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For Linda Kissick, most astute of readers.





1: NEW GIRLFRIEND


“I’d like you to meet my new girlfriend,” said Erik. “Someone’s trying to kill her.”


He offered this remark in such a casual, offhand, everyday manner that I had to repress the urge to reply, “That’s nice.”


Erik Make Loud—less pretentiously, Eric McCloud—was a former rock star, comfortably wealthy and, if you stretched a point, our neighbour. I’d never got along very well with him. Erik was self-regarding and superior, to commence a long list. But one muffled grey afternoon in a recent winter we’d undergone a very horrible near-death experience together.


And I suppose that had bonded us.


Perhaps even made us friends.


At least, friends to the extent that he’d generally now make eye contact when he spoke to me. Which is what he was doing right now as he loomed in my doorway, emanating a cloud of expensive aftershave.


I said, “Come in, Erik.” Before I shut the door behind him, I looked around outside to make sure the new girlfriend whose life was putatively in danger wasn’t actually standing there, waiting to shake hands.


Erik didn’t bother with shaking hands. He was content to slap me on the shoulder in what would have been a comradely fashion, if it hadn’t been so heavy-handedly hard, as I led him into our sitting room where our cats looked up at our guest and regarded him with suspicion. As well they might.


For a start, Erik was wearing a cap that looked like it had been looted off a dead Confederate soldier, along with an elaborately fringed and brightly beaded buckskin jacket that might have been looted off the Comanche brave who had just killed the Confederate. Plus, of course, very skinny black jeans and very expensive black sneakers. Turk took one look at this apparition then sensibly darted out the cat flap just as Nevada came hurrying in from the kitchen.


“Did I hear that correctly?” she said. She looked at Erik with shock in her mesmerising big blue eyes. “Did you actually say…?”


“Yes, dear,” said Erik, gazing at her fondly. Erik had always liked Nevada. Who wouldn’t?


“You’ve got a girlfriend?”


“He also said someone was trying to kill her.”


“One thing at a time. One earth-shattering revelation at a time. You mean a real, seeing-her-on-a-regular-basis girlfriend? Not one of your usual…” Nevada waved her hand in the air in a manner which Erik and I both understood to mean inappropriately nubile and fleeting, celebrity-besotted one-night stands.


“Yeah, going steady. We’ve been seeing each other for a few months now.”


“Mein Gott. Who is this girlfriend?”


“She’s called Helene—”


“Lovely name,” said Nevada. “It means light.”


“Does it?” said Erik. “All I know is that she plays a mean guitar.”


“Ah, so she’s a musician, too.” Nevada looked at me. “The extraordinary longevity of their relationship begins to make sense.”


Erik chuckled. “Well, yeah, it is nice to be able to connect on a musical level, you know, as well as everything else. Very good guitarist, she is. Plays big chunky phrases. Reminds me a bit of Blood Ulmer.”


“Well, I’m delighted for you,” said Nevada. She took my hand. “We’re both delighted for you. Now, what’s all this business about someone trying to kill her?”


*   *   *


Nevada sat down with Erik in full charm mode while I made coffee. I used the good stuff—the serious nature of the impending discussion seemed to merit it, even if it was only attempted murder. When the coffee was ready I carried the mugs through on a tray featuring a black-and-white picture of Marilyn Monroe. It was a gift from our friend Tinkler and, to those in the know, continued the murder theme.


Nevada and Erik were sitting at the dining table with our cat Fanny lying at the centre where other people might have situated an elegant vase of flowers. As if to emphasise the contrast, she was unconcernedly and shamelessly licking her private parts.


But Erik hadn’t noticed. He was studying a record he’d picked up from the pile in the armchair beside him, where I tended to keep my current listening selection. It was John Mellencamp’s Uh-huh, the British edition with the different and much superior cover art. As I came into the room he looked up from the album and regarded me with mild surprise—and perhaps even something resembling respect. Erik had me down as a jazz nut, which I am.


But I listen to other stuff, too.


I put the tray down on the table. Nevada glanced at it and gave me a droll look; she got the reference, all right. Then she passed Erik his mug. Fanny stopped washing herself and looked up at us attentively. Nevada peered directly into her eyes and said, “Our friend Erik is going to tell us about something terrible that has happened to his girlfriend.”


In response to this declaration Fanny yawned luxuriantly, her mouth gaping wide to reveal tiny fangs while her small ears folded neatly back, flat on her head. Then she jumped down from the table and disappeared under the nearest armchair.


Erik didn’t seem offended. He said, “The first attempt—”


“First?” said Nevada. “How many have there been?”


“Uh, let me think.”


I saw a familiar stoned-rock-star vagueness drift into Erik’s eyes. So I said, “Let’s just let him tell us the story in his own way, honey.”


“Of course,” agreed Nevada. She was all business now, perched on her chair, hands hugging one knee, listening politely and giving Erik the big eye. But he was shaking his head ruefully.


“I suppose it would be easiest to get her to tell you all about it herself,” he said. “To let Helene tell you all about it.”


“All right,” I said. “When would you like to arrange that?”


Erik shrugged. “Now, I guess.”


“Now?”


“Yeah, she’s out there in the car.”


“Out there in the car?” said Nevada, scandalised. “Don’t you think she might like to come in?”


“Yeah. Probably. All right.”


Five minutes later Erik came back with a tallish woman. Other than that it was hard to immediately discern much about her because she was wearing an ankle-length dove-grey coat and a black hat. The coat was an upmarket, and no doubt eye-wateringly expensive, version of a Spaghetti Western duster. Her hat, thankfully, was not a cowboy one but what they call a porkpie hat, as affected by the late, great Lester Young.


I wondered if she and Erik had both been bilked by the same eccentric headwear emporium. By way of illustrating the point, they hung their hats up side by side on the multicoloured Eames coat rack in our hallway.


“This is Helene,” said Erik. “Helene Hilditch.” He was rather touchingly proud.


Helene’s age was hard to determine. There was no chance of detecting lines on her face because she’d applied a swathe of striking black make-up around her pale grey eyes, suggestive of a raccoon or indeed a bandit’s mask. Set deep in those dramatic black circles, her eyes peered out at us quite shyly.


Under this theatrical disguise, Helene was clearly at least ten years younger than Erik. Which still made her, under normal circumstances, about thirty years too old to be acceptable rock-star-girlfriend material.


We all shook hands, and Nevada helped Helene take off her coat and hang it up. Removal of the duster revealed a white silk blouse so sheer it was almost transparent, disclosing an emphatically black bra underneath. The blouse was tucked into skinny black jeans, which were identical to Erik’s. But rather than sneakers Helene wore very high-heeled and pointy-toed black leather boots. Fanny crept over and sniffed these carefully. She seemed quite intrigued by our visitor.


I saw that Helene was blonde, so we could tick that rock-star-girlfriend box, at least. A rather fetching shade of platinum blonde. If it was dye, Nevada would no doubt enthusiastically brief me later. As Helene turned around to go into the sitting room, I saw there was a jagged pink streak in her hair, which even I could identify as dye. Very rock and roll.


