam open and then bang closed again, the sound echoing angrily up the hall. The slam had barely faded when it was replaced by a piercing scream from the side of the stage.
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        * * *

      

      Russell saw Patty falter as the scream from offstage rose above her warbling performance. A terrible moment of hesitation as she tried to figure out whether it was a joke or if something awful had happened.

      Russell knew from the hollow desperation in the scream that it was no joke. He was on his feet and hurtling towards the stage before he could think about what he was doing.

      Among the theatrical flats that made up the temporary stage wings, Russell found the source of the scream: the first performer of the night, Maybelle Leen, was on her knees beside Danny’s body.

      Danny’s once crisp white outfit was stained with a line of blood from a single stab wound to his chest. His hat had rolled across the floor when he fell, but his cane was still tightly gripped in his right hand. His glass lay broken beside his body, the contents staining the cuff of his jacket.

      Russell gently lifted the traumatised performer away from the body and crouched down beside Danny, feeling for a pulse. There was nothing. Danny was dead.

      Patty appeared in the wings, her fellow performer now whimpering at the sight of Danny’s blood on her hands. Russell looked up at her.

      “Call the police,” he said, as pandemonium broke out front of stage. “There’s a phone behind the bar. And try to keep people in the building until they get here. They’ll want to talk to any witnesses.”

      For once, Patty didn’t panic, but dashed back onto the stage and disappeared into the confused audience, heading straight for the bar.

      Russell guessed by the noise levels out front that containing people until the police showed up would be a tough job. He could hear Ron, the barman, trying to tell people to stay put and calm down, his own voice filled with panic. No one was listening.

      “What’s going on?” Joe asked, arriving on the scene and stopping in his tracks as he saw Danny’s prone body. “Oh God. What’s happened? Is he alright?”

      “Stay back,” said Russell. “He’s been stabbed.”

      “What? But I was just speaking to him not ten minutes ago.”

      Joe hovered behind him, trying to get a better look at the body to confirm what he’d just been told. Strange, thought Russell, the way we humans always have to see for ourselves.

      Russell lifted Danny’s suit jacket to reveal the stab wound—small, round, deep, straight into the chest.

      “That’s right in the heart, I’d hazard,” Russell mused. „He would have died pretty quickly, if that’s any mercy.”

      He let the suit jacket close again, and raised Danny’s right hand, still clutching the cane. The rounded white handle had the smallest scuff of dirt on it. Looking closer, Russell realised it wasn’t dirt, but make-up—foundation with a glittering hint of rouge. Whoever had attacked Danny would be sporting a nice bruise on her cheek for a few days.

      “Looks like Danny tried to fight back,” Russell said. “See?”

      Joe crouched down beside him and looked closer.

      “Make-up?” he asked.

      “Exactly.”

      Russell picked up the bottom half of Danny’s broken glass and sniffed it, wincing.

      “What was he drinking?” Russell asked.

      “Cinzano, as far as I know. That’s what he usually drank.”

      “Smells disgusting,” Russell said. “So sweet.”

      “Bloody rocket fuel, that. Especially the way Ron makes them,” Joe replied, lifting Danny’s left hand and peering at it closely. Several strands of dark hair were wrapped around his fingers. He picked one of the hairs free and examined it between his fingers.

      “Look at this,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      “Synthetic,” he said. “A wig. And a pretty cheap one at that.”

      He held the hair up to the light for Russell to see.

      “Dark brown,” Russell said. “Which is neither Belle nor Patty. So who’s the brunette?”

      Joe let the hair drop, looking at Russell wild-eyed. And then he was on his feet and sprinting down the corridor towards the fire escape.
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        * * *

      

      Joe burst through the fire door, hearing it slam back against the wall just as it had before when he’d seen the dark-haired drag queen running away. He should have gone after her straight away.

      He looked up and down the street. It was still surprisingly light outside—the sky only just beginning to fade into that late summer twilight.

      Groups of drinkers—a heady mix of suited yuppies, flamboyant artists, tattooed punks and general layabouts—gathered around tables outside another bar further up the street, laughing and chatting, utterly oblivious to what had just happened inside the pub.

      The pavement in the other direction was clear and empty. A streetlight flickered to life. A neon pink sign flashed on and off, advertising the live show on the corner. It would be dark soon.

      There was no sign of the mysterious woman in either direction. Joe had wasted too much time coming after her. He turned back to the fire escape and stopped.

      On the floor just outside the door was a single stiletto shoe. Dark-blue and glittering. Joe crouched down and picked it up, turning it over in his hands. The heel had snapped off at the base and was now dangling by a thin thread of overlapping fabric.

      Danny’s attacker would never have been able to run in this. No wonder she’d looked like she was limping.

      He realised that the end of the heel had left a smear on the palm of his hand. It looked like blood. Joe almost dropped it.

      Not wanting to get locked out, he eased the fire escape door back so it was almost closed but not locked from the outside, and set off along the pavement, still clutching the shoe. He was acting on instinct here, nothing more than a hunch. She couldn’t have got far in one stiletto on these filthy Soho streets, could she?

      Sure enough, he saw a black cab take a left turn out of the end of the street. In the back seat was the same drag queen he’d seen running from the club. The straight dark wig, the fine features, angled cheekbones, panicked eyes staring at Joe. She looked vaguely familiar. Who was she?

      Just like that, the taxi turned the corner and she was gone. Joe looked down at the shoe dangling from his fingers. Not quite a Cinderella story, but at least it was a clue.

      Russell arrived on the pavement outside the club, letting the fire door slam shut before Joe could stop him.

      “Dammit,” Russell said, realising what he’d done. “Sorry. What’s going on, Joe?”

      “Look at this,” Joe said, holding the broken shoe out for Russell to see. “It’s covered in blood. I think this might be what did for Danny.”

      “What?” Russell said, peering into his open hand. “Wow. Talk about a killer heel.”

      “There was this girl,” Joe said. “I saw her in the club earlier, right by the stage. She didn’t really seem to be that into the performance, but I didn’t think that much of it because Belle was on, and she’s not everyone’s cup of tea, is she?”

      Russell nodded an agreement as they headed off towards the corner of the block. They’d have to get back into the pub through the front door.

      “Anyway, I went backstage, chatted to Danny, then went into the dressing room to see Patty. When I came out, the same girl ran past me and out of this fire door. And then, obviously, I found you with Danny.”

      “What did she look like?”

      “Well, a bad drag, if I’m honest.”

      Russell looked at him sideways, seeking an explanation.

      “Just a bit cheap,” Joe clarified. “And plain. Like, her wig was this lanky, shoulder length bob. Cheap synthetic from the way the strands were all sticking to each other.”

      “She wasn’t one of the acts then?”

      “No, I’ve never seen her before,” Joe said. “She was tall, though, especially in these.” He held up the shoe. “But everything else was a bit plain. Apart from the heels, she looked more like she was going to a parents’ evening than a drag night.”

      “Maybe she was trying to blend in? If she’d come with murder on her mind, she wouldn’t want to stand out of the crowd too much, would she?”

      “Well, if that was the case, she’d have been better off overdoing it a bit more, wouldn’t she? She stood out like a sore thumb in that crowd.”

      They rounded the corner and Russell faltered.

      “Oh great,” he said.

      Joe looked up to see what was troubling him, and spotted Detective Skinner—the nasty, homophobic cop, who had been instrumental in getting Russell removed from the force—climb out of an unmarked Ford Sierra and stride towards the pub.

      Skinner had been the detective supposedly in charge of Chris’s murder case, too, and his lack of interest in pursuing the case had been what had encouraged Russell and Joe to join forces and solve it themselves. When they’d handed the killer in at the station, Russell had hoped the complaint he’d made would result in some kind of disciplinary for Skinner. Obviously it hadn’t been enough to remove him from the job.

      “Come on,” said Joe, taking Russell’s arm and guiding him towards the door. “It’s better we talk to him first, before he starts on any of that lot in there.”
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        * * *

      

      Joe was right, of course, but Russell still felt a sense of dread at the thought of having to deal with Skinner again. Whilst looking into Chris’s murder, Russell had confirmed his suspicion that Skinner was a vicious, bent cop, who was on the payroll of some of Soho’s shadier characters.

      He had made no bones about his disgust at Russell’s sexuality, and he had deliberately obstructed the investigation into Chris’s death, simply because Chris was gay and Skinner thought that was a free pass to a short life.

      His active hatred of the gay community would be a problem again with this case, Russell had no doubt. He would take one look at the clientele of the pub that evening, and deduce that Danny’s death was just an inevitable outcome of the depravity that Skinner maintained went hand-in-glove with London’s gay scene.

      Nonetheless, Joe was right—it was better he spoke to Skinner himself, rather than leaving it to the shocked punters inside. So, Russell steeled himself and led the way back into the pub, with Joe hot on his heels.

      Skinner was already on the stage, looking around at the assembled crowd of bedraggled queens. Mascara-smeared cheeks and lopsided wigs. No one here, apart from Skinner, cared. They had all just lost one of their own. A great supporter. A lovely man.

      Russell hurried over to meet Skinner as the detective headed into the makeshift stage wings.

      “Detective Skinner,” he said, sounding a lot brighter than he felt. “I see you’re back on the team.”

      Skinner turned, snarling with unconcealed distaste.

      “You?”

      “We’ve really must stop meeting like this,” Russell said, smiling a false little flirtation. "Anyone would think you were stalking me."

      He’d been Skinner’s boss once. He wasn’t going to let this weasel intimidate him. Joe caught up with them as both men squared up to each other. Skinner looked him up and down, lip curling again.

      “I see you’ve still got Boy Wonder in tow,” Skinner sneered.

      “Detective,” Joe said, flatly. He had no time for the man either.

      “I do hope you weren’t too inconvenienced by our last efforts,” Russell said. “We didn’t mean to get you into too much trouble. But it’s always nice to see a crime properly solved, isn’t it? Justice done, and all that.”

      Skinner took a deep breath. The reminder of his recent disciplinary would keep him vaguely civil for now.

      “I don’t have time to talk to you, right now,” Skinner said. “I have a death to investigate.”

      “Oh, I think you could call it a murder,” Russell said. “I’ve seen the body. In fact, I was one of the first on the scene, so I’m afraid you’re going to have to talk to me anyway.”

      He smiled disingenuously. Skinner tried to mould his face into anything but a slapped-arse, and failed.

      “I can wait while you get up to speed,” Russell said. But I haven’t got all night."

      “Have a seat,” Skinner said, head cocked to one side. “I’ll be over to take your statements as soon as I’m ready.”

      Skinner turned and stormed off into the wings, where a uniformed officer was already standing over Danny’s body.

      Russell and Joe headed over to the bar to wait and found the barman, Ron—another friend of theirs—trying to reassure distressed punters that everything was okay, and they’d be allowed to leave soon. He looked ashen himself, so his reassurances were falling on deaf ears.

      As soon as Russell and Joe sat down, the questions began flying from all sides.

      “What happened?”

      “Was he murdered?”

      “Who killed him?”

      “What if they come back?”

      Most people there knew that Russell used to be in the police and, more importantly, everyone knew that Russell and Joe had been the ones to work out what had happened to Chris. Plus, they’d been the organisers of tonight’s fundraiser. So it was only natural that people were turning to them for answers now.

      “Hold on, all of you,” Ron said, placing a full pint each on the bar in front of both Russell and Joe. “We’ve all had a shock. Let’s just have a drink and see what the police want to do next.”

      Russell was grateful for Ron’s stoic pragmatism, even if there was a hint that he was just trying to break even on the bar for tonight. Ron had been running The Red Lion in Soho for longer than Russell had lived and worked here, and he’d always been a friendly ear. He took in all sorts of waifs and strays and rented them rooms above the pub, often in return for glass collecting and dishwashing duties if they couldn’t pay in cash. He was one of life’s good sorts.

      “But what’s happened? He is dead, isn’t he?” The questioner was a young man, wig and dress stripped off and tracksuit back on, but his face still caked with make-up.

      Russell didn’t recognise him, but then he had no reason to—Joe had been the one organising all the acts. Russell had been in charge of logistics—he was less likely to upset anyone that way.

      “I hope we’re still going to get paid,” the rasping voice of Mrs Saddlewick enquired.

      “Jesus, Reg,” Ron said. “The man’s dead.”

      “Look, I know you’re all shocked,” Russell said. “It’s a terrible thing, but we really don’t know much more than you.”

      Much tutting and muttering rippled around the room. They wanted more from him.

      “All I know is that Danny was in the wings, having just introduced Patty, and he was stabbed.”

      “Stabbed?” Ron said. “Bloody hell.”

      “Looked like it, at least,” Russell said, taking a much-needed drink of his pint. “The police will be able to tell us more.”

      “But when could it have happened?” Joe asked, as confused as the others. “Danny introduced Patty, right? And I left the dressing room moments after Patty went on stage. And Danny was already dead by the time I got back to the wings.”

      “More importantly, who would want to kill Danny?” Patty asked. “He’s one of the most popular guys we know. Who’s going to tell his poor wife?”

      Skinner had sauntered over in their direction in time to hear the last comment.

      “He had a wife?” Skinner asked, incredulously.

      “Jean,” Ron confirmed, shining a glass and putting it on the shelf. “She’s sick enough as it is. This might just kill her.”

      “A word please, Mr Dixon,” Skinner said to Russell. It was more of a command than a request. Russell’s hackles rose immediately.

      “Sure.”

      Russell gave Joe a subtle, warning wink as he got up. Keep an eye on me. Joe knew the background between the two men, and would step in to calm things down if he saw either of them looking tasty.

      Skinner led the way back into the wings, where Danny’s body had now at least been covered with a blanket.

      “Well, you and your friends just can’t seem to keep out of trouble, can you?” Skinner asked. “What exactly was going on here tonight? And you can spare me the seedier details.”

      Russell unclenched his fists. It would be so easy to swing for Skinner right now, but that would only land him in trouble. Skinner may be a hateful man, but he had friends in high places, and would certainly win any pissing contest Russell tried to start. That much had been proved already.

      “Oh, don’t worry. It was nothing to offend your delicate sensibilities,” Russell said. “We’d organised a fundraiser for the Campbell Centre. Dan Carter was our compère for the evening.”

      “And how well did you know him?”

      “Not that well, I’d seen him perform at one of his regular nights in Camden. It was Joe who knew him. Persuaded him to come down and help us out tonight.”

      “You say he was compère. What did that entail exactly?”

      “He did a little opening spiel to get the audience warmed up, and then he was supposed to introduce each of the girls.”

      “Girls?”

      “The acts,” Russell emphasised, rolling his eyes.

      Skinner’s lip curled again.

      “And people pay money to see this kind of thing?”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “Good.”