I’d used the time lag between Erik’s departure and return to conjure up a fourth mug of coffee, which Helene now picked up gratefully. She sipped while Erik cleared his throat and, despite having said that he wanted her to tell her own story, he resumed his solo account.


“So, right, the first attempt—although of course we didn’t know it was an attempt at the time, an attempt at anything…” He lost his thread for a moment, then manfully recaptured it. “But it was. It was an attempted hit and run.”


Apparently a car had almost smashed Helene down as she was stepping off the kerb to cross the street near her flat in Muswell Hill, heading to the local park for her morning run. “I had my earbuds in,” she said. “But fortunately I hadn’t started playing my music yet. So I heard it coming.”


And she had excellent reflexes. She’d dodged back onto the pavement just in time. “It passed so close that the side of the car bashed the toe of my running shoe. If they’d been driving an electric car I would have been done for. I would never have heard them.”


The car had smoked-glass windows and Helene hadn’t been able to see who was inside—or even to tell if it was a man or a woman. Or indeed if there had been more than one person in the car. But she had got her phone out in time to take a photo of the fast-vanishing vehicle.


Again with the excellent reflexes.


And she’d caught the licence number.


“I suppose I should have just forgotten it, put it out of my mind. I mean there was no harm done.”


“No physical harm,” said Erik fervently. “But what about the psychological, the psychological harm?”


Helene nodded. “Anyway, I was really angry about it.” She didn’t strike me as someone who had been psychologically scarred by the experience. She struck me as someone you didn’t particularly want angry with you.


As if to confirm this, Erik said, “You don’t want to get in Hel’s way when she’s cross.” He shook his head with an it’s just not worth it expression on his face.


“So I went to the police,” said Helene. “But of course they just thought it was an accident. Not even an accident, because there wasn’t any damage or injury. They didn’t know why I kept pestering them, or what all the fuss was about. After all, I was fine, wasn’t I? But I did keep pestering them. And finally they told me the car had been stolen.”


“It had been stolen by someone about half an hour before they tried to run her over,” said Erik. “And they abandoned it immediately afterwards.” He glared at me as if I’d been at the wheel. “Pretty suspicious, eh?”


“It could just have been joyriders,” I said.


“That’s what the police think,” said Erik with contempt. “If it was, they didn’t get much joy. Or do much riding.”


The second attempt took place when Helene had returned to her flat in the early hours one morning. “I smelled gas as soon as I stepped in the front door. So I opened all the windows and went to look in the kitchen. One of the burners on the stove top had been turned on, but not lit.”


“You couldn’t have left it on yourself?”


“No.” Helene was thin-lipped and adamant.


“But it’s not just that,” said Erik. “It’s the day it happened.”


“The day?” said Nevada.


“Yeah, you see, we’ve got into the habit of Helene coming to stay at my place on the weekend and also on Tuesday and Thursday nights.”


I could see that Nevada was impressed. Sleeping over four nights a week: this was a serious relationship.


“Because, you see, Tuesdays and Thursdays are Bong Cha’s regular nights off.” Erik looked at us to see if we were following. We were; in Nevada’s case, avidly. “But on this particular week, Bong moved her nights off around, because her sister was down from Birmingham and… Anyway, she took Wednesday night off. So Helene came over on Wednesday instead.”


“And it was the following morning, when I came home, that I found the gas on,” said Helene.


“You see what we’re getting at?” said Erik.


“Yes,” I said. “Normally on a Wednesday night Helene could be expected to be at home.”


“That’s right.” She nodded. “At home sleeping in my own bed. So someone came in, in the middle of the night, and switched on the gas. Making sure, they thought, that I wouldn’t wake up.”


“So you see what that means,” said Erik. “It has to be someone who knew our regular routine well enough to expect Helene to be at home that night.”


“And it was just sheer luck that I wasn’t. It’s a small flat and it was a cold night, so I would’ve had the windows shut. I would have suffocated. I never would have woken up.”


“Or if you had woken up,” said Erik, “you might well have lit up a roll-up.” He mimed rolling a cigarette with his fingers. “Like you usually do. And then… boom.”


“That’s right,” said Helene. “Either way I would have been dead.”


Not to mention the neighbours, I thought.


“That’s right,” said Erik, looking at Helene. “Someone is trying to kill my girl.”


Helene reached over and fiercely grabbed his hand. They squeezed their hands together, gazing into each other’s eyes. Nevada gave me a quick and amused these two should get a room look. Helene seemed to sense it, because she turned back to us, eyes staring out from that black bandit’s mask. “And then there was the third attempt,” she said.


*   *   *


Their account of what they called the third murder attempt involved Erik disclosing his use of illegal drugs.


If they expected either Nevada or myself to be deeply shocked and upset by this revelation, and possibly flee the room in horror, they were disappointed. Nevertheless, Erik seemed at pains to justify his behaviour.


“We don’t indulge that much. Just generally on Friday nights, when we watch Graham Norton. Isn’t that right, babes?”


Helene nodded. “We like us some Graham on a Friday night. Putting the cares of the working week aside.” I wondered when was the last time that either of these two had been required to concern themselves with the working week. But I forced myself to concentrate on the story.


It seemed that Erik had a habit of keeping his cocaine in ‘wraps’—folded pieces of paper. For this purpose he used pages torn from a high-class skin magazine—photographs of nude models. “And I have a particular way of folding them, ah…” He glanced at Nevada with embarrassment. It was interesting that he wasn’t bothered at all by Helene hearing this, but then she’d probably got to know Erik and his quirky habits intimately by now.


“You see, I fold them so that, uh…”


“So that his favourite girl is on top,” said Helene.


Erik nodded, thankful for this no doubt euphemistic intervention. “And one night we took out one of the wraps of cocaine and it wasn’t quite folded right.” Erik began to enlarge on this ritual of porno origami applied to drug storage, rather drifting off the point. I wondered if he was high right now.


“So,” I said, cutting to the chase, “you thought someone had tampered with it.”


“Someone had tampered with it,” said Erik, giving a knowing nod. “We didn’t take any—thank god. I was going to taste it—you know, dip my fingertip and lick it. But I changed my mind.”


Indeed Erik had shown great restraint. Not to mention acuteness and caution that I wouldn’t have attributed to him in his pre-Helene days. So he’d sealed up the packet of cocaine again, untouched. “And then I sent it off for analysis. To this bloke I know.”


“You know someone who analyses drugs?” Again, not surprising.


“I know someone who synthesises them. Knows a bit about molecules, does Mr Tetlock. Interesting bloke. Big fan of Valerian.” Valerian was the famed band Erik had played in when he was young. “Anyway, he analysed it. And guess what?”


“It was poisoned,” said Nevada. “Spiked with something.”


“Right. Fentanyl.”


“Jesus,” said Nevada. As well she might.


“Exactly. Never mind coke. That stuff is fifty times stronger than heroin. If Helene had snorted it she would have been dead before she hit the floor.” He looked at us. “And me, too,” he added diffidently.


“So whoever is doing this isn’t worried about collateral casualties,” I said.


“And they might have got Bong Cha, too,” said Nevada. “Or doesn’t she partake?”


“Of course she doesn’t partake,” said Erik testily, as though everyone should be expected to know this. It was a measure of how on edge he was that he’d snapped at Nevada, whom he normally revered.


Bong Cha was Erik’s housekeeper. She lived with him, and this had led some people, Nevada and our friend Agatha particularly, to speculate that she was his mistress. Nothing could be further from the truth. She did share one passion with Erik, but that was the history of the Second World War.


I said, “So someone tampered with your stash.”


“But how could they get at your stash?” said Nevada. “That means they would have to be able to get into your house.”


Erik shook his head and explained how he kept the drugs outside—in a fake boulder in his garden—all the better to fool the police if they ever searched his premises.


My attention drifted away during this explanation. Partly because I already knew about the boulder, and partly because, despite myself, I was beginning to believe their story. It looked like someone actually might be trying to kill Helene.


And all of the attempts they’d described had one thing in common: they were dangerously plausible. The very thing that made them seem innocuous—how many times a day was someone in London almost run over? How many people forgot they’d left a gas ring on?—made them exemplary murder methods.


Admittedly, adding Fentanyl to cocaine was a bit more esoteric. But if they had succeeded in killing Helene in this manner, and indeed Erik into the bargain, no one would have suspected a thing.


It would have been another tragic rock-star overdose.


It would have been a perfect murder.


Just then the doorbell rang.


The sudden noise caused Fanny to flee to the bedroom. Indeed, everyone jumped. Without our realising it, the rambling story from Erik and his sweetheart had gradually thrown a dark mood over the room.


So much so that I felt a twinge of wariness as I went down the hallway to the front door and opened it.


Standing outside was my old friend Jordon Tinkler.


He was surprisingly well dressed—particularly by Tinkler standards—in items of high-end menswear that someone had bought cheap in a charity shop and sold to him at less than her usual cut-throat markup. To wit, Nevada.


“Not interrupting anything, am I?” he said, smiling his lopsided smile. He sounded hopeful—hopeful that he was interrupting something. And that, combined with the smart clothes, told me exactly what he had in mind.


“As a matter of fact,” I said, “we have some people around.” His face immediately lit up and I added hastily, “Not Clean Head, though.”


Tinkler’s face fell and I couldn’t help but sympathise. He’d probably even had a shower, just in case. “But come in anyway.”


These last words were drowned out as Tinkler, peering over my shoulder, caught sight of Erik and the two men exchanged glad cries of greeting. Tinkler hurried into the living room—it wasn’t Clean Head, but it would do for now—and Erik rose from the table and the two men embraced.


“Mate!”


“Mate!”


Helene watched indulgently. She’d evidently met Tinkler before.


Erik pounded Tinkler on the shoulder, rather too hard; I was glad it wasn’t just me. “You’ve been midnight toking, mate,” he said, sniffing. “And it’s not even five o’clock.”


“How did you know?” said Tinkler.


“Because you smell like someone torched Bob Marley’s compost bin.”


With the arrival of our dear old friend we were now officially short of coffee, so I went into the kitchen to make another pot.


Tinkler followed a moment later and began tugging frantically at my sleeve while I tried to pursue my preparations, for all the world like one of our cats who wanted to be fed.


“Erik’s got his girlfriend with him,” he hissed, looking back over his shoulder towards the sitting room.


“Yes, I know,” I said as I selected a coffee filter. We had plenty of these now that I’d upgraded my record cleaning regime from the good old Knosti Disco Antistat. “We’ve been chatting with her for quite some time.”


“Okay, so you know who she is, don’t you?”


“Yes. Helene something.” I searched for her last name. “Hilditch. Like a hill and a ditch.”


“Yes, that’s her real name. But it’s not the name everyone knows her by.”


Nevada came into the kitchen and joined us. She was ostensibly here to bring the mugs out for refills, but in fact I knew she’d heard Tinkler whispering. Nevada was not one to be left out of an intrigue.


“What do you mean?” I said.


Tinkler nodded towards the sitting room again. “The name everyone knows her by is Howlin’ Hellbitch.”


“Now, that’s just not nice, Tinkler,” said Nevada.


“No, seriously. That was her nom de guerre.”


It’s a brave man who essays a phrase in French in front of Nevada. The risk of having your pronunciation corrected is the least of it. But this time she contented herself with merely asking, “What war was she in?”


“Well, not a war but a punk band. One of the all-time great punk bands.”


“Helene was in a punk band?” Nevada seemed surprised, but personally nothing would surprise me after those eye make-up tips courtesy of Blade Runner. Or was it The Girl in the Spider’s Web?


“Maybe the greatest all-girl punk band,” said Tinkler. He was grinning with pride. Apparently the glamour of Helene’s history extended its aura over him, as a friend of her boyfriend. “Hey, isn’t that the tray I gave you?”


“Yes it is,” said Nevada. “You know it is. Now stop fishing for compliments. It’s a very tasteless tray anyway.”


“Why?”


“Because of the associations.”


“It’s not tasteless,” said Tinkler, fondly inspecting the tray with its black-and-white photo of Marilyn Monroe varnished on it. “The child’s coffin I had made into a cocktail cabinet—now that’s tasteless.”


He went back to hang out with the happy couple and I continued fixing the coffee while Nevada set about looking for suitably posh biscuits to feed our honoured guests. The sound of her opening and shutting food cupboards brought Fanny in at a dead run from the bedroom, followed a moment later by Turk from the back garden. Further evidence of the acuity of feline hearing.


Indeed they’d managed to detect our activity despite the loud music now issuing from the sitting room. Tinkler had evidently found my copy of the Mellencamp album and decided to put it on. It had to be Tinkler, because putting a record on a turntable was too much like manual labour for Erik.


With the arrival of the cats Nevada had suspended her search for suitable biscuits and instead commenced feeding the pair their main meal of the day.


Finally the cats were fed, the biscuits located and the coffee ready. We rejoined Helene and Erik at the table. Tinkler was sitting on the other side of the room on the sofa listening to the music, bending forward to get his head in the sweet spot between the Quad speakers like a happy dog leaning out the car window to savour the breeze.


Helene thanked us for the coffee and biscuits and Erik hurriedly followed suit after she shot him a glance. I was impressed at the level of domestication she’d achieved with him in just a few short months.


Erik took a biscuit off the plate and broke it in two, inspecting it thoughtfully, as if expecting to find a slip of paper with his fortune printed on it. They’re not those sort of biscuits, mate, I thought. He looked at me and said, “So, what do you think?”


“I believe you.”


“Say what?”


“I believe you. It sounds like someone is trying to kill Helene.”


“Well of course they are,” said Erik impatiently. “Haven’t you been listening? What have I been trying to tell you?” While he was still working his way through a long list of pugnacious and rhetorical questions, Nevada drew her chair closer to the table, sitting upright now and looking very alert.


We were getting down to business.