      Skinner bent down and lifted the blanket enough to reveal the stab wound on Danny’s chest.

      “Stabbed, once, through the chest,” Skinner said. “Would have been quick enough.”

      Russell peered at the wound again. It was quite wide, for a stab wound. Perfect size and shape for the stiletto heel Joe had found outside. Whoever had done this would have had to stamp pretty hard on Danny’s chest to inflict the wound. And he’d have already had to be on the ground for it to work. It seemed an odd way to murder someone.

      “Strange shape, isn’t it?” Russell said.

      “What’s that?”

      “The stab wound. It’s an odd shape. More circular than you’d expect from a knife blade.”

      Russell was testing him, as he always had when they’d worked together. Not only was Skinner a vile person, he was also a lazy detective.

      “Hmm,” Skinner looked again, without much interest. “Blade probably twisted as he went down. Seen it before.”

      Russell doubted he had. He stood up, his feet crunching on a shard of broken glass from Danny’s spilled drink.

      “Perhaps,” he muttered. “Or perhaps he was stabbed with something else altogether—not a blade at all.”

      “I don’t recall asking for your contribution,” Skinner snapped.

      Fine. He knew he should mention the shoe Joe had found, and the drag act he’d seen running from the scene, but the look on Skinner’s face stopped him. Even if that mysterious drag queen had killed Danny, Russell didn’t want Skinner to be the one arresting or charging him—not with his reputation for violent homophobia. Russell decided to keep quiet for now.

      Russell studied Danny’s body again. What happened to you, Dan?  Whatever it was it had obviously been quick and silent. Patty had started performing as Danny left the stage. The applause had died down, and she’d been singing a relatively quiet little number. If Danny had screamed when he'd been stabbed, everyone would have all heard him. So he must either have been silenced, or he was already unconscious when the fatal blow was struck.

      “And where were you then, Mr Dixon? When all this was happening?”

      There was something so disingenuous about the way Skinner used the “Mister” these days, now that he was no longer forced to respect Russell’s position in the chain of authority.

      “Hmm? Oh, I was out there with the rest of the audience,” Russell pointed to the tables. “Watching the performance.”

      “And can you describe what happened, exactly, in the moments leading up to the discovery of the body.”

      “Danny had been out on the stage to introduce the next act, the lights went down as she came on, so it was just Patty in the spotlight. The audience clapped and she started singing.”

      Russell was making sure he referred to all of the performers in the feminine, knowing it would jar on Skinner’s nerves every time.

      “She’d barely got past the first chorus when there was a scream from backstage, and I ran through to find another of the performers standing over Danny’s body. I moved her aside, checked for a pulse, found there to be none and had someone call the police.”

      “I see,” Skinner said, casting his eye back to the small group gathered at the bar. “Are you able to identify that person for me?”

      “What’s that?”

      “The person you saw crouching over the body when you got backstage. He is still here, I presume? Could you point him out?”

      Skinner’s turn to stress the pronoun. It was a cheap retort, but not unexpected. Russell signalled over to Joe, who was comforting the performer in question, Maybelle Leen.

      Joe spoke quietly to the young man, and Russell saw him glance at Skinner and flinch—none of them liked talking to the police.

      Joe followed the guy over, the blue stiletto still dangling from his hand. Russell sidled in front of him, blocking it from Skinner’s sight.

      “Detective Skinner,” Joe said. “This is Matthew Dean. He was the one who found Dan.”

      Matthew said nothing, looking at the ground. He still had traces of mascara smeared under his eyes, and the thick line of foundation made it clear where his wig had been. Russell wished he would just look up and meet Skinner’s eye, brave it out.

      “Right,” Skinner said, his usual, charmless self. “Maybe you can tell me what happened.”

      Matthew frowned.

      “I don’t know,” he said, nervously. “I finished my set, left the stage. Danny went on as I came off, to introduce Patty Cakes. I wished her luck and went to the loo. When I came out, I thought I’d sneak a look at Patty’s act from the wings…”

      He was babbling. Nervous. Skinner pursed his lips sourly.

      “Just stick to what happened to him, if you will,” Skinner said, pointing to the covered body on the floor.

      “Right, sorry,” Matthew said. “Right. So I came out of the loo, walked back up the corridor and when I got to the wings, I saw Danny’s feet sticking out of the shadows. I thought he was messing around, but then I came over and he was dead.”

      “And you saw no one else?” Skinner asked.

      “Back here? No. It was just me.”

      Russell could see where Skinner was leading him, and Matthew really wasn’t doing himself any favours.

      “So you’re telling me,” Skinner said, the suspicion heavy in his tone, “that Mr Carter here introduced the previous act to the stage, retired to the wings, and mere moments later you turned up and he was already dead. And yet you saw nothing and no one?”

      “Yes,” said Matthew, for the first time not babbling.

      “And you expect me to believe that you had nothing to do with his death? Despite his blood being on your hands, and you being the only one back here, by your own admission.”

      “I...” Matthew looked helplessly from Joe to Russell.

      “If that’s what the lad says happened,” Russell began.

      “When I want your opinion, Mr Dixon, I will ask for it,” Skinner snapped. “Until then, keep your nose out.”

      Russell knew better than to push it. Skinner was just itching for a reason to come down on him.

      “So, if your version of events is true,” Skinner said to Matthew. “And you were the only one back here, then I have no choice but to arrest you on suspicion of the murder of Daniel Carter.”

      Matthew, Joe and Russell all began protesting at the same time, but Skinner heard none of it. He was too busy rushing through Matthew’s rights and cuffing his hands behind his back.

      “You can’t do this,” Joe protested. “Matthew didn’t do anything.”

      “He can prove that to me down at the station then, can’t he?” Skinner replied, caustically.

      “Don’t be so stupid, man,” Russell stepped in, trying to stop Skinner from leading Matthew out. “There’s no way he could have done this.”

      “Get out of the way, or I’ll arrest you too. Do not test me.”

      Russell stepped aside. He’d be no help to Matthew in the cell beside him, and he didn’t doubt Skinner’s conviction.

      As Matthew was led away, he looked back beseechingly at Russell.

      “Help me,” he mouthed, wide-eyed.

      “It’s okay,” Russell called to Matthew, as Skinner shoved him towards the door. “We’ll sort this out.”

      As the door to the pub swung shut again, the bar was silent for a second before erupting into a chorus of anger and disbelief.

      “Shouldn’t we tell him about this?” Joe said, holding up the shoe again. “And the woman I saw?”

      “It won’t stop him right now,” said Russell. “Skinner’s on a mission to get this wrapped up quickly, he’ll just find a way to use them to convict Matthew.”

      “We’ve got to do something,” Joe said to Russell. “Matthew didn’t do this. We both know that.”

      “I know,” Russell said, closing his eyes in frustration. “But if they’re wasting time with him, it will buy us some time to figure out who did.”
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      Russell had managed to get hold of one of his less aggressive former colleagues—also working on the case—who had told him, reluctantly, where Danny’s wife, Jean, was being looked after. He’d also warned Russell not to get involved. Apparently Skinner had made it clear he was still gunning for his former boss.

      As Ron, the barman, had suggested, Jean’s cancer was in its final stages and she was being cared for in a private hospice near Camden.

      Ron and Danny had been close friends when they were younger, though Ron had told them he hadn’t seen Danny much in the intervening years.

      Still, he said he felt bad that he hadn’t even been to visit Jean since her cancer diagnosis, and he’d insisted on coming down with Joe and Russell to smooth the way for any questions they may have, and figure out if she was even up to talking to strangers.

      The hospice was an institutional building with very few frills. It reminded Joe of the place his grandmother had been in, though she had outwitted all of them and needed discharging again after she staged a miraculous fight back to her own cancer.

      In the end she’d lived another year and died at home. “Vitriol. That’s what kept her alive so long,” Joe’s father had claimed of his mother-in-law.

      The police had already been in earlier to deliver Jean the bad news of her husband’s murder, and the nurses were worried more visitors might be too much for her to take. Ron had agreed, solemnly, but had played up their friendship and her dwindling time, and they’d finally let all three of them in, on the condition that they didn’t distress Jean any further.

      Joe sat on the plastic chair in the corridor, legs twitching as Russell paced the tiled floor. Ron had been in with Jean for a good ten minutes already, and Russell was terrible at waiting.

      “Just sit down,” Joe chided. “He’ll be out in a minute.”

      Russell sighed and took the seat beside Joe’s, leaping up again the second the door to Jean’s room opened and Ron stuck his head out, his eyes looking bloodshot.

      “She’s up to seeing you, boys,” he said. “But take it easy, alright?”

      They agreed, filing into the room and standing awkwardly at the end of the bed.

      “I would shake your hand,” Jean said, her voice cracked and tired. “But they’ve got me wired up to all this gubbins. I can barely move for setting something off.”

      “Thanks for seeing us, Mrs Carter,” Joe said.

      She looked so small. Thin and frail, propped up on pillows and supported by wires, drips, and machines. Her skin was almost translucent, her hair gone, and the light blue bandana she wore had slipped slightly to one side.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Russell said.

      “It’s just awful, isn’t it,” Jean replied, stoically. “Although, I suppose it stops me worrying about what he’ll do after I’m gone.”

      Ron shuddered.

      “I’m going to get us all some tea,” he said, and shuffled out of the room.

      Joe didn’t blame him. The smell in here was antiseptic, chemical, deathly. He looked across at Russell, who was staring at his hands. He seemed strangely distracted by seeing her so reduced. Joe decided to take the lead.

      “We were both with Danny on the night he died,” he said, stepping forward. “He seemed happy. You know? Pleased to be there. Not worried about anything.”

      “He did love performing,” Jean acknowledged. “And he was ever so fond of all the girls.”

      Jean said it with a fondness of her own, which surprised Joe. Her breath rattled in her chest as she spoke, prompting a huge paroxysm of coughing. She spat into an old, yellowing handkerchief and smiled at Joe—a surprisingly radiant smile, given her situation.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Disgusting isn’t it? I’d be better off coughing the whole bloody lung up. At least it’d be out then.”

      “Was anything going on, Jean?” Joe said. “Only, I spent a fair bit of time with Danny in the last few months. And I know it was just in clubs and we didn’t really talk properly, but I never got the sense he was in any kind of trouble or that he had any enemies.”

      He knew he was rushing, but he didn’t know how much time the nurses would let them have with her, and he wanted to get any information he could. Russell put a hand on his arm.

      “As far as we knew, Jean, he was well liked by everyone. I think that’s the thing,” Russell said. “We just can’t imagine anyone wanting to kill Danny.”

      “I know,” she said. “But don’t kid yourselves. Everyone’s got someone who’d be happy to see them six foot under, ain’t they? We’ve all got our skeletons.”

      She was so cockney, it was almost stereotypical. But she was right. Joe hadn’t thought his friend Chris had any enemies at all until they’d started digging into his life. We’ve all got our skeletons. But how many would go as far as murder? And in such a public place, too.

      Joe was reminded of the dark-haired drag act he saw running away—the Cinderella with the broken shoe.

      “Had he fallen out with any of the acts, do you know?”

      “Danny? Nah. He loved them girls. He’d never hurt them. And they’d never hurt him.”

      “I know,” Joe said. “That’s what I told the police.”

      “Look, let the boys in blue deal with it, lads,” Jean said wearily. “It’ll no doubt end up just a case of him being in the wrong place at the wrong time. He always did have rotten luck, my Dan.”

      “Is there anything we can do for you, Jean? Anyone we can call?”

      She collapsed in another coughing fit, and a flustered nurse bustled in, slipping a small tray beneath Jean’s chin just in time to catch the phlegm that came up.

      “I think that’ll do for today, gentlemen,” she said sternly. There would be no more questions for Jean.

      “Wait,” Jean said, her breath rattling. “Pass my bag a minute, will you?”

      Joe lifted the small, burgundy handbag from the bedside cabinet and passed it to her. She fished around inside as the nurse fussed with her pillows. Finally, she pulled out a little plastic covered address book and opened it up. She held the page out for Joe to see.

      “Could you call this number? Ask for Violet.”

      Joe jotted the number down on a piece of scrap paper.

      “She’s my sister,” Jean said. “Tell her I’m really sorry, but I do need to see her again, after all.”

      “Of course,” Joe said, patting her hand and tucking the slip of paper into his pocket.

      He thanked her for seeing them as the nurse ushered them out of the room.

      In the corridor, they found Ron edging his way through a set of double doors at the far end, three polystyrene cups of tea in his hands.

      “Alright lads,” he said. “I got us some tea. What’d she say then?”

      “Exactly what we thought. That Danny didn’t have any real enemies and she couldn’t think who would want to hurt him,” said Joe.

      “You were in there a while to start with, Ron, what were you two talking about?”

      Ron looked affronted.

      “This and that,” he said, obtusely. “Just old times. The truth is, we’ve all drifted apart over the years. I thought it would be a good idea to clear the air. I felt guilty, you know?”

      “That was good of you,” Joe said.

      “Yeah, well...”

      He handed out the teas, looking distracted. Regret and remorse were what inevitably remained after friends had died. Joe knew it only too well.

      They all sipped their teas at the same time, both Joe and Russell burning their lips. Ron didn’t seem to notice the heat.

      “Jean asked me to call her sister,” Joe said.

      “Really?” Ron said, shocked. “Why she’d want you to do that?”

      “Why not?”

      “Hmm?” Ron sipped his tea, distracted and frowning. “Far as I know, no one’s seen Vi for years, least of all Jean.”

      “Maybe Jean wants to put things right before it’s too late,” Russell said.

      “Maybe. Yeah,” Ron said, not sounding convinced. “Still, I don’t know why she’d want to go raking all that up again now, after all this time.”

      Joe frowned. He’d got the sense from Jean that she’d seen Violet more recently than Ron was making out. Here in the hospital. Perhaps the sisters had reconciled their differences, once Jean knew her disease was terminal.

      He caught Russell looking at Ron askance too.

      “Raking what up?” Russell asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Don’t matter,” Ron said, quickly. “Sometimes history’s best left in the past, innit?”

      Joe wasn’t at all convinced that bad blood should be left to fester. He would call Violet as soon as they got home and tell her to come back in to see her sister.
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      As the three of them strode out of the hospice, a slim, mousy-haired man in a pin-stripe suit hurried after them.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he called, his voice tight and nasal. “I wonder if I might have a word.”

      They all stopped and turned.

      “Can we help?” Russell asked.

      “I hope so, it’s rather delicate, you see,” he said. “You’ve just been visiting with Jean Carter?”

      “Yeah, what of it?” Ron asked, stepping forward defensively.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said, sensing that he was putting his foot in it already. “I’m the manager here. Harry Underwood”

      He extended a hand. None of them shook it. He tucked it back in his pocket.

      “Are any of you, by any chance, her next of kin?” Underwood asked, wringing his hands.

      “No, said Russell. “We’re just friends. Her husband passed away, we came to share our condolences.”

      “Yes, terrible business,” Underwood said. “The police informed us yesterday evening. She was very upset.”

      “Naturally,” Ron said.

      “And, do you happen to know who her next of kin would be now? Now that he’s passed?”

      Russell got the feeling there was something amiss here. He shot Joe a cautionary look, noticing him reaching for his wallet, and not wanting him to share the sister’s name and number until they’d spoken to her. This guy could wait, or get it from Jean herself.

      “What exactly is the problem?” Russell asked.

      “Well, I’m not sure I can discuss it with you,” Underwood said. “If you’re not family.”

      “I’m family,” Ron blurted. “I’m her brother-in-law.”

      Russell and Joe both stared at him incredulously, but he held firm.

      “I may not directly be next of kin, but I’m as close to family as she’s got left for the moment. What’s the problem?”

      “Ah,” Underwood said, smiling weakly again. “It’s just that there’s been an issue with the payments for the last two months. I tried to speak to Mr Carter about it; he didn’t want to worry Jean. He promised it would be sorted out, but, well, it hasn’t and now… well, we may not be able to continue caring for Jean if there is no payment forthcoming.”

      He shuffled his feet. There, he’d said it.

      “I’m sorry to have to bring it up, especially at a time like this, but I wonder if you’d be able to advise me on how we should proceed?”

      Ron pulled a battered business card from his wallet and handed it to Underwood.

      “Send any outstanding bills to me,” he said. “Care of the Red Lion pub on Rupert Street. I’ll make sure you get what’s owed to you.”

      Underwood thanked him and turned away, back straight, adjusting his hair on the sides as he walked off, satisfied with himself.

      Ron set off towards the underground station as Russell and Joe exchanged a confused glance and hurried after him.

      “Brother-in-law?” Russell asked, catching up.

      “It’s a long story,” said Ron. “And I don’t want to talk about it right now. I’ve got to open the pub in less than an hour.”
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      It was standing-room only on the tube, and Russell could tell that Ron was in no mood to be questioned. Joe, however, wasn’t letting this go that easily.

      “Of course I’m not legally her brother-in-law,” he huffed. “But what does that matter?”

      “Why did you say it then?” Joe asked.

      “One,” Ron said, between clenched teeth, “it’s none of your business. And two, I was very close to Jean and Danny back in the day. Me and Dan were like brothers once, so that’s that.”

      “But why did you agree to pay the bills?” Russell asked. “Surely Danny had enough money to pay for Jean’s care? Why send her private if not?”

      “Danny was an odd one,” Ron said. “Didn’t trust hospitals. Never has. When Jean got sick, he promised her she wouldn’t die in one.”

      “But if he wasn’t paying the bills, he obviously couldn’t afford a private hospice,” Joe said.

      “Look, all I know is he was having a few money worries. I had no idea it was this bad.” Ron said. “I should have helped him out earlier. But, well… look I barely saw the bloke any more and he’s never been sharp with paying back his debts. He owed me too much already.”

      Russell got a sense he meant more than money.

      “Yes, but…” Joe started.

      “Just bloody leave it, will you?” Ron huffed.

      “You spent more time with Danny recently than the rest of us,” Russell directed his question at Joe, trying to stop his interrogation of Ron. “Did he ever let on to you that he was broke?”

      “No,” Joe said. “Look, he always got the drinks in, anyway. Didn’t seem to be counting the pennies. I didn’t really know him that well, though.”

      “Bloody idiot was always pretending to have more than he did,” Ron muttered. “It was all Jean’s though. She had the house, the career. And she earned well, too. They were pretty flush. He always liked to chuck it around. Showing off.”

      “Obviously he’s been chucking it around a bit too much, because something stopped him paying those fees,” Russell said.

      The tube pulled into their station and they shoved their way through the crowd and took the stairs out of the underground, emerging at street level at the end of Tottenham Court Road.

      “Where’s their house then?” Russell asked.

      “Cumberland Terrace. Number 4.” Ron said, putting on his best fancy voice. “You know them ones looking over Regent’s Park. Gorgeous, it is. Proper old townhouse.”

      “Bloody hell,” Russell said.

      It was a great postcode to own property in. An exclusive, expensive neighbourhood, right on the edge of the park. Far enough away from the seedier parts of London to be posh, but close enough to all of them to be relevant. Camden to the North, King’s Cross to the East, and Soho to the South. All within walking distance, though Russell doubted whether many of the residents of Cumberland Terrace ever walked anywhere.

      It seemed an incongruous place for Danny and Jean to live—too snobbish and gentrified for the likes of them. Russell could have better pictured them in some small flat in the heart of Soho.

      “Yeah, they’ve lived there for ever. Jean was quite the celebrity in her time. Like I say, she was a big earner.”

      “What did she do?” Joe asked.

      “She was a jazz singer,” Ron replied. “Bloody brilliant she was. You wouldn’t know it to look at her, but her voice could floor the toughest of men. Danny was lucky to win her heart when he did. Another year and she’d have been over in the States making millions, I reckon.”

      “Wow,” Joe said. “I had no idea he was married to such a celebrity.”

      They’d reached the Red Lion by then, and Joe made his excuses and headed back to work, while Russell waited for Ron to wrestle with the lock before following him in.

      Inside they found Paul already taking the chairs down from the tables and setting up to open. Russell was struck again by how much cuter Paul was out of drag and just being himself.

      “You’re going to need to change that barrel on the Pride,” Paul said as Ron thanked him for setting up. “I still can’t twist the thingy.”

      “Righto,” Ron said, rolling his eyes and lifting the flap of the bar.

      “I’ve cleaned out the dressing room, and all,” Paul said. “What do you want me to do with this lot?”

      “What’s that?”

      “All Danny’s stuff he left back there. Keys, wallet, coat. I’ve also got his hat.”

      Russell cocked his head.

      “Just shove it back in the storeroom for now,” Ron said, dismissively.

      “Shouldn’t we hand it over to the police or something?”

      “Well, they didn’t ask for it, and I’m sure Danny wouldn’t want that lot sniffing around his pad,” Ron said.

      “Mind if I use your loo?” Russell asked innocently.

      “Help yourself,” Ron said, heading down into the cellar behind the bar.

      “I’ll stick those in the storeroom for you on my way past, shall I?” Russell offered.

      Paul smiled gratefully.

      “Ta love.”

      “No problem.”

      Russell had hit upon an idea, but it was one he assumed Ron wouldn’t be too happy with. He wanted to have a look around Danny’s house.

      Someone had deliberately killed him, and as yet he had no clue who or why. Hopefully he’d find some answers in Cumberland Terrace.
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      Joe was on fairly good terms with his new boss at the production company—Paul “PJ” Davis was one of the nicer guys in the television industry, and had taken a chance hiring Joe without any training or experience.

      Joe felt bad lying to him about where he’d been that morning, but he could hardly have asked for time off to go and see the ailing wife of a murdered acquaintance. So he’d lied and said he had an appointment of his own.

      “How did it go at the doctors?” Paul asked, conspiratorially. “Everything okay?”

      “Apparently so,” Joe said. “I need to sleep more and worry less.”

      “Don’t we all, love. Is that it though? He didn’t give you any of the good stuff?”

      “He gave me a prescription for something, I haven’t picked it up yet.”

      “Oh, you should take everything you can get. Migraines are no joke. I should know.”

      Joe had deliberately chosen migraines, knowing that Paul was a sufferer and assuming that it would make him more sympathetic. Of course, it meant he was likely to ask far more questions, too.

      “What have I missed?” Joe asked, changing the subject before Paul could grill him on his fictitious prescription.

      “Well, the Beeb are asking for about a hundred changes to the voiceover script, as usual, and Jane’s been locked in that room with the auditors since nine this morning. I don’t think they’ve even let her out for a pee yet!”

      “Better get on then,” Joe said.

      He sat at his desk and shoved the pile of release forms and other odd paperwork to one side. This afternoon’s filing would have to wait. He took the slip of paper with Violet’s number on it from his pocket and, smiling a hello at one of his colleagues, picked up the phone.

      The call took a moment to connect, before the ringing began. No answer. He held on, letting it ring. Just as he was about to hang up, a woman answered.

      “Hello?” She sounded annoyed already.

      “Oh, hello there,” Joe said, trying to sound official. “Is it possible to speak to Violet please?”

      “Who’s calling?” she asked, suspiciously.

      “My name’s Joe Stone.”

      “I’ve never heard of you. What do you want?”

      Joe sighed.

      “Violet? I’m actually a friend of your sister’s. Jean? She asked me to call.”

      The line went dead. Violet had just hung up.

      Joe dialled again. It rang out. No answer. He dialled again. Finally, she answered, her voice hard and bitter.

      “You can tell my sister if she’s got anything to say to me, she can do it to my bloody face.”

      “Good,” Joe said, level and calm. “That’s why I’m calling. She wants to see you.”

      “Oh yeah?” She sounded suspicious. “So, why isn’t she calling herself then? Too scared to talk to me is she?”

      Her tone was bitter and angry.

      “She’s not very well, Violet. And her husband has just passed away. I saw her today and she asked me to call you. She said to say she’s sorry but she does need to see you again, after all.”

      There was silence on the line. Joe was worried that he’d lost the call again.

      “Dan’s dead?” Violet asked. Suddenly, all the fight had gone out of her voice.

      “I’m afraid so,” Joe replied.

      A small silence. A shuddering breath. The smallest snort of a laugh. Joe waited.

      “Huh. Heart attack was it? Or stroke? Never could keep off the booze, that one. Can’t say I’m either shocked or sad to hear it.” The hardness was already back.

      “He was stabbed,” Joe replied. He saw no reason to sugar-coat anything for this woman—she was harsh and abrasive. Especially compared to Jean.

      “Jesus,” she said. Flat disbelief. “Well I never. So, what’s up with Jean then? Broken heart, is it? Am I supposed to feel sorry for her? Why didn’t she call me herself?”

      “Did you not know? I got the impression from Jean that she’d seen you recently.”

      “No love, haven’t seen her for donkey’s.”

      Joe frowned. He’d obviously got the wrong end of the stick from Jean. Or perhaps her mind was playing more tricks on her than they’d thought.

      “She has cancer, Violet,” Joe said. “It’s gone too far, I’m afraid. She’s in a hospice. End-of-life care.”

      “And she thinks by getting you to call me up out of the blue, I’ll just come running to her bedside like the devoted sister? Well she can think again. Who are you, anyway?”

      “I knew Danny,” Joe said. “I was there when he died. I went to see Jean this morning and she asked me to call you. She said she needed to see you again.”

      Silence again. Finally, she cleared her throat.

      “Where is she then?”

      “You’ll go and see her?” Joe asked.

      “I’ll think about it. Depends where she is.”

      “She’s in a hospice, in London. I can give you the address.”

      “How long’s she got?”

      “I don’t know,” Joe said. “Not long. It’s impossible to know, though. I think she wants to put whatever’s happened between you to rest before she goes.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m sorry to be so morbid,” Joe said.

      “Don’t worry, love. There’s no love lost. What’s the address then?”

      Joe read it out for her, slowly, waiting until she prompted him for each next part. She read it back to confirm.

      “Will you be there?”

      “No,” Joe said, momentarily confused. “I don’t work there, I just told Jean I would call you. Pass on the message.”

      “Oh. It’s just that I don’t really want to see her on my own. Things haven’t always been good between us. You said you were a friend.”

      “She’s very frail,” Joe said. “She just wants to see you. She can’t hurt you.”

      The woman laughed.

      “You have no idea how much that woman can hurt people,” she replied. “If you don’t come, I won’t go and see her. Simple as that.”

      Joe sighed.

      “Fine,” he said. “When?”

      “Tomorrow morning? Ten o’clock.”

      Joe looked at his boss furiously scribbling something on a whiteboard. He couldn’t phone in sick again and hope to keep his job.

      “Can we make it twelve-thirty? I have to work in the morning.”

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll meet you outside the hospice. Don’t go in without me. And don’t be late. If you’re not there, I’m walking away.”

      As he hung up, Joe already knew that Violet wouldn’t be walking away at all. Her interest was piqued. And she had sounded genuinely surprised to hear that Danny was dead, so he guessed they could rule out the old family feud as a motive for his murder.
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        * * *

      

      Russell had been right to be impressed by the address. Danny and Jean’s house was a four-storey townhouse, overlooking Regent’s Park, set back slightly from the road with ornate Georgian railings protecting it from any straying passers-by.

      Compared to its neighbours, the whole place could do with a lick of paint and a general spruce up, but it was still a pretty nest egg to be sitting on.

      Russell couldn’t help feeling guilty that he was intruding without Jean’s permission as he began testing the keys in the lock, but he hoped she’d understand. He was sure a neighbour would come out and challenge what he was doing, but no one did.

      On the third key, he felt the lock give and the door swung open. He stepped inside and shut out the noise of London behind him.

      A large, grand entrance hall led to a wide staircase, with a solid-looking balustrade, painted white but, like the outside, worn and chipped. The carpet going up the stairs was deep red, held in place on each step by brass runners.

      The decorative Georgian tiles on the hallway floor, some cracked and chipped, led down the side of the staircase along a narrow corridor, off which was a small sitting room.

      Russell stepped inside to find the sitting room neat and ordered. The curtains were partly drawn, making the room feel dark and small.

      He crossed to the window and opened the curtains slightly, letting the light seep in. There was a thick layer of dust on every surface, hanging in the air, illuminated by the sunlight streaming through the window.

      The sitting room was quite old-fashioned. Two high-backed, deeply upholstered chairs sat either side of a small nest of tables, facing the window.

      One wall was lined top to bottom with fitted shelves filled with books about singers, musicians, music and the arts. This was Jean’s domain, Russell guessed.

      An equally old-fashioned writing desk nestled in the corner, the kind with a lid that opened out to make the desk. It was closed, and when Russell tried it, he realised that the lid was locked. He scouted around for a key to fit the tiny lock. It wouldn’t be very complex to pick, but he didn’t want to damage anything at this stage.

      In a handmade pot stuffed with pens, he found the tiny brass key he was looking for. Opening the desk, he found the contents to be just as neat as the rest of the room.

      A pad of personalised notepaper, with Jean’s name and address on top, sat squarely in the centre of the desk. An ornate fountain pen stood in a copper stand behind it. A neat stack of matching envelopes to the left. Russell could imagine Jean sitting here, writing her correspondence.

      There were three small drawers on the right-hand side of the desk. Russell opened each one in turn finding nothing too interesting in the bottom two—some old paperclips, a few biro pens, an eraser.