“But here’s the thing,” I said. “I don’t know what I can do to help you. I’m not actually a real detective. I don’t investigate crimes. I look for records.”


Not for the first time I felt a weary regret that I’d ever saddled myself with such a troublesome moniker.


Erik nodded happily.


“Your missus said you’d say that. That’s why we’ve got you a record to look for.”





2: EEK!


I turned to my ‘missus’, who was doing her best innocent look.


I said, “You already knew about this?”


“No details,” said Nevada quickly. “Erik phoned last night, but he just said he might want to hire you.”


I thought she had been in an exceptionally good mood this morning. Nothing cheered Nevada up more than the thought of money coming in. In this case, potentially large sums of money, fleeced from a wealthy semi-retired rock god and sort-of friend.


“He didn’t give me any details,” repeated Nevada, now turning to Erik and wagging her finger at him in playful reprimand. “And no mention of any new girlfriend.” She smiled at Helene.


They all turned and looked at me. Obviously I was supposed to say something.


What I said was, “You should go to the police.”


This didn’t go down well.


Nevada looked crestfallen; Tinkler flinched—a reflex brought on by any mention of law enforcement—and left the table. Then Erik and Helene immediately launched into a diatribe so well organised that they might have rehearsed it earlier.


Perhaps they had.


“Number one,” said Erik, “the police won’t believe us.”


“Number two,” said Helene, “even if they did, there’s virtually nothing they can do.”


“Because we have no idea who’s behind it all,” said Erik.


“They could find out who’s behind it all,” I said. “That’s what the police are for.”


“To do that, basically they’d have to look into virtually everyone I know.” This was Helene again. I was impressed with the way they were tag-teaming me. “And they simply don’t have the resources for that.”


“Bone idle bastards,” said Erik, who was never too fond of the police.


Helene shook her head emphatically. “Government cuts, doll.”


“So…” I said. “So, you expect me to look into virtually everyone you know?” Their logic didn’t impress me as much as their teamwork. “Like I told you, I am not actually a real detective of any kind.”


“Yes, you are,” said Nevada hastily. She’d been showing remarkable restraint by not entering the conversation up to now, though she’d been hanging on every word. “You are a vinyl detective.” She looked at our guests. “And he’s a very good one.”


I said, “Yes, but—”


“Which brings us back to that record,” said Erik. “That record we want you to find.” He was grinning like we were playing a game of chess and my last move had just put me into his carefully constructed trap.


“That’s right,” said Helene. “And in the course of finding that record for us, you will have to look into virtually everyone I know.”


There was a moment of silence while this sunk in.


“We really do want this record,” said Erik. “And we would have hired you to find a copy anyhow. But this way, you can have a proper nose around while you’re doing it. So it’s a two-for-one.”


Helene smiled sweetly. “Plus it gives you a perfect cover story. No one will know that you’re also looking for my assailant. So their guard will be down.”


“Yeah,” said Erik, “even if we could get the cops to investigate, everyone would see them coming from a mile off, and clam up.”


“Perhaps a private investigator…” I said. I could feel Nevada’s gaze boring into the side of my head as I tried to talk myself out of a job.


“We discussed that,” said Helene quickly. “But if we did hire a private investigator, they’d have to invent some kind of cover story to put people off their guard. And how likely are they to pull that off successfully? Whereas you come with a built-in cover story. And it’s flawless. Because it’s the truth.”


“Plus we’re willing to pay you a big fat fee,” added Erik, delivering the coup de grâce.


Nevada smiled her most angelic smile when he said this. A big fat fee. That was her kind of fee.


Checkmate, I thought.


*   *   *


They started to tell me about the record they wanted me to find. Or they tried to. But it involved first telling me about Helene’s career in a punk band. This discussion drew Tinkler, who’d been busy rifling my record collection, back to the table to join us.


Even Fanny came sauntering in from the bedroom, where she’d been digesting her diced veal, and lay down at my feet as though interested in the unfolding narrative.


“It was the summer of 1977,” said Helene. “The first summer of punk.”


This occasioned an immediate discussion—or, less politely but more accurately, an argument—about the exact dates of punk’s origins, between Erik and Tinkler. It was interesting that, despite Helene being the only true punk in the room, neither of the men seemed interested in her opinion on the subject. Helene herself didn’t seem put out. She watched with a serene smile as the blokes thrashed it out between them.


This suggested that she really did like Erik. Maybe even more than ‘like’. Though why she should cut Tinkler so much slack, god only knew.


Finally the boys agreed that although the Sex Pistols’ appearance at the Free Trade Hall in Manchester in June 1976 had been a seminal event—“Without that gig, you could kiss the Hacienda goodbye,” said Erik; Tinkler nodded in sage agreement—the real beginning of the movement was the two-day 100 Club Punk Special event in September 1976. “And it was all over by January 1978,” said Tinkler, shaking his head sadly, as if he’d ever owned, or indeed even listened to, a punk album. Erik glossed this for us, explaining that January 1978 was when Johnny Rotten quit the Sex Pistols, stalking offstage at the Winterland Ballroom in San Francisco.


Now that the lads had set the parameters of the discussion, Helene was allowed to continue.


“So, as I was saying, it was summer. The end of the school term. Myself and a bunch of friends were in our last year at school. And instead of going on to university, we thought it would be fun to start our very own punk band.”


Oh, the heady spirit of ’77.


“So we decided to call ourselves Blue Tits.” At this statement Nevada shot Helene an odd look. I would almost say she looked shocked, which was weird because my darling is one of the most unshockable people you could ever wish to meet.


“And we chose names for ourselves, inspired by the likes of Sid Vicious and Johnny Rotten and Poly Styrene. Or, wait a minute, was Poly even around at that point? Or did she come on the scene a bit later?” I could see that Tinkler was eager to answer this question. He’d evidently boned up on the history of punk as a tribute to his buddy’s new girlfriend. He was bursting with more facts than a week of pub quizzes could exhaust. And, indeed, later he would insist on telling Nevada and me about Marianne Joan Elliot-Said and how her first record was a reggae single.


But thankfully, right now Helene wouldn’t give him an opening. She just kept on talking. “Well, whatever, we reckoned we could come up with names that were at least that good. So we got a couple of bottles of cider—we didn’t have access to anything stronger at the time, though that was definitely about to change—and we got pissed and had a brainstorming session to come up with names for the lot of us.”


Thus Helene Hilditch became ‘Howlin’ Hellbitch’. And her chum Tania Strack became ‘Tongue Strap’. “We never were entirely satisfied with that one. It wasn’t emphatically obscene enough. I mean, what is a tongue strap, anyway?” I could see that Tinkler was eager to offer some suggestions on this too, no doubt plenty obscene enough.


But Helene kept on talking, holding the floor with admirable firmness. “We called Dylis Lispector ‘Dildo Inspector’. Now, that was a good one. And then Ophelia—Ophelia Brydent—became ‘Feel Up Rodent’, which was our absolute favourite. We pissed ourselves laughing when we thought of that one. And once we had the names we divided up the tasks in the band. Tania became the singer. She had never been good enough for the school choir. All the rest of us had got into the choir, and none of us were even particularly good singers, so as you’ll gather she really wasn’t a great vocalist. In other words, she was perfect.”