      In the top drawer he found a bundle of photographs, wrapped in a folded sheet of paper. He opened the little parcel up and looked at the photographs, laying each one down in turn.

      The first few were of Jean as a younger woman, clearly professionally shot—a series of charming black and white headshots, each signed in her delicate hand, but never sent out to her adoring fans.

      After the headshots came a collection of photographs from a performance in a club. Jean on stage in each, a full house in front of her, dancing, watching, applauding.

      In one, she stood alone in the spotlight, in front of the microphone, eyes closed, singing her heart out. It was hard to reconcile this striking performer with the frail woman they had seen earlier that morning.

      Russell turned the photograph over, reading the handwritten inscription on the back: Ronnie Scott’s Jazz Club, with Tubby Hayes. 1964. Arguably London’s most famous jazz venue, and Jean had been a star act.

      Twenty-odd years later, and it wasn’t just Jean’s career that had faded. He wondered when she had stopped performing. Ron would know.

      Russell tucked the photographs away in their paper cover, and was about to slide them back into the drawer when he noticed the corner of another photograph, shoved all the way to the back.

      It had been pushed so far in that the edge had caught under the back panel, and Russell had to squeeze his hand into the drawer to get enough purchase to tease it out.

      It was a picture of Jean from around the same time as the previous ones, but this time a snapshot, taken causally. Jean, Danny and another woman, smiling for the camera, Danny’s arms draped around both of their shoulders, looking like the cat that got the cream. It had been taken on the steps outside this house, the colours all fading into dull, opaque versions of themselves.

      Russell turned the photograph over. In faint pencil on the back it said: Moving Day! Jean, Dan and Violet at Cumberland Terrace.

      So that was Jean’s sister Violet? They didn’t look much alike. Jean’s lush golden curls, glamorous dress hugging her shapely figure, soft face, dancing eyes and warm smile were all entirely opposite to her sister’s features.

      Violet was at least a foot taller, with shoulder length brown hair, long slender arms and legs. No makeup, flat shoes, a brown A-line skirt and a baggy, pale yellow cardigan.

      Russell held the photograph up to the light to study them all in turn. Danny was beaming directly at the camera, Jean looking up at him and grinning happily. Violet, on the other hand had a smile on her lips that went no further. Where Jean was held close against Danny’s side, there was an awkward gap between him and Violet, though his hand still rested proprietorially on Violet’s waist.

      Russell tucked the photograph into his coat pocket. He wanted to talk to Ron a bit more about their relationship, find out what he knew about why the two sisters had fallen out. Russell sensed there was more to Ron’s brother-in-law comment than he was letting on.

      He tucked the rest of the photographs back in the drawer and locked the desk. Pulling the curtains closed again, he left the room almost as he’d found it.

      Following the hallway further he found a huge kitchen and open-plan dining area. A high-ceilinged room, which extended directly onto a large glass atrium to the back, looking out onto a small, and now sadly overgrown, courtyard garden. In its day, this would have been beautiful. With a clean up, it could be again.

      The whole room was full of clutter. Costumes, hats, wigs, flyers for concerts, posters half unfurled on the long kitchen table. A stack of dishes piled high in the sink. Empty takeaway cartons left to dry and grow mould on the work surfaces. Squalor.

      This beautiful room had ceased to be place for entertaining a long time ago. It smelled of old food, mould and stale air. Russell crossed to the glass double doors leading to the atrium and flung them open, opening the door to the back garden as well. The cold blast of fresh air was a relief.

      He walked back through the kitchen slowly, looking at the surface layer of mess. If anything had been troubling Danny recently, it would most likely be near the top of one of these piles. But where to start? He lifted up a pile of opened letters and began leafing through them.

      Almost every one was a red bill, a final demand, or a threatening letter about foreclosure. Danny had been in a lot of trouble. Russell tidied the bills and put them to one side. He wondered what would happen with them now. Jean was in no fit state to deal with bills and payments, and now Danny was gone, the house would likely have to be sold to pay off their debts and her care bills. It felt like such a sad end for those happy faces in the photograph.

      Russell found a pile of unopened letters from the Midland Bank. Some of the envelopes had coffee stains on them, some were wrinkled with age. Danny hadn’t been opening his bank statements for quite a while.

      Russell took the pile with him into the atrium and sat down in a rattan chair near the door, enjoying the breeze. He opened the letters one by one, knowing that technically it was illegal to open someone else’s post, but figuring that no one would ever find out it was him who’d opened them.

      The first few statements were perfectly normal. There were modest amounts in the account. What little money was going in more than covered the few bills the couple had going out. By the third statement he opened, Russell could see that the bills for the hospice were beginning to eat away into their balance, though.

      He pulled the low coffee table closer to him and laid the statements all out side by side. Another couple of month’s worth of slowly diminishing balances, and then came the statements for the last three months that each showed a huge drop in the total balance.

      Russell scrutinised the bills, but there were no large individual sums that stood out, other than the hospice fees, and they weren’t enough to reduce the balance as much as they had.

      Running his finger down the transaction list, he realised that there had been a series of almost daily cash withdrawals of one hundred pounds a time, adding up to almost ten thousand pounds over the last three months. Why had Danny been withdrawing all that cash?

      He folded the statements up and tucked them all back into their envelopes. The cash was untraceable, there was no point holding on to the statements.

      At the bottom of the pile of bank letters was one envelope that had been opened. Russell took out the single page letter, also from the bank, rejecting Danny’s application to remortgage the house—with no fixed income coming in, the bank wasn’t willing to risk it.

      Good job too, they were both too old to have got decent terms. Danny would have ended up losing the house if he hadn’t lost his life first.

      He put all the bank correspondence back on the table on his way through the kitchen and spent a few moments rifling through other bits of paper, documents, receipts and letters. There were no clues to what Danny had spent all that cash on.

      His search of the rooms upstairs was just as fruitless. The master bedroom showed signs that Danny had been living in there, with a full laundry basket and a ruffled bed, but otherwise, the top two floors seemed as untouched as Jean’s sitting room.

      Russell wondered when the last time anyone had visited the couple was. Danny had seemed such a gregarious sort on the few occasions he’d seen him out and about, and Russell had never thought about the man behind the cabaret host’s persona. With his wife terminally ill and the bills mounting, the house had become a kind of monument to the couple’s decline.

      On his way out, Russell spotted a sealed envelope on the telephone table by the front door, addressed to Crown Estate Agents. There was a stamp affixed, but it was obviously yet to be posted.

      He eased the envelope open and pulled out the thin sheaf of papers inside. It was a contract from the local estate agent, agreeing to put the house on the market. Danny had signed it, but not sent it off.

      So he was planning to sell the house to cover their debts. Russell guessed there hadn’t been much choice if Jean needed on-going care at the rates they were paying. Danny’s work at the revue bar in Camden would have earned him little more than pocket money. Nowhere near enough to cover the kind of bills he’d signed up to with putting Jean in that specialist hospice. So why had he been taking out their remaining savings as cash, and where had it all gone?
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        * * *

      

      By the time Russell got back to his flat just off Soho Square, he was starting to feel quite hungry. The smells coming from the kitchen as he walked in were amazing.

      There was a lot to be said for Joe’s new French boyfriend, Luc, staying over all the time, even if it meant they all had to share just the one bathroom.

      Luc was an excellent chef, he had time on his hands while he looked for permanent work, and he was very easy on the eye.

      When Russell had asked Joe to move in, it was because he recognised that they both missed their friend Chris, and with Chris gone, Russell needed to let the room out anyway, given his reduced income since leaving the force.

      He hadn’t really intended to take on two flatmates for the price of one, but Luc seemed to spend more time here than he ever did in his crappy little hotel near King’s Cross.

      Russell walked into the kitchen to find the boys sitting at the table, chatting away as usual, laughing together. He envied them their easy rapport. It was something he’d never been able to achieve.

      He was only fifteen years older than either of them but he felt like they’d grown up in a different time. Somehow, it was easier for guys in their twenties these days to come out, and be proud of who they were. Not easy by any stretch of the imagination, but easier than it had been when he was their age. Or perhaps it was just that he’d always just been more uptight and less comfortable in himself than they were. Who knew?

      He was truly happy for Joe, but seeing them so at ease together made him wish for something similar himself. Maybe one day.

      Having been pushed from his job, Russell was finally able to be a little more open about his sexuality, but he still wondered whether he would ever find himself a partner, or if he was destined to just pick up casual lovers who ran off at the first sign of commitment.

      “Evening lads,” he said, interrupting their conversation.

      Luc got to his feet and tinkered with a pan at the stove. Russell had tried to make him feel welcome, but he always felt that Luc was embarrassed every time Russell came home to find him here again.

      “Something smells good, Luc. We might have to keep you.”

      Luc smiled. He really was a beautiful boy. Joe looked at Russell expectantly.

      “Well? Where have you been? And, more importantly, what have you found out?” he asked.

      “Give me a chance to take my coat off,” Russell laughed. “Is there any wine going?”

      Joe poured him a glass while Russell hung his coat in the hallway and flopped down in a chair at the kitchen table.

      “I got hold of Violet, by the way,” Joe said, sitting down again opposite him. “She wasn’t particularly charitable about her sister.”

      “Did you tell her about Danny?”

      “I did. She seemed shocked, but she didn’t pretend to care too much.”

      “Nice,” Russell said. “The rift lives on then. Will she go back to see Jean again?”

      “Well, that’s the weird thing,” Joe said. “Violet says she hasn’t seen her sister for years, but I got the impression Jean had seen her recently. Didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. She said something about seeing her one more time, didn’t she? Maybe she meant after all these years.”

      “So it’s not only me who finds your language confusing,” Luc said, laying the table around them. Joe smiled at him.

      “But she’ll go then?” Russell asked.

      “Only if I go with her, she says.”

      Russell frowned.

      “Weird. Why would she want a complete stranger to go with her?”

      “Moral support, I guess. Or maybe as a witness. I got the feeling she’s frightened of Jean. I did reassure her that she was very frail and just wanted to make her peace, but I don’t think she was convinced. Anyway, I agreed to meet her at the hospice tomorrow lunchtime. I can’t really take any more time off work without them getting the hump.”

      “Fair enough, do you want me to come?”

      “No, I’ll be fine. I’m hoping I can just make the introduction and leave them to it.”

      “Voila,” Luc said, presenting them with a delicious-looking bowl of pasta each. He settled down between them and topped up his own wine glass.

      “Bon appetit,” he said, smiling.

      “Thanks Luc, this looks amazing,” Russell said. And it did.

      “So,” Joe prompted. “Enough about that. What did you find out today?”

      “Well,” Russell swallowed his mouthful. “It turns out Danny left his keys and wallet in the dressing room at the Red Lion. Ron didn’t seem that interested, so I may have liberated the keys while he wasn’t looking and gone round to the house.”

      “You didn’t,” Joe laughed. “Breaking and entering. Tut tut.”

      Russell held his hands up, smiling too.

      “Does Ron know?”

      “No,” Russell replied. “He seems quite protective of Danny and Jean. I didn’t think he’d be that keen on me snooping around on my own, but I didn’t really want him to come with me either.”

      He took another mouthful, rolling the flavours on his tongue. Simple and delicious. A lot of garlic.

      “Anyway, I get the feeling that whatever happened between them all in the past, none of them really want to talk about it.”

      “No,” said Joe, “I got that impression from Violet today too.”

      He looked at Russell while he ate another mouthful.

      “Well, come on then,” he said. “What did you find at the house, ’cause I can tell by your face you found something.”

      Russell smiled.

      “Okay, so Danny was definitely in denial about their money troubles. I found about six months’ worth of unopened bank statements, a rejection of an application to remortgage the house, and a mountain of final demands. He was right at the end of the line, financially.”

      “How, though? He always gave the impression he had cash to spend.”

      “Pride, perhaps,” Russell said. “The hospice was certainly making a big dent in their balance, but Danny had also started withdrawing cash. About one hundred quid every day. Ten grand’s worth in total.”

      “Jesus. Who needs that kind of cash in their pocket?”

      “God knows. But he certainly wasn’t using it to pay any of his bills, they were about to be cut off of most things.”

      “Do you think Jean knows?” Joe asked.

      “I doubt it,” Russell said. “I don’t even think he was admitting it to himself.”

      “So what was he spending the cash on? You don’t think he’d got into gambling, do you? Got himself into debt trying to win big enough to solve their problems?”

      It wasn’t a bad suggestion. Russell hadn’t thought about gambling, but it would make sense. If there was nowhere else to turn for money to pay for Jean’s care, and the bank had rejected their mortgage application, perhaps Danny had turned to gambling to solve their problems.

      “I can ask around,” Russell said. “See if he’s been seen in any of the bookies, or down the track. He’d be pretty hard to miss, even in his regular clothes.”

      Danny had a reputation for always looking dapper. Crisp suits, smart shirts, good shoes. The perfect impression of a fine gentleman.

      “Perhaps that’s what got him killed,” Joe said. “He got himself into debt and couldn’t pay.”

      “Stop talking and eat,” Luc said, tersely. “It’ll get cold. You two are always so busy trying to solve your mysteries.”

      His French accent was adorable, but he had a tendency to boss Joe around. Still, the food was delicious and neither of them argued. They ate in silence for a while, but Russell couldn’t stop his mind whirring.

      “She was quite the celebrity in her time, you know, old Jean?” Russell said.

      Luc sighed.

      “She sang in Ronnie Scott’s and everything. Seems to have performed with all the greats. There are some amazing photos of her in her heyday. It’s such a shame they both ended up like this.”

      Remembering the other photograph he’d found, Russell stood up, heading to the hallway to retrieve it.

      “I found this,” he said. “Of the day Jean, Danny and Violet moved in to Cumberland Terrace together. They all look happy enough. I wonder what happened between Jean and Violet to end all that?”

      Joe froze mid-mouthful, staring at the photo. He dropped his fork and picked the image up, studying it closer.

      “When was this taken?”

      “Sixties sometime,” Russell said. “It says so on the back. Why?”

      “This woman...”

      “Violet? What about her?”

      “This is the woman I saw in the club on the night Danny died,” Joe said.

      “What? It can’t be. She’d be much older these days.”

      “No, that’s just it,” Joe said, looking at Russell, confused. “She looked pretty much exactly like this.”

      “What?”

      “And I think Danny saw her too. There was a moment when I was talking to him before I went backstage to find Patty, and he looked out into the crowd and seemed to freeze. He looked really shocked. He must have seen her.”

      “But it can’t be her,” Russell said. “Violet would be twenty years older by now.”

      “I know that,” Joe said, defensively. “But this is what she looked like.”

      “So who was she?” Russell asked. “Because it can’t have been Violet. Look how much the other two have changed since this was taken.”

      Joe studied the photograph closely, shaking his head.

      “I think we should see what Violet has to say tomorrow,” Russell said. “I might come with you, after all.”
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      Joe stepped onto the escalator behind Russell, leaning his hip against the railing as they rode up out of the underground. He was glad Russell had decided to come along. He felt quite unsettled at the thought of meeting Violet on her own after seeing that photograph.

      He knew it sounded crazy, but he was absolutely positive that the woman he’d seen in the club was the same woman in the picture. And if it wasn’t Violet herself, it was someone who knew exactly how she’d looked back in the sixties and had deliberately dressed like her to kill Danny. But why? Who was she?

      As they neared the top, Joe glanced across at the downward escalator and his heart skipped. There she was again. Was he going mad? It was the same person, dressed the same way. He was sure of it.

      “Russell,” he said, urgently. “Look. That’s her!”

      Russell looked where he was pointing. The girl noticed Joe pointing at exactly the same time and panicked, taking off down the escalator as fast as she could.

      Joe and Russell ran up the last few treads, barged past the people coming in from outside as they rounded the top of the escalators, and followed her down as fast as they could, trying not to knock anyone flying.

      Joe reached the bottom first and sprinted to the platform just in time to see the doors closing on a train leaving the station. The woman’s face was framed in the window as the train pulled away. She looked frightened.

      “Shit!” Joe shouted as Russell caught up with him on the platform. “We lost her.”

      Russell bent double, trying to get his breath back.

      “You saw her though, right?” Joe asked. “She looks exactly the same, doesn’t she?”

      Russell leaned against the wall, still sucking in breath, but he nodded. He’d seen her. Joe wasn’t going mad. Joe thumped the wall with the side of his fist.

      “Dammit,” he said. “What was she doing here?”

      The realisation suddenly hit him.

      “Jean.”

      And he was off again, sprinting towards the escalator back to the surface.

      “Jesus. Wait,” Russell called after him.

      “I’ll see you there,” Joe shouted back.

      There was no time to waste. Whoever that woman was, she had deliberately dressed like Jean’s sister, Violet, in order to kill Danny and now she had been in to see Jean. There must be a reason, and whatever it was, it could only be malicious.

      Joe pushed through the ticket barriers and out onto the street, his heart pounding. The only possible explanation for that woman being here was if she’d come to do the same to Jean as she had to Danny.

      Joe ran faster towards the hospice, already convinced of the worst. He stopped at the front doors and looked behind him—there was no sign of Russell, but he couldn’t wait. He had to check on Jean.
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      He strode into reception to find it abandoned. Strange, he thought. He hovered nervously for a moment before looking around the corner to see if there was anyone there. Maybe the nurse was just away from her station. But no, the corridor was empty too.

      Not willing to wait, Joe made his way quickly down the empty corridor towards Jean’s room, feeling sick with worry. He knocked and, when there was no answer, pushed the door open.

      Jean lay perfectly still on her back, mouth slightly open. He was too late. There were no alarms sounding, no rushing staff, but it looked like Jean was already dead.

      He stepped into her room, letting the door swing closed behind him and stood for a moment, listening. Where was everybody?

      Further up the hall he could hear voices, hurried and urgent, a trolley banging against a door. A shout. But inside this room, all was silent.

      He stepped forward, his trainers squeaking on the linoleum floor, and cringed. The noise felt so wrong in this awful silence.

      “Jesus, it’s like Piccadilly-bloody-Circus in here this morning,” Jean said, tilting her head and half-opening her eyes to look at him. “I’m supposed to be resting.”

      “Oh Jean,” he said, the relief washing over him. “You’re alive.”

      “Not for long at this rate,” she tutted. “Can’t a girl get any sleep? What do you want anyway?”

      “I...” Joe didn’t quite know what to say. “I spoke to Violet yesterday,” he blurted out. “I said I’d meet her here, bring her in to see you.”

      “Yeah? Well, you just missed her,” Jean said. “She didn’t stay long. Always in a rush, that one.”

      Joe frowned. Jean coughed. Joe waited for the fit to pass. She spat her phlegm into her handkerchief and smiled weakly at him.

      “Thanks for calling her,” she said, her voice cracked and sore. “You didn’t need to come all the way back down here though. We’re big girls. We can sort out our own troubles. I’m glad she came back again.”

      There it was again—that lack of clarity.

      “Jean?” Joe asked. “Has Violet been to see you here before? At the hospice, I mean.”

      “Of course she has. She came as soon as Danny told her I was sick. We may have had our differences over the years, but I’m still her little sister.”

      “It’s just that when I spoke to her on the phone yesterday, it seemed like the first she’d heard of it.”

      Jean coughed violently again, collapsing back into her pillows. She was in no state to be having this conversation, but something strange was going on and Joe wasn’t willing to leave without answers.

      He edged closer to the bed, handing her the metal bowl by her bedside to spit in. When she had, she looked at him, eyes watering from the effort of coughing.

      “I’m sorry, love. Disgusting. Just chuck that in the sink, will you? One of the nurses will deal with it.”

      Joe did as she said, but he rinsed the bowl under the tap before leaving it in the sink. His own Nan had died of lung cancer, he knew how it would be for Jean in the end, and he could tell she didn’t have many more weeks, or maybe even days before her body just gave up.

      “Jean,” he began, tentatively. “You said Violet came in to see you this morning?”

      “Of course she did,” Jean sounded incredulous. “Just like you asked her to.”

      “What was she wearing? Can you remember?”

      Jean looked confused, angry.

      “What’s all this? I’m not simple, you know? I haven’t got memory problems,” she said. “She wore what she always wears—plain dress, brown cardi. What do you care, anyway?”

      Joe didn’t really know how to answer. She’d just described the woman from the tube.

      “It’s just that...”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish the sentence before the door opened and Russell stuck his head round.

      “Is she alright?” he asked.

      Joe nodded, looking back to see that Jean had nestled back into her pillows, eyes closed. She was exhausted. This was all too much.

      Russell opened the door and stepped in, looking flushed and flustered.

      “Look who I found outside,” he said, sounding falsely cheery.

      Violet, the real Violet, stepped cautiously into the room. She looked nervous. Her hair was cropped short, dyed a deep, cheap red. She was wearing a uniform from a chain supermarket, obviously on her way to work.

      “Is that her?” Violet whispered to Russell.

      Russell nodded.

      “Is she dead?” Violet asked, a little louder.

      “No,” Joe said. “She’s just tired.”

      “Well, I haven’t got long,” Violet said, peering at her sister. “Can you wake her up?”

      “Can I have a word?” Joe asked. “Outside.”

      He hustled the two of them back out into the corridor, with some tutting from Violet.

      “Violet,” he said, knowing that there wouldn’t be much time to talk before the nurses found them all there. “Listen, Jean’s had a bit of a strange morning.”

      “Well, what’s that got to do with me? I came down here like you asked.”

      “The thing is,” Joe said. “Jean believes you’ve been coming to see her for weeks.”

      “Well, she’s lost her mind then, ain’t she?” Violet said, ready to walk away. “Because I haven’t seen her for best part of fifteen years.”

      “No. But someone has been visiting her,” Joe persisted. “Pretending to be you. And we saw her here, just now, as we were coming off the tube. She was dressed just like you.”

      “What, she also works in Sainsbury’s?”

      “No, I don’t mean like you now. I mean how you used to look.”

      Violet looked blank. Russell took her arm.

      “I went to Danny and Jean’s house,” he said. “Looking for any kind of reason why he might have been killed. While I was there I found this photo of you all together, moving in to Cumberland Terrace.”

      He took the photograph out of his pocket and held it in front of her.

      “So what? I lived with them for a while. It didn’t work out.”

      “Why not?” Joe asked.

      “None of your business,” Violet said. “What is all this? Is this why you brought me down here? You think I had something to do with Dan dying? Is that it? What are you, coppers or something?”

      “No,” Russell said quickly. “No, we’re not the police. And we’re not accusing you of anything. We’re just trying to understand what’s been going on.”

      “On the night Danny died, I saw a woman in the club who looked exactly like you do in this photo,” said Joe.

      Violet frowned.

      “Well, that don’t make any sense. That was taken twenty years ago.”

      She took the photograph from him, looking at it for a moment before shoving it back in his hand angrily.

      “It’s nothing to do with me, alright?”

      But Joe sensed some reluctance in her denial. What did she know?

      “Can you think of anyone who would do this, Violet? Anyone who might dress up like you deliberately? To make a point to Danny, or to Jean?”

      “No.”

      But she couldn’t meet his eyes. So she did know something. He pushed her further.

      “It’s just that we saw this same woman again this morning. Right here. In the tube station. And we think she’s visited Jean before, pretending to be you. So, who would do that, Violet? Who would know that she was here, and come to visit her, dressed like you used to look back in the sixties?”

      “I don’t know, alright?” Violet shouted.

      She turned and started walking away, but stopped. She stepped right up to Joe, angry and upset.

      “I told you I didn’t want to come down here. I said I didn’t want to go opening things up again. So you can tell Jean to shove it. I don’t want anything to do with her, or her money, or that bloody house. She can keep it all.”

      Joe and Russell watched her stalk away.

      “She knows something,” Russell said.

      “Shall I follow her?”

      “No. Give her some space. We’ve got her number if we want to talk to her again. We need to figure out what we’re missing first.”

      “Everything alright here?” A nurse had appeared behind them in the corridor.

      “More or less,” Russell smiled reassuringly. “We brought Jean’s sister to see her, but she lost her nerve at the last minute.”

      The nurse frowned.

      “I thought she only had the one sister,” she said, questioningly. “Violet, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right,” Joe replied.

      “Well, she’s been in a handful of times now. She was in this morning, in fact.”

      “She told you her name was Violet?” Russell asked.

      The nurse noticed his tone of voice and became anxious, feeling interrogated.

      “Yes,” she said cautiously. “And so did Jean. It really cheered her up that her sister had got back in touch. It’s not good to let those old wounds fester.”

      “I hate to tell you this,” Russell said, “but whoever has been visiting Jean is not the real Violet.”

      The nurse’s face went ashen.

      “The woman we were just talking to was Violet, and she hasn’t seen her sister since the sixties. Not long after this picture was taken.”

      He showed her the photograph and watched her fear turn to shock and confusion.

      “But...” she stammered. “That’s her. That’s the woman who’s been visiting. She said she was Violet. What’s going on? Who is she?”

      “We’re not sure,” Russell said. “But we think it has something to do with Jean’s husband’s death, and we’re trying to find out who she really is.”

      “You don’t think she’d try to hurt Jean, do you?” the nurse asked.

      “She hasn’t yet,” Russell said. “So that obviously isn’t her intention.”

      He tucked the photograph away again.

      “Look,” he said. “If she turns up again, can you call me straight away? And don’t leave her alone with Jean.”

      “Of course,” she replied. “But, shouldn’t we tell the police?”

      “I will,” Russell said. “I’m a retired officer, I know the detective in charge of Danny’s case. I’ll let him know. He may want to talk to you about it all.”

      “Right,” she said. “I hope it doesn’t get the staff into trouble.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Joe said. “No harm done. Just keep an eye out in case she turns up again.”

      “Do you mind if we just have a quick word with Jean about it,” Russell asked. “We won’t be long.”

      “Please do,” the nurse replied. “I’ll just be at the desk there, if you need me.”

      She was obviously shocked to think that they’d been letting some potentially dangerous imposter into a patient’s room. But at least she felt that Russell and Joe were trustworthy, which was good enough for now.
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        * * *

      

      Jean stirred as they closed the door.

      “You again?” she croaked.

      “I’m sorry to keep disturbing you Jean,” Joe said quietly. “I just wanted to ask you a couple of quick questions and then we’ll be out of your hair.”

      “I don’t know what else I can tell you,” she replied. “But alright. Pass me some water first, will you?”

      Joe filled her glass from the jug at her bedside and held it gently to her lips as she took a sip. Her hands were stick thin—papery skin over bone and vein. The disease had stripped away all of her vitality. She looked more tired, paler, and less present than she had done even fifteen minutes ago when Joe had first arrived.

      “Fire away then,” she said, smiling through thin lips.

      “I was wondering how things were with Violet?” Russell asked, stepping closer to the bed. “I know you’d had a falling out, but you say she’s been visiting you. Is that all settled now?”

      “I think so, dear,” Jean said. “I needed to apologise to her. I hurt her, you see? But I’ve said sorry now. So all is mended.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Russell said. “You must have had a lot to catch up on, after all those years apart.”

      Jean frowned a little, blinked slowly. She was fading fast.

      “She’s hardly changed a bit, you know,” Jean said. “Not like me. Mind you, she always was the strong one.”

      “What happened between you two, Jean?” Joe asked.

      “It’s not important any more,” she said sadly. “I made a mistake. But it’s all done and dusted now.”

      She broke into another coughing fit, and when it ended she closed her eyes, this time keeping them closed. Sleep taking her again.

      Joe and Russell looked at each other and shrugged. What now? Joe lifted the empty water glass from her hands and placed it on the bedside cabinet. He noticed Jean’s handbag on the floor, and crouched down beside it.

      “What are you doing?” Russell hissed.

      “Shh,” Joe said. “Just looking.”

      He carefully opened the bag and looked inside, taking out the address book Jean had used before. He opened it up and found Violet’s name.

      “Violet Cole,” he whispered. “Got an address in King’s Cross.”

      “Good thinking,” Russell said. “Now put it back.”

      Joe tucked the address book away, but noticed a folded brown envelope tucked in the bag. He took it out.

      “Joe!” Russell warned. “That’s private.”

      Joe unfolded the envelope and opened it up, lifting out the contents.

      “This is a letter from her solicitors,” Joe said quietly. “Acknowledging receipt of the changes to her will.”

      “What?”

      “Dated last week.”

      “Does it say what changes?”

      “No, it just says to find enclosed a revised copy of the will, duly notarised.”

      “Well? Is it there?”

      “No,” Joe said, putting the letter back in the envelope and tucking it into the bag. There was nothing else in there but some tissues, an old lipstick, a pen and some house keys.

      “I wonder what she changed?” Russell asked.

      “I suppose it’s not that unusual to start putting things in order at this stage in a terminal illness.”

      “But to change it just before Danny was killed? Don’t you think that’s a bit of a coincidence?”

      “You don’t think she...?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. I just wonder whether she is being manipulated.”

      “By our mystery woman?”

      “Quite possibly.”

      “Do you think the solicitors would tell us?”

      “Not while she’s alive. But, given that Danny’s is a murder case, they might be compelled to disclose something to the police.”

      “You’re not thinking of digging out your old uniform are you?” Joe smiled.

      “God no,” Russell laughed. “There’s no way it would fit me now, anyway. I was actually thinking I would share some of what we’ve learned with the lovely Detective Skinner. See if we can’t cast some more doubt on his conviction that Matthew is guilty.”