“Because she was so imperfect,” I said.


Helene nodded. “Precisely for that reason. And what’s more, it was her revenge, indeed all of our revenge, for them not letting her in the choir. Two fingers up to the school. She was the perfect vocalist: one who couldn’t sing. Very punk indeed. And then, since anybody can play the drums, we decided Ophelia would do that. Sorry, I mean Feel Up Rodent could do that.”


I thought ‘anybody can play the drums’ was a bit harsh. But it did bring to mind Chet Baker’s adage that you had to be a pretty good drummer to be better than no drummer at all.


“And then, because we needed a bass player, we decided Dylis would do that. Not because she could play bass, you understand. She couldn’t.”


“But you could play guitar, couldn’t you, doll?” said Erik. “And play it bloody well, too.” He turned to me. “Do you know who she reminds me of?”


I braced myself for the boredom of him repeating his James Ulmer comparison, but to my surprise he said, “Bo Diddley. Early Bo Diddley. Bo Diddley in his prime.”


“Prime Diddley,” said Tinkler, managing to give the phrase an indecent connotation. Which, come to think of it, was his specialty. Everybody ignored him. Especially the lovebirds, who were holding hands again and gazing into each other’s eyes.


“Thank you, doll,” said Helene.


“It’s true, doll,” said Erik. “You’ve got that raw, chunky thing going on. The irregular beat.” He looked at me. “She plays low action guitar. A very mean low action guitar. Do you know what that means?”


“No,” I said, and waited for Tinkler to rush in and fill the vacuum of my ignorance. But he remained startlingly silent. The pub quiz research had evidently been exhausted.


So Erik drew in his breath, gearing up for a lecture. But before he could get started, Nevada leaned over to Helene and said in a quiet aside, “By the way. When you say you got together at school, do you mean a private school?”


I thought this was a very odd question, and not just because there aren’t too many kids called Helene at state schools. Not to mention Ophelia. It also stopped Erik in midstride, which isn’t an easy thing to do when he gets talking about guitar technique.


But Helene wasn’t taken aback. She just nodded. “Yes. We were all posh girls.”


“Did you by any chance go to Eek?”


At this point it was Helene’s turn to look shocked. But only for a moment. Then she shrieked, released Erik’s hand and seized Nevada’s instead, grinning. “Did you go there?”


“Oh yes,” said Nevada. She too was smiling. “And I suppose you were in Blue Tits?”


This was an even odder question, since Helene had just spent a fair chunk of the afternoon establishing exactly that. But Helene wasn’t fazed by the question. “Yes, I was. Were you?”


Nevada nodded. “I was dehoused.”


“Rehoused?” said Tinkler, who was as baffled as I had initially been by the turn this conversation had taken.


“Dehoused,” said Nevada.


“Deloused?” suggested Tinkler.


“Stop pissing about, Tinkler. I was booted out of my school house for bad behaviour. They call that being dehoused.”


“Do they now?”


“And consequently I was put in the house where they put all the troublemakers.”


“Blue Tits,” said Helene, her head bobbing in happy agreement. “All the school houses were named after birds. There was Golden Eagles, which was for the sporty girls, the athletes. White Owls for the swots, the academically gifted. Grey Doves, they were the debs. And…”


“And Green Woodpeckers,” said Nevada.


“That’s right!” Helene frowned. “The girls in that house weren’t really distinctive in any particular way. Not that I can recall, anyway.”


“But you can imagine how they had the piss taken out of them,” said Nevada. “The Green Woodpeckers.”


“Because of the word ‘peckers’,” said Tinkler.


“Yes.”


“And green.”


“Yes.”


“So it was like a green penis!”


“Yes, Tinkler.”


“A diseased penis.”


“Yes.”


“And one that was made of wood, at that.”


“That’s right,” said Nevada. “Non-stop mockery for the poor girls in Green Woodpecker.”


“Non-stop,” agreed Helene.


“So Eek is the name of the school?” I said, managing to jump into the conversation at last.


“Nickname,” said Helene.


“Emily Kelso,” said Nevada.


“EK for short,” said Helene. “Hence Eek.”


“The Emily Kelso Academy for Young Ladies,” said Nevada, nodding fondly.


“You went to an all-girls school?” said Tinkler.


Nevada nodded. “That’s right. And we were all going down on each other in the dormitory every night.”


Tinkler’s eyes widened. “Jesus! Were you?”


“Of course not, you fucking fool. The last thing you’re interested in, or at least the last thing that I was interested in, when you’re cooped up with a bunch of girls all the time is girls. Anyway, that’s how it was for me.”


Helene was nodding and smiling.


“Which is why I kept going over the wall into town,” said Nevada. “Which is why I got dehoused. And anyway, we didn’t have dormitories. We had little cottages for each house.”


“Shared cottages?” said Tinkler hopefully. “Where you slept together?”


“Tinkler, I refuse to provide you with girls’ school masturbation fantasy fodder.”


“They’re strictly sixteen-plus fantasies,” said Tinkler. “All totally legit.”


“So you guys were both in the same house at school?” I said. Helene was no longer holding Nevada’s hand, but nonetheless they looked like they’d bonded for life. Nice work, Nevada.


They nodded in unison. “Albeit in different years,” said Nevada.


“Different decades,” said Helene.


“I love it,” said Erik. He was certainly grinning as if he loved something. “Punk was a genuinely working-class movement… for about thirty seconds before the rich kids moved in.” Despite his devotion to Helene, he clearly hadn’t been won over by punk as a genre of music. The thought of its purity being diluted by gentrification seemed to delight him no end.


“We weren’t rich,” said Helene. “Well, not all of us. But we were all at least middle class. Which was sort of the point.”


“You mean the point of your rebellion,” I said.


Helene looked at me with her raccoon eyes. “That’s right. Rebellion was exactly the point. Rebellion against middle-class values. Against our parents sending us to that school thinking it would give us a massive head start for university. Because there we were saying that we wouldn’t go to uni at all. We were going to form a band. Again, two fingers up.”


Personally, I felt a bit sorry for the parents in question. But I kept my mouth shut.


“Anyway we formed our band, naming it Blue Tits after our house.”


“More fingers up?” I suggested.


“That’s right. A big fuck off to the school. To Eek.” Helene glanced hurriedly at Nevada. “Sorry—I mean, if you were fond of the place…”


“Oh no,” said Nevada. “Hated the dump. Absolutely hated it.”


Helene grinned a foxy grin. “There speaks the true Eek old girl. Anyway, we just started the band. Began gigging right away, while most of us were still learning to play our instruments. Of course, some of us never did learn to play them. Not naming any names, but Dylis was always useless. Not that it mattered. We just got in there and did it. Blue Tits were go.”


This was the famed punk do-it-yourself ethos. It was another reason the Sex Pistols had proved so influential, if you wanted to be uncharitable about it. A lot of people heard them and thought, If they can do it, anybody can.