      Joe looked at his watch.

      “I’ve got to get back to work,” he said. “I’ll drop in and see Violet on my way home.”

      “And I’m going to go for a nice pint,” Russell said. “I think it’s time I talked to Ron properly about his so-called sister-in-law.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t that Russell was particularly fond of lunchtime drinking, but he’d got the sense that Ron knew more than he was letting on when they’d been to see Jean, and he wanted to grill him a bit.

      When he arrived at the pub, he found the place almost deserted, and his young friend Paul behind the bar, with no sign of Ron.

      “He’s got you doing shifts now, has he?”

      Paul looked up from the glass he was polishing, smiling when he saw Russell.

      “Oh, hey,” he said. “I’m just covering while he’s out the back talking to the police again. They’ve been in more times in the last couple of days than any of the regulars. What can I get you?”

      “Pint of Pride, please,” Russell said. “How’re you doing Paul?”

      Paul’s Patty Cakes had been the act on stage when Danny’s body had been discovered and Russell knew the kid was sensitive enough as it was without this happening to him. He probably should have checked in on him earlier.

      “I feel like I’m some kind of jinx,” he said. “Or at least Patty is. First Chris, now Danny. It’s almost like every time I put a frock on, someone dies.”

      He was right of course. Soho wasn’t exactly a country fair, but neither was it the hotbed of vice, murder and depravity the press made it out to be. Even though Paul had a tendency to think the world revolved around him, and Russell didn’t have much time for that, the fact that they’d lost two friends in the space of six months was quite a big deal.

      “Yes, we seem to be losing friends quicker than we can make them. But it’s not your fault,” he said, accepting his pint and sliding some coins across the bar. “Keep the change.”

      Paul raised a facetious eyebrow.

      “Thanks, Big Spender.”

      “I’ll take it back if you like.”

      Paul dropped the coins into a clear plastic jar nestled beneath the optics.

      “Who’s back there with him then?” Russell asked.

      “That weasel-faced little one,” Paul said. “Your mate.”

      “Skinner? Good. I wanted to talk to him anyway.”

      “Really? God, I can’t think of anything worse.”

      Russell took a sip of his pint.

      “Has Ron said anything to you about Danny?”

      Paul pulled himself a half pint and sat on the stool behind the bar.

      “Oh, you know Ron, he doesn’t talk about much. I think it’s freaked him out that it happened here. Maybe more for the reputation of the pub than anything else.”

      “But he hasn’t talked about their past?”

      “Not to me. Wait, they had a past?” Paul asked salaciously.

      “Not that kind of past,” Russell said, tutting. “They were friends though. Ron said they were like brothers at one point.”

      Paul looked surprised.

      “That might account for the mood he’s been in ever since.”

      “But he hasn’t said anything?”

      “I don’t think I’m the kind of guy Ron is going to confide his deepest darkests to, do you?”

      “Not if he was in his right mind, no.”

      “Oi!”

      Russell took another sip of his drink.

      “You know they’re still holding Matthew, right?” Paul said. “It’s outrageous. How long are they allowed to keep him without charging him?”

      “Depends what evidence they have, and what Matthew’s said to them. Has he got a lawyer?”

      “Not unless he’s found one who’ll work in return for a hand-job. He’s skint, that boy. He’s more brassic than me. Did you see his wig? Cheap synthetic shit.”

      A small alarm sounded in the back of Russell’s mind. Another piece had just slotted into place. He didn’t know what it meant yet, but he would get there.

      “You don’t think Matthew actually did it, do you?” Russell asked.

      “Oh, come on,” Paul said. “Matthew can barely see a paper cut without retching, how would he have stabbed Danny?”

      “Fair point.”

      “But then, they’ve kept him in, haven’t they? And there’s no smoke without fire, right? They must have something on him.”

      “I doubt it,” Russell said. “Skinner’s the kind of copper who makes the obvious arrest, not necessarily the right one. Matthew was just there. He’ll do everything he can to make it stick so that he can keep his quick solve rate. I’ll have a word.”

      “Don’t make it worse,” Paul warned. Not without reason.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll talk to his boss, not him. You know they’ve set up an independent panel now, to investigate anti-gay discrimination in the force? GALOP it’s called. They’re good guys.”

      “I didn’t know that. Your mate Skinner should keep them in work for years.”

      “Unless we manage to put him out of work first, of course.”

      Paul was about to respond when the doors opened from the back room, and Ron led Skinner and a uniformed officer out into the main bar.

      Skinner stopped when he saw Russell there, drink in hand.

      “Bit early for a drink isn’t it?” he sneered.

      “Not if you don’t have a job to uphold,” Russell replied.

      “If that’ll be all, Detective,” Ron muttered. “I need to get on.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” Skinner said. The threat hardly veiled. For some reason Skinner had his eye on Ron as well. Russell shook his head in frustration.

      “Can I have a word?” Russell asked.

      “I’m busy,” Skinner said. “Why not call in at the station later, I’ll see if I can get someone to talk to you.”

      “If I have to call in at the station, I’ll be taking the information I have above your head,” Russell threatened. “I’m sure you’d rather the glory lands on your shoulders than Earnshaw’s?”

      Skinner hesitated just long enough.

      “Tell you what, I’ll walk you out,” Russell said. “Won’t take long.”

      He winked at Ron on the way past, leaving him and Paul to exchange whatever glances they wanted to.

      “I understand you’re still holding Matthew Dean,” Russell said, as they left the pub. “On what grounds?”

      “That’s a police matter,” Skinner sneered. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the case with members of the public.”

      “Fair enough,” Russell said, taking the wind out of his sails. “I thought I should let you know a few things I’ve discovered recently, which may help to inform your case.”

      “And why would I want any information from you?”

      “Because, Detective, I understand this community and you do not. They trust me. Which means people tell me things.”

      Skinner’s sneer didn’t move from his face.

      “And if you don’t thoroughly investigate the information I am about to give you,” Russell continued. “I will report you to the boys at GALOP and see what they think of the way you treat people in my community.”

      “You think I care about that lot?”

      “You should, because I can promise you Earnshaw does, and thanks to how you treated me, and the appalling way you handled Chris Sexton’s murder, you already have two strikes against your name. They need to be seen to be taking a stand, Skinner. Earnshaw wouldn’t think twice about throwing you to the dogs for some good PR.”

      Skinner stepped forward, ready to swing for him but Russell stepped back calmly, smiling.

      “You didn’t think I’d take it lying down, did you?” he asked. “After what you did to me, I’m gunning for you, son.”

      Skinner settled, reluctantly.

      “But whilst I would love to see you stripped of your badge,” Russell said.  “I’d far rather see justice done properly.”

      “This is just sour grapes,” Skinner whined.

      “On the contrary,” Russell said. “You actually did me a favour getting me removed from the force. The pay-out was great, I no longer have to watch my back from the likes of you, and I don’t have to get up early in the mornings. So I should thank you really.”

      “Fine,” Skinner said. “Tell me what you know.”
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        * * *

      

      Russell couldn’t hide the strut as he walked back into the bar. He’d told Skinner what they’d found out about Jean, the will, the visits from the strange woman, and the fact that Joe had seen that same woman in the club on the night Danny had been killed, and again at Jean’s hospice that morning. He’d even handed over the shoe Joe had found, claiming that they’d found it later that night, out the back, and had thought nothing of it.

      Skinner hadn’t wanted to hear any of it, especially not the suggestion that Danny had been stabbed with a drag-queen’s high heel. As far as he was concerned, Matthew was as good a candidate as any for disgruntled degenerate turned murderer. All he had promised was to see whether the shoe fit.

      Russell, in turn, had promised to come down to the station house later that evening to take Matthew home, and if he hadn’t been released or charged, he would take the information he knew to the DCI, with a shiny new discrimination complaint attached.

      “You didn’t punch him, did you?” Ron asked, clocking his swagger.

      “No,” Russell said, smiling.

      “Shame.”

      “I did point out how bad he was at his job, though.”

      “Nice one,” Ron said, placing a pint on the bar in front of Russell. “On the house, that.”

      “Thanks Ron. Everything alright?”

      “I could do without the hassle, to be honest, but it’s fine.”

      “What did they want this time?”

      “He’s trying to fit young Matthew up. Wanted me to say I’d seen them arguing. I told him to sling his hook. He said something about Environmental Health. I swear, if he brings that lot in here, I’ll swing for him.”

      “He should back off of Matthew now,” Russell said. “I’ve just given him some real leads to follow. Should keep him busy, but I he’ll get very far.”

      “Really?” Ron asked, suspiciously. “What kind of leads?”

      Russell swigged his pint, he needed to talk to Ron about the past and it was going to be a difficult subject to broach. He was just going to have to get on with it.

      “Ron,” he started tentatively.

      “What’s up?”

      “Look, I know you don’t want to talk about the past, but there’s something strange going on, and I think you can help me understand it.”

      Ron sighed heavily.

      “I suppose it was all going to come out eventually anyway, wasn’t it?” he said, sitting heavily on the stool behind the bar. “What do you want to know?”

      “What was it that happened between Jean and Violet that meant they didn’t talk for all those years?”

      “Why’s that important?” Ron frowned.

      “It might not be, but can you just humour me?”

      Ron shook his head.

      “Jean and Violet were thick as thieves, growing up,” he said. “They’re not actually sisters, not by blood. Violet was adopted, see? And then Jean came along quite naturally. But you couldn’t tell either of them that they weren’t proper sisters. They always said it made their bond even stronger. They chose to be sisters—even though they weren’t tied by blood.”

      Russell drank while Ron talked.

      “Well, they were always together. Jean wouldn’t have got anywhere near as famous without Violet pushing her, getting her auditions, hassling agents and producers. Violet was the older one, the confident one. She was such a strong character.”

      He smiled at the memory of her.

      “Anyway, me and Danny met them around the time when Jean’s career was just starting to take off. I don’t mind telling you that we were both besotted with Jean at first, but she chose Danny. The girls always did.”

      He absently wiped at a watermark on the bar.

      “Well, not long after that, their parents died, quite shortly, one after another. They were both devastated, of course, but they still had each other. Anyway, that’s when they found out that the house at Cumberland Terrace had been left to Jean only.”

      Russell cocked his head. What a cruel thing for their parents to do. They must have known it would create a division between the girls.

      “Well, Jean was having none of it. She insisted that it was both of theirs to share. But you could tell something had changed for Vi. They’d put her on the outside, and nothing Jean could do would put things back the way they were before.”

      “But they lived there together for a while?” Russell asked.

      “Oh yeah. I mean, it wasn’t like a huge crack appeared overnight. But it was definitely the beginning of the end.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think Vi started seeing the differences between them more after that, that’s all. I mean, Jean’s career was taking off, everyone loved her, she was glamorous, she was beautiful, blonde, curves in all the right places.”

      “And then there was Violet,” Russell said.

      “Oi,” Ron snapped, defensively. “Vi was a beautiful woman. Stunning, in fact. She just lost her confidence in Jean’s shadow. Anyway, by the time they moved in to Cumberland Terrace, Jean and Danny were already engaged. And that was another wedge between the girls.”

      “She didn’t like Danny?”

      “I don’t think it was that, as much as he was another reminder that she was on the outside. Jean and Danny were a unit, with their own jokes and their own secrets, and Violet was a bit of a third wheel.”

      “Why didn’t she move out? Make her own life?”

      “Because she had nowhere to go. Jean’s wages supported all three of them, and obviously at the time she could live in the house rent free.”

      “So what changed?” Russell asked.

      “I don’t know what triggered it, but they started arguing all the time, usually in public too. Anyway, one night Violet turns up here at the bar, just as we were closing. Says they’ve had an almighty row, and Jean’s thrown her out.”

      “Why did she come here?”

      “Well, because I was mates with Danny, it had always been the four of us. Vi and me had been seeing each other, on and off. Nothing serious like, but still, I was fond of her. She had nowhere else to go. So, I said she could move in here, thinking it would all blow over in a week or so.”

      “So she moved in?”

      “Yep. And then, of course, one thing led to another and we fell into a more, you know, permanent relationship. We didn’t hear anything from Jean, and Danny barely spoke to me any more. We all just drifted apart. But the bar was getting up and running, and Vi was a brilliant landlady, and we got on alright, so things just muddled along like that for a while.”

      Ron stood and picked up Russell’s empty glass, rinsing it in the sink. He took a clean one off the shelf and poured Russell another pint without asking. Russell would have to nurse this one, or he’d be too drunk to think straight.

      “So you didn’t really see Danny or Jean much after that?” Russell prompted.

      “Danny would swing by every now and then,” Ron said. “But it always upset Vi when he did, so even that tailed off. Jean never came. I always thought she’d got too high and mighty for the likes of us. But maybe she was just busy. Or maybe she still had the hump with her sister. Who knows?”

      He had poured himself a drink too, and drained half the glass in one swig. Dutch courage.

      “Anyway,” he continued, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “After about three months living here, Violet announced she was pregnant.”

      “Wow,” Russell hadn’t been expecting that.

      “Of course, I offered to marry her. She said no. Said we lived in different times now, we didn’t need to get trapped in marriage just because of the baby. She said she didn’t want to pressure me, or burden me. I can’t quite remember which. Anyway, the kiddie’s born. A lovely little boy.”

      Russell could see that the memory was full of mixed emotions.

      “I was obviously pleased as punch. He was a little looker. And smart, too. So there I am, thinking I’ve won the jackpot. I’ve got this lovely woman, a beautiful baby boy. And we were happy. Well, I thought we were. Looking back, I should have seen how the pregnancy had changed her.”

      “What happened?”

      “Vi had been acting funny pretty much since she found out she was pregnant. Like properly moody. I just thought it was the hormones, you know?”

      Russell nodded.

      “Anyway, one afternoon, when the nipper’s only two or three months old, Jean turns up wanting to speak to Vi. Well, they’d only been upstairs for about five minutes, when all hell breaks loose. They start yelling at each other, chucking stuff, the baby’s screaming. Bloody pandemonium. I had customers in and all.”

      “What were they fighting about?”

      “I don’t know. Everything and nothing. Jean had heard about the baby, and I think it had upset her. I don’t suppose Vi was particularly sympathetic. Jean may have had all the celebrity and the pretty looks and the big house and the handsome husband, but Violet finally had one thing that Jean couldn’t have—a baby.”

      “Jean and Danny couldn’t have kids?”

      “Jean had miscarried in the early days of their marriage, and then the doctors had found some problem with her downstairs, don’t ask me what. And that was that. Danny hadn’t been that bothered, either way, but he said it had broken Jean’s heart.”

      “I can see how that would add to the tension,” Russell said.