But what was preoccupying me was the name they’d chosen for the band. It was a very clever choice. On the one hand it sounded rude, not to mention slightly painful. While, on the other, it was utterly innocuous, since in the UK at least a blue tit was a beloved small bird that frequented back gardens everywhere, including ours. Although in ours they were wary of the resident felines—especially Turk, who was a ruthless hunter.


In America it didn’t have the same plausible deniability, though. “That name got us into a lot of trouble,” said Helene, grinning. She was obviously very proud of it.


But back here in Britain, no one could complain about it because the band could always play the bird card. So to speak. If they wanted to. Not that they necessarily ever did want to, since confrontation and controversy seemed to be their main aim.


“Do you remember that time we were on television?” said Helene. She had begun to emanate a happy glow of nostalgia. “The Bill Bridenstine show? No, of course you wouldn’t. You’re too young.”


“I’m not, dolly girl,” said Erik, grinning toothily. “I’m not too young. And I remember.” He turned to us—the youths—and said, “You can see it on YouTube. Famous, it was. Their appearance. What a fucking uproar it caused!”


Helene’s happy glow increased.


So controversy was indeed the objective. Still, the double meaning of the band’s name was clever. The combination of the innocuous and the far-from-innocuous reminded me of something. I had to think for a moment about what this was… while Helene continued happily reminiscing, talking about the Blue Tits’ North American tour. (“It ended in a complete shambles in Winnipeg. They love heavy metal in Winnipeg. It turns out, punk… not so much.”)


Then I got it. The duality of the name reminded me of the methods of attempted murder—viciously calculated mayhem clad in an innocent guise.


This realisation gave me a cold shock.


Could it be the same mind at work in each case?


“Anyway, we made quite a splash, if I say so myself,” said Helene. We weren’t the first all-girl punk band on the scene, but we were one of the first. And we got a recording deal almost right away.” She looked at me. “Which was when the problems began.”





3: ACID, MAN


The Blue Tits had no idea how to go about making a record. But that didn’t matter. Again, the anybody-can-do-it spirit of 1977 was in the air. “So we just went into town,” said Helene. “We hopped on a train to London and found a record shop where they sold a lot of punk music and asked them. And it turned out it couldn’t have been easier, and we couldn’t have gone to a better place, because Lenny said he actually had just started a record label upstairs. Over his shop.”


“Lenny?” I said. Alarm bells had started to ring. “This record shop was run by a guy called Lenny?”


“Yes.”


“What was the shop called?”


“The Vinyl Crypt.”


“Jesus,” I said.


“What’s the matter?” said Helene.


“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just that I think I know this guy. Did he have a tendency to wear berets?”


“You know, thinking about it, I believe he did.”


“Is this the same Lenny who serves the Chablis and is always proffering vacations to a Greek island?” said Nevada.


“That’s the one,” I said. “Proffering them to you, anyway.”


Nevada turned to our guests. “He’s always trying to hit on me,” she declared contentedly.


“Of course he is,” said Erik, with a note of gallantry.


“But he never gets anywhere, of course,” added Nevada.


“You know what?” Helene was frowning with thought. “He hit on us, too. And I think he actually got somewhere with one or two of us.”


Well, there’s no accounting for taste. And Lenny would have been a hell of a lot younger then, of course. Not that that would have made the berets any more acceptable.


I made another note, to have a chat with Lenny. He might provide some useful background, even if he wasn’t a suspect. Then the thought struck me.


“Could Lenny be behind this?”


“What?” Helene seemed genuinely startled. “You mean behind the attempts?”


I shrugged. “Why not?”


“Why would he?” “Were you one of the girls that he hit on? And did you succumb? Either way, there might be grounds for a grudge. If you slept with him he might never have got over it…”


“Well, I like that idea,” said Helene cheerfully.


“And I like the use of the word ‘succumb’,” said Nevada. “Full marks, love.”


They were both chuckling, but I persisted. “And if you didn’t sleep with him he might have an even stronger motive. Resentment.”


Nevada and Helene both suddenly looked more serious. “Do you really think Lenny could be a killer?” said Nevada. “Beret and Chablis and all? And even if he was, do you think he would still be bearing a grudge after all these years?”


“To be frank,” I said, “no, I don’t. But I’ve been wrong about these things before.”


“Amen to that,” said Nevada.


Helene was shaking her head. “I just don’t see it. I mean, feel free to explore the possibility. But if you’re looking for someone who didn’t get to sleep with me and who resented it, I have a much better candidate. Much better.”


“Okay,” I said, “fire away.”


Helene took a deep breath. “So there we were at the Vinyl Crypt, back in the summer of 1977. In those days it was a little shop on King Street in Hammersmith, up the Chiswick end by the cinema. Of course, all that’s gone now. The shop and the cinema and everything. All luxury flats. Anyway, we rocked up at the shop and declared that we were a band and we wanted to make a record.” A wicked grin twitched her lips and deepened her eyes in their black mask. “At this point we’d had about three rehearsals, mind. But we looked the part. We didn’t have our instruments with us, though I might have had my guitar, but we had dressed for the occasion. For our London debut, so to speak. Leather jackets and bin liners were very much in evidence. And, ahem, modified school uniforms. Plus some highly creative use of make-up.”


Unconsciously, her hand drifted up to her face and touched the bandit mask around her eyes. Suddenly both the middle-aged woman and the teenage girl seemed to be sitting at our table.


She cleared her throat. “Lenny was suitably impressed. He took us upstairs.”


“To his boudoir?” suggested Tinkler hopefully.


“Lenny wouldn’t know from a boudoir. He took us up to the offices of his newly formed record company.”


Erik nodded. “It was called Crypt Kicks, except it was spelled with an ‘x’, ‘Kix’, because they thought it was more hip or something.”


This disdain was amusing coming from a man who’d gone from Eric to Erik for much the same reason.


“We went upstairs to his office, and then across the road to the pub where we all drank ourselves legless and then we signed with Crypt Kix records, without having played them a note. Three weeks later we’d played a lot of notes. We’d cut our first album and it was on sale in the shop.” Helene said this with a certain quiet pride. But then the look of satisfaction faded from her face. “Which was when the shit hit the fan.”


Erik leaned over and rubbed her shoulder. “Ah, babes, it’s just the music business. Happens to everyone. Happens to us all. Happens to the best of us.” He was trying eagerly to make eye contact. Helene finally looked at him and they both relaxed.


I felt moved despite myself. These two were good for each other.


I said, “What happened, exactly?”


“Okay, so the album came out,” said Erik. He had taken over the story, as if it was too painful for Helene to continue. “Here you go. This is what you’re after.” He was holding up his phone with a picture of an album cover on it. It was a square of shocking pink, Day-Glo pink, with black high-contrast photographs of four faces on it.


Four teenage girls in savage haircuts and garish makeup. I tried to single out Helene, but couldn’t at this size. The title Blue Tits was in bold marker pen style scrawl—it might actually have been hand lettered straight onto the cover—with the word Blue in black and the word Tits in blue. Imaginative.


“That’s the record you want me to find?” I said.