      “Yeah, well, it was all obviously too much for Vi, ’cause the next night she sits me down and tells me she’s leaving. That she can’t do this any more. When I asked her why, she says she’s sorry. That’s all. It’s just better for everyone if she goes. Well, I was gobsmacked, I don’t mind telling you.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “No idea,” Ron said. “She wouldn’t tell me, and I was that hurt by it all, I didn’t even try to find her, I’m ashamed to say.”

      “I found out, a little while after, that Jean had given her a chunk of change if she promised to go away. They’d remortgaged the house to do it, but she gave Vi half the value of the place at the time, which was a lot of money, even in them days. But the deal was that she had to go away and never come back, and she took it.”

      “Wow,” Russell said. “That’s cold.”

      “Yeah, Jean could be like that,” Ron said. “Danny was fuming about it, too. Kept coming round looking for Vi, shouting about her being a money grabber, saying she ripped Jean off.”

      “Charming,” Russell said.

      “Yeah, that’s when we really fell out. He wanted to know where she’d gone. And I wouldn’t tell him. Well, she never told me, but I wouldn’t have told him anyway. She sent me a couple of cards over the years. I think she felt guilty. But I should have known from the start it was too good to last.”

      Russell felt really sorry for Ron. He was a big guy, with big features. Not at all your classic good-looking bloke, but he had a good heart and he’d obviously fallen for the wrong woman. Knowing him now, Russell would never have guessed that Ron had such self-confidence issues. Just goes to show.

      “What about the boy?”

      “I let him go too, I had to. I’d have done anything for Vi, but she was determined. And we weren’t married, so that was that.”

      “He was still your son,” Russell protested.

      “Yeah well,” Ron said, shutting the conversation down. “It’s all in the past now. Better left there. But that’s why I was surprised Jean wanted to see Vi.”

      “Well, she’s the official next of kin, isn’t she? Maybe Jean’s trying to put things right with her, hand over the estate.”

      “What’s left of it. Danny’d as good as run them into the ground with all his carrying on. You know he’d even asked me for a loan, to help him out. After everything they did to me.”

      “I had no idea,” Russell said.

      “No, well. And I wouldn’t be surprised if Jean just wants to see her to tell her she’ll never get her hands on anything. I wouldn’t put it past her to have bequeathed the whole lot to the bloody Zoo or something daft.”

      With a bit of history now in place, Russell was beginning to see the bigger picture. A few more pieces of the puzzle had slotted into place in his mind.

      “I saw Violet this morning,” he admitted. “We went to the hospice with her to see Jean.”

      Ron froze, winded by the news.

      “How was she?”

      “Nervous,” Russell said. “We didn’t make it in to see Jean, though. It turns out someone else has been going to see her in the last couple of weeks, pretending to be Violet.”

      “What?” Ron looked totally baffled.

      “Yes,” Russell said. “But what’s strange is that whoever it is, is going around dressed up as Violet from twenty years ago.”

      He put the photograph on the bar between them, and Ron picked it up, staring fondly at Violet’s face.

      “Huh,” Ron said, distractedly, handing the photograph back to Russell.

      “But she was alright though, Vi? In herself?”

      “Yes,” Russell said. “She seemed strong.”

      Ron smiled.

      “And the boy? Did you see him?”

      Russell froze mid-sip, the thought suddenly hitting him. He put the pint down and jumped to his feet, already heading for the door.

      “You know what?” he called back, excitedly. “I think I actually might have.”
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      Joe had found Russell waiting impatiently for him outside his office at the end of his shift. He’d been planning to go around to see Violet on his way home from work, but Russell had said he didn’t want him going alone. So here they were, standing side by side at her front door, listening for sounds from inside. Joe knocked again.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone home,” he said. “Should we wait?”

      Joe bent down and pushed the letterbox open, peering into the hallway beyond. The place was neat, but tired and old-fashioned.

      A denim jacket hung over the post of the bannister, leading up stairs. Not Violet’s. Russell had been right—Violet’s son probably did still live here with her.

      Russell stepped back off the doorstep and looked up at the windows above. No sign of life. Joe joined him on the pavement, looking down the alleyway at the side of the house.

      Joe walked down the narrow alley, standing on tiptoes to peer over the wooden fence that surrounded a neat little courtyard garden. A metal and glass back door led into the kitchen, with a window in front of the sink looking out onto the garden. The window was open a fraction. Not enough to climb through, but enough to hear the faint crackle of the radio coming from within. The Eurythmics, “Who’s That Girl?” Just finishing.

      Joe turned back to Russell, smiling.

      “Joe? What are you doing?”

      “Wait here,” Joe said. “He might try and do a bunk out the front.”

      Russell frowned, but Joe was already climbing over the rickety wooden fence, hoping it would hold his weight. He was pretty sure someone was hiding in the house.

      Joe dropped down quietly into the back garden and sidled up to the back door. Waiting, he listened. The radio DJ was excitedly introducing “Karma Chameleon”.

      Above the sound of the radio, Joe heard a kettle clicking off as it reached boiling point, followed by the chink-chink of a teaspoon stirring against a china cup.

      Taking a deep breath, Joe stepped out in front of the window, looking in, and came face to face with a young man in a loose white T-shirt, the word Relax printed in big bold letters on the front, a sharp bruise beginning to yellow on his cheekbone. The man yelled and dropped his mug into the sink, splashing tea everywhere.

      The two of them froze for a second, staring at each other in surprise, before the young man inside made a break for the front door.

      “Wait,” Joe called out, but the kid was gone.

      He dashed to the back door and, finding it unlocked, ran into the house. Another cry from the young man, and Russell’s voice telling him to calm down and stay where he was—he just couldn’t help sounding like a policeman.

      Joe joined them in the hallway as the young man turned, looking for another way out.

      “It’s alright,” Joe said, holding his hands up reassuringly. “We just want to talk.”

      “Who are you?” the young man asked, his voice trembling a little.

      “We’re friends of your mum’s,” Joe lied.

      “Well, she’s not here,” the kid said.

      “Great,” Russell said, closing the front door behind him and guiding the kid back up the corridor. “We’ll wait. Be good to have a chat with you in the meantime anyway.”

      The young man frowned, opened his mouth to say something and closed it again, lost for words.

      “I’m Joe,” Joe said, extending his hand.

      “Scott,” the kid replied, shaking Joe’s hand automatically.

      His hand was warm, the skin soft. Greenish brown eyes flicked over Joe’s face, taking him in. He was young, not yet twenty, but taller than Joe. Slim shoulders, long legs, delicate features. Russell had been right. Throw on a plain dress and a cheap brown wig, and you’d have your mystery girl.

      “We’ve met before,” Joe said. “Well, not met, exactly. But then you already know that.”

      Scott’s shoulders slumped, realising that they knew his secret.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Why don’t we all sit down,” Russell said, guiding them to a small living room. “And you can tell us exactly what you’ve been up to.”
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        * * *

      

      The three of them sat awkwardly in the lounge, Joe and Russell on the small sofa, Scott in a tall-backed armchair, legs jittering, fingers fidgeting. The remaining blue shoe on the table in front of them.

      Russell looked around, pretending to take in the surroundings. He was actually just letting Scott stew.

      As soon as Ron had mentioned the son he’d had with Violet, Russell had known that, somehow, Scott was the mystery woman Joe had seen at the club, and the one that both of them had chased near Jean’s hospice. What Russell didn’t understand was why?

      “So, you’ve been going to see Jean in the hospice?” Russell asked.

      Scott nodded, looking guilty.

      “How did you know where she was?”

      “Her husband phoned,” Scott said. “He left a message for my mum, saying she was ill and he thought she should go and see her.”

      “But when I spoke to Violet yesterday, she didn’t even seem to know that her sister was ill,” Joe said.

      “I deleted the message,” Scott replied. “Mum wouldn’t have wanted to see her. She’s said that for years. She’s always said she doesn’t want anything to do with her sister.”

      “So,” Russell said, leaning forward, elbows on knees. “Why did you suddenly take it upon yourself to go and see her? And why dress like that?”

      “Because he’d said in the message that she was sorry—they were both sorry—and Mum will never tell me what happened, and I thought if I could see her, I might be able to get Mum to go too, eventually.”

      “Why would you want her to do something she so clearly doesn’t want to do?”

      “Because they’re rich, and we need the money. And if Jean is dying, then Mum might inherit something, if she played her cards right. She should get what’s coming to her, shouldn’t she?”

      “So you thought you’d dress up to look like your mum did back in the sixties and go and see Jean. What were you hoping to achieve?”

      “I didn’t mean to dress like that, but I found the clothes in Mum’s wardrobe, and it suddenly seemed like a good idea. I just wanted to give her a little scare. I wanted her to think about what she’d done, all them years ago. Kicking my mum out the house, cutting her off like that. I wasn’t planning to talk to her dressed like that, just mess with her mind a bit.”

      “Did your mum ever tell you why they fought?”

      “Nah, but now I wish she had. Would have saved a lot of bother,” Scott said. “Anyway, Mum always said she’d never see her again unless she apologised, and I thought I could get her to do that much easier if I reminded her of the past.”

      Joe frowned at him.

      “I know it sounds stupid,” Scott continued. “But Danny had said in his message that she wasn’t all there most of the time. I thought if I could just see her and trigger an old memory, then maybe she’d feel bad about what happened and apologise to Mum.”

      Russell leaned back again, inviting the story.

      “Well, obviously, I looked younger than Mum would be, and nothing like her really, but the old bird is clearly losing it, because she took one look at me and started sobbing her eyes out, telling me how sorry she was for what had happened. How she should have believed me. How I wasn’t the only one he’d done it to.”

      “Done what to?”

      “She thought I was my mum, see? She told me how she knew that Danny had raped Mum, and how she knew that the baby was his. She told me she’d always known. But she’d thought Mum had asked for it, always flirting with him like that.”

      “Danny raped Violet?” Russell asked.

      “Not just once, either,” Violet said from the doorway.

      All three of them stood up at the same time, talking over each other to explain what was going on.

      “Mum, I...”

      Violet held up a hand, silencing them all. She looked tired.

      “I suppose I always knew you’d find out one day,” she said, coming into the room and sitting on the arm of Scott’s chair, resting her hand on his leg. “I should have told you. I know I always said you were never to talk to either of them, but I should have told you why.”

      “I’m sorry, Mum,” Scott said. “I was just trying to help. I thought she owed you, you know?”

      “What did you do, Scott?” Russell asked.

      “After I’d seen Jean—after everything I found out—I was livid,” Scott said, his voice thick with emotion. “I went to see him, to challenge him about what he’d done and he just laughed in my face. He said you’d asked for it. You’d enjoyed it really. And if I was after any money, I was out of luck ’cause they were stony broke, and he was going to have to sell the house just to cover their debts.”

      “You went to see Dan?” Violet asked.

      “I had to. I had to see who he was. My dad.”

      “He is not your father,” Violet said vehemently.

      “Biologically he was, though, right?”

      Violet let her head sag, shaking it sadly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you’d been to see either of them?” she asked.

      “Because I knew it would upset you, and I didn’t want to do that unless I knew you were going to get what was owed to you,” Scott said.

      He took her hand in his, stroking her fingers with his own.

      “So I went to see Jean again,” Scott said. “I wasn’t planning to, but when I found out that Dan was going to sell the house, I just wanted to make sure that if Jean died, you would get what was yours.”

      “You had no right,” Violet said.

      “I did it for you, Mum. They owe you.”

      Russell could see that Violet was suffering, but he didn’t want to stop Scott’s account of what had happened.

      “So you went to see Jean,” he prompted, “dressed as Violet again?”

      “Yeah,” Scott shook his head, embarrassed to admit it. “I told her I forgave her. I told I was happy in my life. That it was all okay. We talked for ages. She told me everything about her and Danny, all the girls she’d found out about, all the lies, the gambling.”

      “Oh Jeany,” Violet said.

      “I think it did her good, Mum,” Scott said. “To get it all out. She said it was just her and I—well you—now. She said she was going to change her will, to make sure you got the house. Danny could have the scraps, she said.”

      “She said that?” Violet asked.

      Scott nodded.

      “But she didn’t know he’d already tried to put the place on the market. And she didn’t know he’d spent all their money. I was so angry with him. And with her. She knew that you weren’t lying, Mum. She knew all along that he’d raped you, and she still chose him over you for all those years.”

      Violet got up suddenly, angrily wiping the tears from her eyes.

      “Yeah, well, there you go,” she said, turning away from them all and heading into the kitchen. “You can tell her I don’t want that bloody house. I don’t want her charity, and I don’t want her apologies neither.”

      “I knew you’d say that,” Scott said. “But you don’t have any choice now. You’re all she has left.”

      Violet stopped in the doorway and turned slowly.

      “What did you do, Scott?” she asked.

      Scott suddenly broke down.

      “I’m sorry, Mum,” he said, barely holding himself together. “I got it into my head that it was Danny who needed to apologise. To you, to Jean, to all of us.”

      He stopped, head bent, shoulders shaking as the tears began to flow.

      “So you killed him?” Russell asked.

      Scott nodded, sniffing loudly. He couldn’t look at any of them.

      “I didn’t mean to kill him. I just wanted to scare him. I wanted to remind him of what he’d done. So I dressed like Mum again and confronted him with it. I thought I’d tackle him when he wasn’t expecting it and he couldn’t run away.”

      “At the club, between performances?”

      “I thought I’d fit in, you know, among all the trannies.”

      “Careful…” Russell warned.

      “Sorry,” Scott said.

      “You stabbed him, Scott,” Joe said, incredulously. “That’s pretty convincing for someone who wasn’t intending to kill.”

      “I didn’t stab him. Honest. He fell,” Scott protested. He looked up at Joe, then at Russell, his bloodshot eyes beseeching them to understand. “I started talking to him, but he just freaked out. He was so drunk. Slurring his words, couldn’t even stand straight.”

      It was Joe’s turn to frown.

      “But I talked to him just minutes before. He seemed fine.”

      “Well, when I got to him, he was falling all over the place. I tried to talk to him, to get him to agree that he’d been in the wrong, but he went for me. Tried to punch me, but he was too drunk. He managed to hit me with the end of his cane.” Scott touched the bruise on his cheek.

      “I pushed him back and he stood there a moment, swaying, and then his eyes rolled back in his head, like he was struggling to breath, and I stepped away from him ’cause I thought he was going to puke or something, and he just fell forwards. Flat. Passed out cold. Didn’t even put his hands out to break his fall.”

      “But when we found him,” Russell said, confused. “And when the police examined him, he’d been stabbed in the chest.”

      “I didn’t stab him. I swear,” Scott said. “In the scuffle, my shoe had come off. When I turned him over, I realised he’d landed square on the heel of it. It had gone straight in between his ribs.”

      He mimed the action using the other shoe from the table.

      “Well, I panicked. I mean, who would ever believe that? Especially given who he was. Who I am. So I grabbed the shoe and ran. I got out the fire exit, and I dropped it, but I was panicking too much to stop. I jumped in a cab and didn’t look back.”

      Russell and Joe looked at each other, frowning. Something wasn’t right here.

      “You’re sure he was drunk?” Joe asked.

      “Yeah, I swear, I didn’t mean to hurt him. He just fell.”

      Joe stood up quickly and Russell could see that the last penny had dropped. Joe looked at Russell, eyes wide with excitement.

      “He was fine,” he said. “I talked to him minutes before Scott did. He was fine. But he’d just got a new drink delivered. He said Ron always knew what he liked.”

      Russell looked at Joe, realising what he meant, and then at Scott.

      “How did you find Danny?” Russell asked. “The first time you went to see him?”

      “I followed him,” Scott said. “He went straight to that pub, where the cabaret was. I saw him talking to you.”

      He looked at Joe as though he was somehow implicated.

      “We were scheduling the gig,” Joe said.

      “Whatever,” Scott said. “Anyway, I tackled him outside, as he was leaving. Like I say, he tried to give me the brush off, but I’d seen him having a bit of a barney with the barman, so I figured he’d be able to give me the skinny.”

      “Oh, Scott,” Violet said, sitting down again. “You didn’t?”

      “What?” Scott asked. “I asked him about Danny. I told him I was his son, wanting a reconciliation. He clammed right up. Wouldn’t say a word.”

      Violet looked at Russell, panic in her eyes.

      “Ron’s still there?” she asked. “At the Red Lion?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Joe said.

      “And you told him?” she turned on Scott.

      “What? Who? The barman? Who is he?”

      “He’s your father,” Violet shouted.

      “What? But Danny was the one who...”

      “I know what Danny did,” Violet spat. “I know what he kept doing, but you’re not his. I mean, look at you, you’re the spit of Ron. There’s no question that Ron is your father. I just couldn’t be there any more. Danny kept coming round, he wouldn’t leave me alone. And I told Jean what he’d been doing, but she wouldn’t believe me. She said I must have seduced him. She took his side. And she said she’d tell Ron that, unless I left. So I had to go. They would have destroyed Ron’s life otherwise.”

      “Oh Jesus,” Joe said. He shot out of his seat, as did Russell.

      “Right you two,” Russell said to Scott and Violet. “You’re coming with us.”

      Both looked panicked.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Just get your things, and let’s get this sorted out. Everything’s going to be fine. I promise.”

      Scott and Violet both nodded. When Russell said something was going to be okay, people tended to believe him.

      “Come on,” Russell said turning to Joe.
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        * * *

      

      RUSSELL LED THEM ALL into the pub via the main doors, having sent Joe in first to secure any escape to the back. Ron looked up from the bar as he heard the bolt slide into place, locking the door from inside.

      “What the...”

      He stopped dead, realising who was in front of him.

      “Vi?” he asked, his face breaking into a smile despite himself. “That you, girl?”

      It almost broke Russell’s heart. Ron had really loved her. He didn’t really blame him for what he’d done. Danny had ruined his life, and when he’d finally found out what he thought was the truth, he wouldn’t have been able to help himself—it was only natural he would have lashed out.

      “Oh, Ronnie,” she said, hurrying across the bar to meet him.

      Russell let them have a moment together. Ron wouldn’t be going anywhere, and he wasn’t looking forward to having to level the charges at his old friend anyway.

      Ron looked over Violet’s shoulder at Russell.

      “You figured it out then?” he asked, already knowing the answer. “I had a horrible feeling you would, in the end.”

      “What did you do, Ron?” Violet asked, holding his face in her hands.

      “I did it for you, Vi,” he said. “And for the boy. And for me, too, I guess. He ruined everything, for all of us.”

      She buried her face in his shoulder. Russell gave Scott a nod, and the young man stepped forward and took his mother’s elbow, guiding her away from Ron.

      “I’m sorry,” she said to Ron as she broke their embrace.

      He just smiled sadly.

      “None of this was your fault,” he said. And he was right.

      Russell guided Ron towards to bar, poured them both a drink and sat down. It was time to have it out, properly.

      “What happened, Ron?” he asked. “Did you spike his drink?”

      “Yeah,” Ron said, wearily. “I just wanted him to make a fool of himself for once. And I wanted the excuse to get him on my own. I’d thought if he’d passed out on stage, I’d be able to take him upstairs, wait until it wore off, and then get him to admit the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      “The kid told me everything,” Ron said, sadly. “How Danny had raped Vi. How Danny was actually his father. How Jean had found out and turned against Vi, claiming she’d tried to steal Danny from her. It all makes sense now, doesn’t it?”

      “Sure. Apart from Danny isn’t Scott’s father,” Russell said. “I mean, look at him. Sure, he’s a lanky streak of piss, but he’s the image of you Ron, couldn’t you see that?”

      Ron looked across at Scott holding his mother’s hand, both of them whispering earnestly to one another. His face went from anger, to sadness, to confusion. He looked back at Russell, the frown etched deep on his brow.

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Danny did rape her, Violet told me that. But the boy’s not his, Ron. Scott is your son, always has been.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No.”

      Ron slumped, the weight of the truth just too much for him.

      “Why didn’t she say?”

      “Because Jean had promised to ruin your business and destroy both of your lives unless she moved away. She didn’t want her around where Danny could find her, and Violet couldn’t face seeing him again anyway.”

      “Why didn’t she tell me?”

      “You’ll have to ask her, Ron, but I would imagine she was scared. Scared of what you’d do, scared of what Danny would do. What good would telling you have done? She had to go, and she knew you couldn’t go with her. Not with the pub taking off like it was.”

      Ron sat quietly, watching the family he could have had.

      “I would have given it all up for her,” he said, sadly.

      He took a long swig of his drink, wiped his mouth.

      “I think she knew that. And she would never have asked that of you.”

      “What’s going to happen now?” he asked, suddenly small.

      “I have no idea, Ron,” Russell admitted. “You say you spiked his drink?”

      “Yeah, but I just meant for him to pass out, like he was drunk, so I could get him upstairs and tackle him for what he did. I didn’t mean to kill him.”

      “You didn’t kill him.”

      “No, no, I know. But if I hadn’t have spiked him, he’d probably have been able to fend off his attacker. He was a strong guy. Oh God, I’m going down for this, ain’t I?”

      “You didn’t kill him, Ron. There was no attacker. He just fell. It was an accident.”

      Ron look incredulous.

      “Bollocks, he was stabbed.”

      Russell shook his head.

      “No. He fell. Scott had gone backstage to tackle him about selling the house. You’d already spiked his drink. He was reeling all over the place. They got in a bit of a scuffle, Scott stepped out of the way, lost a shoe. Danny fell, impaled himself on the spike of the heel. Goodnight Vienna.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Ron said.

      “Neither of you killed him,” Russell said, honestly.

      “And yet both of us did.”

      “It was misadventure at best. Besides, who’s going to miss him enough to push for charges?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Don’t you think everyone’s suffered enough, thanks to Danny? Jean’s not much longer for this world, and when she’s gone, it’s all over.”

      “You’re saying you’re just going to let this go?”

      “You forget, Ron,” Russell said. “I’m not a copper any more. It’s got nothing to do with me, has it?”

      “Yeah, but that Detective Skinner’s already got his eye on me.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that too much,” Russell said. “His eye’s not that good. Besides, if I have my way, he won’t be in the job for much longer. How does your conscience feel?”

      “Conflicted. Better now the truth is out. And at least I know it wasn’t me that actually killed him.”

      “And it wasn’t Scott either. It was just bad luck, like Jean said all along. So maybe he finally got what was coming to him.”

      Ron sat back, looking at Russell with a strange expression on his face.

      “You’ve changed.”

      Russell smiled. He had. Hopefully for the better.
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        * * *

      

      Russell met young Matthew outside the police station. He’d thought he’d be happy enough to come down to his old workplace, but once they’d got here, he’d felt more reluctant to go inside. Joe had done the deed alone, bless him.

      As it turned out, Skinner had just released Matthew anyway. The autopsy had shown that Danny had a cocktail of drink and drugs in his system, and though they hadn’t been able to ascertain how he had been stabbed, they were calling the death an accident.

      There were more than enough witnesses who had all confirmed that Matthew hadn’t been alone with Danny long enough to stab him, dispose of the weapon and get back on scene before raising the alarm. Besides, Detective Skinner had found himself being stonewalled by the witnesses.

      Everybody they had interviewed gave a different account of that night, a different description of the girl that had been seen running away, and a different set of timings for the events of the evening.

      Nothing had made sense, and none of it would stand up in court. The only thing all witnesses were united on was that Matthew hadn’t been alone with Danny for long enough to do the deed.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” Matthew said as he bounced out of the station with Joe beside him. “What a shit hole. I thought they were never going to let me go.”

      “What happened to your face?” Russell asked, noticing a livid bruise across Matthew’s cheekbone.

      “Apparently, I was resisting arrest.”

      “Were you?”

      “Of course not, they just wanted to show me how tough and manly they all are.”

      “Who hit you? Was it Skinner?” Russell was in the mood to bring the detective down if so.

      “No, some nonce in a uniform. Don’t worry about it Russ, it’s not the first time, and I doubt it’ll be the last. Besides, it’ll earn me a free pint down at the Lion.” He laughed, not seeing the injustice of it all.

      “Come on then,” Joe said. “First round’s on me.”

      They turned their backs on the station and set off.

      “Mr Dixon?” Skinner’s unmistakable, nasal voice called across the street.

      “Wait here,” Russell said under his breath to Joe.

      Turning around, he crossed the road to where Skinner was standing, hands on hips.

      “Can I help, Detective?” He would never tire of making Skinner’s job title sound like a piss-take.

      “I know you know what really happened to Dan Carter,” Skinner hissed. “And if I find one scrap of evidence that you’ve been tampering with my witnesses, I’ll...”

      “You’ll what?” Russell snapped. “Have my job? Too late, pal.”

      “I’ll arrest you for obstruction of justice,” Skinner said, triumphantly.

      “Save your breath, darling,” Russell said. “If I were you, I’d chalk Dan Carter’s death up to an accident. He was drunk, he was on something. He was always very accident prone, maybe he fell over, landed straight on that heel, you know? Stranger things have happened.”

      Skinner came right up close to him.

      “I’m going to solve this case,” he said. “And when I do, I’m taking you down too.”

      “Not if I take you down first,” Russell said, turning his back on Skinner and crossing the road to join up with Joe and Matthew.

      “I’ve got my eye on you,” Skinner shouted.

      “I’m flattered,” Russell shouted back. “But you’re not my type.”

      The look on Skinner’s face made them all laugh.

      “You shouldn’t wind him up,” Joe warned.

      Russell grinned.

      “I’ve got to have some fun in life,” he said. “Come on, let’s get that pint.”
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      Jean’s funeral had gone off without much drama. It was a bright, sunny morning, and just a handful of visitors had gathered at the graveside. Russell and Joe stood on one side, Violet and Scott on the other, with Ron just behind them. No tears, no wailing.

      Violet stepped forward when the vicar ended his sermon and dropped a red rose into the grave. The others followed suit, a final encore for the once-celebrated jazz singer.

      Ron put his arm around Violet’s shoulder, and she in turn put one around Scott’s waist—a family reunited. Russell and Joe smiled at each other.

      “You alright?” Joe asked.

      “I think so,” he said. He knew what Joe was asking. Are you really okay with Ron and Scott both getting away with Danny’s death? They had discussed it only once since finding out the truth, and whichever way they had looked at it, they couldn’t see the value in either of them serving time for what had happened.

      Neither of them had intended to kill Danny, though both had set out to frighten him. It was just dumb luck that they had both put their plans into action on the same night. Like father, like son.

      Violet stopped in front of them, not letting go of either of her men.

      “They’ll put Danny beside her,” Violet said. “She’ll like that.”

      “So they’ve released the body then?”

      “Yeah,” Ron said. “Apparently they’ll keep trying to solve the case.”

      “Yeah, right. Don’t hold your breath,” Russell said, patting Ron on the shoulder. “Drinks on you then?”

      Violet linked her arm through Ron’s.

      “Technically, they’re on me now,” she said, smiling.

      It was the first time that Russell had seen her looking genuinely happy. Ron closed his hand over hers.

      “I want to thank you,” she said. “For not giving up when I told you to. And for getting to the truth.”

      “It’s in my nature, I’m afraid,” Russell said. “I don’t know anything else.”

      “Well, thanks,” she said. “I owe you.”

      “Just look after each other,” Russell said.

      “Don’t worry, we will,” Violet said, squeezing Ron’s arm.

      “See you back at the pub, then,” Ron said, leaning in. “And thanks, for everything.”

      Scott smiled shyly and thanked him too. Joe turned to face Russell, framing his face with upturned hands.

      “My hero,” he sighed.

      “Piss off,” Russell laughed.

      The smile dropped from his face as he saw Skinner standing at the edge of the churchyard, watching them all. He’d hoped his old foe would have got bored with this case by now. Obviously, he still had an axe to grind with Russell. Joe followed his gaze.

      “He’s just trying to wind you up,” Joe said. “Don’t let him get to you.”

      He was right, of course. Russell set his shoulders as the two of them walked past Skinner.

      “Detective,” he nodded, sailing on past without a backward glance. Skinner may be coming for him, but he wasn’t getting him today.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading the second book in my Soho Noir series. I do hope you enjoyed it.

      If you did, please leave a review in the place you bought the book from.

      Reviews help authors like me to make sales, and break through the barriers to get their work seen. It’s the best gift you can possibly give.

      Thanks again for reading.

      

      Yours,

      T.S. Hunter
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      Claiming to be at least half-Welsh, T.S. Hunter lived in South Wales for much of his latter teens, moving to London as soon as confidence and finances allowed. He never looked back.

      

      He has variously been a teacher, a cocktail waiter, a podium dancer and a removal man, but his passion for writing has been the only constant.

      

      He's a confident and engaging speaker and guest, who is as passionate about writing and storytelling as he is about promoting mainstream LGBT fiction.

      

      He now lives with his husband in the country, and is active on social media as @TSHunter5.
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            Praise For TAINTED LOVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SOHO NOIR  #1

      

      

      “Fast paced, engrossing, nostalgic yet essential for the modern audience. Keeps you guessing ‘til the end. An exciting addition to the rapidly growing cannon of LGBT literature.”

      

      “Tainted Love is set squarely in the LGBT experience, our history runs through it. First and foremost, though, it’s a superb crime story with a great cast of characters driving the fast-paced plot along.”

      

      You can buy Tainted Love from all good bookshops.
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