“Yeah,” said Erik. “The first pressing.”


“I imagine they didn’t manufacture many copies,” I said. An unknown band on a small, fledgling label like this, I would be surprised if they’d made more than five hundred of them.


“You’re right,” said Erik. “But that ain’t the difficulty.”


“What is the difficulty?”


“They were pulled from the shelves,” said Helene sullenly. After all these years this still clearly hurt.


“Why?”


“Because it was too good,” said Erik.


“Because it wasn’t punk enough,” said Helene. She managed to put an impressive payload of bitterness into the word ‘punk’.


“It was too good,” repeated Erik firmly.


“I wasn’t punk enough.”


“You were too good, doll.” Erik turned to me. “Her guitar playing—”


“That’s what the problem was,” said Helene.


“It was too high quality,” said Erik, his eyes locked on mine. He seemed determined that I understand. “For the situation. You see, Helene was playing solos.”


“That’s right, I was,” said Helene, nodding.


“Punk bands didn’t play guitar solos. Not then anyway.” Erik, in contrast to his honey, was shaking his head. They made an interesting pair like this, and indeed in general. “The fucking idiots didn’t appreciate it. I’ve heard those solos. They’re terrific.” He glanced at Helene. “Go on, hon.”


“What else is there to say? They pulled our album, took it off the market. And made us rerecord it.”


“Playing worse guitar solos?” said Nevada.


“Playing no guitar solos,” said Helene.


“Still,” I said. “Lenny must have had a lot of faith in you, in the band.” I was reluctant to say ‘Blue Tits’. For some reason it was just plain embarrassing to say it to her face. “I mean, for him to remaster the album and release it again, to give it a second chance…”


“It wasn’t Lenny,” said Helene. “Lenny had nothing to do with it.”


“I thought you said—”


“Lenny signed us. He handled the business end of things. But the recording, the artistic side, the production side…”


“The production and A and R side,” said Erik.


“That was all handled by Saxon,” said Helene.


“Saxon?”


“Saxon Ghost.”


The ludicrous name caused us all to shut up for a moment. The only sound was Fanny scratching the underside of the armchair. She emerged gradually from underneath it, doing a sort of sideways swimming motion, sliding across the floor, and peered up at us.


“Saxon Ghost,” I said. “Is that a person?”


“Not really,” said Helene. “But you should put him at the top of your list.”


“My list?” I said. “Of suspects?”


“Exactly.”


“You think he might be trying to kill you? Because of what happened with the album?” It seemed a pretty tenuous motive.


“No,” said Helene. “Because of what you said earlier.”


“What did I say earlier?”


“Not sleeping with him. Saxon fancied himself as our Svengali. Thought he could manipulate our career. Like Malcolm McLaren and the Pistols. He thought he could make us a brilliant success.”


“And that’s why he suppressed your first record?”


“Yes. Because my guitar playing wasn’t crap enough.” Helene shrugged. “The problem was, he was right. The second version of the album was a hit. And on the back of that he got us onto Bill Bridenstine’s TV show.” She fell silent. For a moment memories threatened to overwhelm her, but she mastered them. “The point is, Saxon wanted to sleep with us; with each, any and all of us,” she said. “He was very pissed off that he never did. With any of us. I mean, very pissed off. Never forgave us.”


“Did he particularly want to sleep with you? More than the others, I mean.”


“Perhaps I ought to be insulted, but I don’t believe he did.” She paused for a long moment, and then said in a quiet voice, “And there was something else.”


“Another reason why he might want to kill you?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, what is it?”


Helene seemed to shrink into herself, her shoulders hunching. Her gaze skittered away from mine. “What’s the time, doll?” she said.


Erik hastily glanced at his phone. “Oh, yeah, we’ve been here for ages.” He looked at Nevada. “We’re taking up all your time.”


“No, no,” said Nevada. “No problem at all. I was just going to suggest we could open a bottle of wine.” She glanced at me. “And put out some nibbles.” This was my cue. I immediately began mentally inventorying what we had in the fridge that could be swiftly turned into snacks of a suitably high standard for our esteemed guests and potential clients.


“Wine?” chirped Tinkler. “Nibbles? Now we’re talking.”


But Helene was shaking her head. “No thanks. We’ve got to be going. After we tell you about the fourth attempt.”


*   *   *


“You know how I do a regular gig at the Bull’s Head?” said Erik. “You know, in that new room they have, at the back?” I nodded. I knew it well.


“It’s not a bad space,” said Erik. “The piano’s in a bit of a funny position, but it’s not a bad space. And it’s handy for me.” Handy was understating it; Erik lived virtually next door to the pub. “I play there about once a month, usually on a Sunday. Me and some of the lads from Valerian. A few others sometimes, the line-up always changes. It’s just a bit of a jam session. It’s good to keep your hand in, playing to a live audience.” He looked over at Helene, who sat listening, sombre and tense, as though she was in court waiting for her verdict to be read out.


“I thought Helene would enjoy it, so I invited her along one Sunday. Introduced her to the lads. Our routine is, we set up our gear, then we go into the bar for a quick drink and a bite to eat, and then we go back to the music room to get ready.” He paused and looked at Helene. She was staring off into space, her expression unreadable.


“So we have a bite of lunch and take our time, wander back in to the music room. We’re just about to get up on the bandstand and pick up our instruments when I notice something. I’m looking at Helene’s amp. My amp. It’s actually my amp. I lent it to her for the gig, so I want to make sure it’s behaving itself. And I see something…”


Erik looked at me. His gaze was hardening, and he was getting an edge to his voice. I wasn’t sure if he was angry or scared—and perhaps neither was he. “It was the cord. The power cord attached to it. I always use a black one because it matches my black Fender Hot Rod amp.”


“Of course,” I said, with a straight face.


“But the fuse on the plug blew, and Bong Cha was too lazy to replace it, so she borrowed a cord from the kitchen. And this thing was bright red.”


“Looked quite nice,” said Helene. “I quite liked that red cord with the black amp. It really popped.”


“I know you liked it, love, but…”


But it wasn’t sufficiently rock and roll, I thought.


What he actually said was, “But then Bong Cha finally got off her arse and replaced the fuse, so I put the black cable back on it.” He gave a savage little chuckle. “So imagine my surprise when we came back from the bar and I saw that the cord on the Fender had miraculously changed colour. From black to red.”


I nodded. “Someone was operating on slightly out-of-date information.”


“Exactly. I wouldn’t let Helene anywhere near it, and I told everybody to stand back. We told the people in the audience to go back outside. They were pissed off. The people who run the gig were pissed off. The lads in the band thought I was out of my mind. Making all this fuss about the colour of a power cord.”


“I didn’t think you were out of your mind,” said Helene softly. She was gazing at him adoringly.


Erik was gazing adoringly right back at her. “After everything you’d been through, I wasn’t taking any chances.”


“You saved my life, love,” said Helene. They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment. I wondered if they were going to hold hands again, but evidently they didn’t need to.


“I told everyone to keep their distance,” said Erik, “and I cut the power, to all of our kit, not just the amp. Then I went for a closer look. A very, very careful closer look. For all I knew this fucking thing was a bomb. And that’s when I saw that it wasn’t my amp at all. My amp had a mark on it where I gave it a bash loading it in a van one time. On the top right between the presence control and the reverb control. And the mark wasn’t there. So this wasn’t my amp. It was the right make and the right model, the Deluxe IV. But it wasn’t mine.”


I stated the obvious. “So someone took your amp and substituted this one.”


“That’s right. Substituted a very special deluxe modified version. Which they must have had all ready, waiting to go. Complete with the red cord.”


“But why not swap the cord?” I said. “Take the black cord off your amp and switch it over.”


“Maybe they didn’t notice,” said Tinkler. “I don’t think I would have noticed.”


“I’ll tell you why they didn’t switch it over,” said Erik. “Because later when we looked at that red cord, someone had taken out the fuse and bypassed it with some wire which they’d soldered in.”


“Jesus,” I said.


“That’s right,” said Erik.


Nevada was looking at me. “So what does that mean?” she said.


“It means that someone didn’t want to spoil their fun by having the fuse blow and cutting off the power to Helene’s amp.”


“That’s right,” said Erik. “The fucking fuckers didn’t want it spoiling their fucking fun. So there I was looking at my amp, or rather this thing that definitely wasn’t my amp, wondering what the hell to do about it, wondering if I should call the bomb squad. And then suddenly…”


“There was this smell,” said Helene.


“Yeah, we smelled this smell. And we saw a puddle on the floor, spreading out from under the amp.”


“It was acid,” said Helene.


“Acid?”


Erik nodded. “Seems that amongst the other modifications, someone put acid in an acid-resistant reservoir inside the amp. And when a switch was tripped…”


“When the power went off,” I said.


“That’s right. The acid flowed out and destroyed everything in the amp. Well, almost everything. All the modified components.”


“So there was nothing left?” I said.


“Oh, there was plenty left, but it was a complete mess. As soon as we worked out what was happening, as soon as we sussed it was acid, we went across to Sainsbury’s and bought a load of baking soda.”


That was smart.


“We poured it all over the amp—and into it—and salvaged what we could. I had an electrical engineer mate of mine look at what was left. He was the one who spotted the hard wiring in the plug. As far as he could tell, if Hel had picked up her guitar she would have been electrocuted and that would have been that.” He looked at Helene. “That would have been that,” he repeated softly.


“And then, presumably, you would have cut the power,” I said. “Which means the acid in the amp would have been triggered and it would have self-destructed.”


“Like Mission: Impossible,” said Tinkler. “Cool.”


Everyone ignored him.


“And all the evidence would have been destroyed,” said Erik. “All the evidence was destroyed.”


“They very nearly got me that time, love,” said Helene softly. It was almost as if she didn’t want the rest of us to hear. This was just between the two of them. “If it hadn’t been for you, they would have got me.”


Erik nodded. His eyes were glistening with tears.


“And that’s not all,” said Tinkler. Everyone looked at him. “They also stole your amp.”


Erik’s nodding transformed into a spasmodic bobbing of the chin and after a moment of worried puzzlement I realised he’d begun to laugh.


Helene started laughing too.


“That’s right,” sputtered Erik. “That’s the main thing.” He could hardly get the words out, he was laughing so hard. He was now weeping with laughter. “Never mind nearly topping Helene. The main thing is that the bastards made off with my Fender Hot Rod Deluxe IV!” He and Helene collapsed into each other’s arms, shaking with laughter.


Tinkler gave us a smug look, as if to say, See my power at work?


The slightly hysterical bout of mirth was certainly a release for Erik and Helene. It made me realise that it must have been tough, a little traumatic even, for them to have to relive all these experiences as they told us about them.


And any doubts I had about the reality of the threat to Helene’s life were absolutely gone.


They were replaced, however, with a wide range of difficult and stubborn questions. I started ranking them in order of urgency.


Erik wiped his eyes and turned to Nevada. “So, we’re on, are we?” He shot a sideways glance at me. “He’s going to find it for us, is he?”


“Yes, he is,” she said confidently.


Erik leaned over and slapped me on the shoulder. Hard. We were back to where he came in. “The second pressing has a different cover,” he said. “So you won’t have any trouble knowing when you’ve found a copy of the first pressing.” He stood up, and Helene rose from the table with him.


“I’ll get you a list,” she said. “Of people who might have a copy. And then you can start looking for it.”


Erik paused in the act of putting on his Confederate cap and buckskin jacket. “And, if you happen to work out who’s trying to kill Helene along the way, then you’ll tell us, won’t you?”


“Of course he will,” said Nevada firmly. “He’s very good like that.”





4: NIGHT VISITOR


I woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of furry little bodies violently crashing through the cat flap.


I realised Nevada was sitting up in bed beside me. It’s odd; she can sleep through music at the level of an artillery barrage, but the tiniest of sounds can wake her—if it’s the right kind of sound.


Or, perhaps I should say, the wrong kind of sound.


She was instantly and fully awake and she reached out to grab my shoulder, arresting me in the process of getting out of bed.


“The cats just came bursting in and—”


“I know,” she said. “There’s someone in the garden.”


I looked at her. She stared back at me, her dark eyes steady and serious.


We both got up, pulled on some clothes and hurried into the sitting room. Or at least I hurried into the sitting room. Behind me I heard the word “Wait” and I turned back to see Nevada rummaging in one of the cabinets in the kitchen.


“What are you looking for?” For some idiotic reason I was whispering. In my own house, in the middle of the night.


“You know where we put all the wine that people bring when they come to our parties? The wine we don’t want to drink, the rubbish wine…”


I said, “You’re looking for rubbish wine?”


She turned to me, now holding a bottle by the neck. “Well, we wouldn’t want to use good wine in the event we need a weapon.”


We pulled on our shoes and went to the back door, me holding the keys, Nevada with the wine bottle. Through the glass panel in the door we could see the garden lights slicing up the darkness. These were on a timer, turning on more or less at sunset and off at four o’clock in the morning. So it wasn’t yet four.


There were three lights. One was pointed at the sycamore, another at the honeysuckle and the acer and the third at the big potted Japanese rose bush against the centre rear wall of the garden. Between them they gave an effect that was both decorative and served to illuminate pretty much all the garden. There was, however, a block of fairly impenetrable shadow between the acer and the rose bush.


It was in this block of shadow that our visitor had contrived to stand.


There was very little we could see of this intruder. They were human. They were bulky. And they were very intimidating indeed. A slab of watchful, unmoving shadow.


I unlocked the door as quietly as possible—I wasn’t quite sure why—and we stepped tentatively out into the garden.


Nevada was holding the wine bottle out to her side where it was in an ideal position either to be thrown—for example at someone’s head—or swung like a club.


The figure must have seen us approaching, but did not move. This person had let themselves in through the garden gate (supposedly locked, by the way), and now here they were, simply standing silently in the shadows, looking big and forbidding, staring at our house in a spooky fashion.
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