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    Interview

    WEIRD ’N’ WACKY

    WONDERFUL WARDROBES

      
      What does the teenage daughter of a famous fashion designer love, hate and dream about? More importantly, what does she wear? Teenmag spent an afternoon with Verity Fibbs in her fave London haunts, then was invited back to her eccentric bedroom to goss about
         her mum, school, friends, dating — and for a serious clothes-trying-on sesh.
      

      
      TM: What’s it like having a celeb for a mum? Is it totally cool or a total nightmare?
      

      
      VF: Urgh! Really embarrassing sometimes. But pretty cool, too. She’s a cool mum and kinda my best friend ... second best friend.
         I mean, I can tell Mum anything and we talk all the time about different stuff. AND we’re the same size so I get to borrow
         loads of her clothes.
      

      
      TM: Wow! That is a-maz-ing!!
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      ONE

      
      The Mole and Fat Pig Face

      
      Something, or someone, shifted in the dark, just moving weight from one foot to the other. If she’d not been searching for
         it she wouldn’t have noticed the slight twitch of the inky black shadow beneath the fire escape, but a twitch was all it took.
         OK. He was there, waiting for her. The Mole. She closed her fist a little tighter around the reassuringly smooth mother-of-pearl
         handle in her pocket and took a step into the alley. Away from the brash, neon-lit street, the darkness now closed around
       her, pressing against her body like a heavy coat.
      

      
      The Mole turned his head. He’d heard the hesitant tip-tap of her boots. Part of his face was now visible in a letterbox slit
       between the collar of his raincoat and a black fedora tilted down to the bridge of his long, twitching nose.
      

      
      ‘Maisie Malone?’ the Mole growled, lifting a shovel-sized hand. He pushed the fedora back with the tip of a claw-like fingernail
         to reveal nervous, pale eyes. She was shocked. She’d assumed his name, the Mole, was a joke, a nickname, that simply described this clandestine activity, but this man actually
       looked like he might live underground.
      

      
      ‘Yes, that’s me,’ she said.

      
      ‘Password?’ The Mole blinked at her.

      
      Password? What password? She didn’t know she’d need one of those. She had brought the small suitcase full of cash and she had the pearl-handled gun
       in her pocket and the tiny stiletto blade, tucked into the top of her boot, just in case. But a password?
      

      
      The Mole cleared his throat. He was already getting impatient and she’d been there less than a minute. She’d have to be quick
       and work it out or he might get twitchy and back out of the deal. He looked the twitchy type.
      

      
      ‘Password,’ the Mole demanded again. ‘Or I take the goods elssssewhere.’ He hissed the last word through a gap in his teeth,
         then the dry skin of his cheeks creased up under his eyes like tissue paper. She couldn’t tell if there was now a smile or
         an angry grimace behind his collar. Creepy! She shivered.
      

      
      Password?

      
      She stared in to the dark void of the alley behind him and tried to think. She mustn’t let the Mole leave without handing
         over his package.
      

      
      Password? Password?

      
      Might he be asking for the password from Level 3? That was Femme Fatale, she remembered. But, no. That wasn’t really a password, more the solution to a complicated riddle. And it had taken her
         forever to decipher.
      

      
      Might it be Black Orchid? She’d used that password in the Oyster Bar where she’d acquired the pearl-handled pistol from the barman. She’d been stupidly smug about guessing that
         one, but it had probably taken more luck than brainpower. The Oyster Bar had been busy and, while waiting to be served, her
         mind wandered. She had gazed at the flickering neon sign on the wall and noted that the shape bore an uncanny resemblance
         to the picture on a box in burlesque star Pamela Pout’s bedroom on Level 5 – a fancy Black Orchid lingerie box. It wasn’t uncanny, of course. It was a large, flashing, neon clue!
      

      
      Should she try Black Orchid again? Or had she missed another clue? Might it have been something in the previous scene? What had been out of place? What
         didn’t quite belong? Maybe it was that weird comment Veronica Vamp had made when she’d handed over the cash. She’d thought
         at the time that it was an odd thing for her to say: ‘Go backwards into the alley.’ Backwards? Get real! Walking backwards
         into a dark alley to meet an informant was a really stupid idea, so perhaps Veronica was referring to something less literal.
      

      
      She looked around desperately for some inspiration. There would often be a hint in these situations – a discarded newspaper,
         a blood-stained banknote, a picture or a logo on the side of a pizza-delivery van. That’s when she saw the sign, the name
         of the narrow street printed on a rusty metal panel, fixed high on the wall. Murder Lane. Murder.
      

      
      ‘Redrum?’ she blurted. ‘Is the password Redrum?’

      
      The Mole smiled and reached inside his coat. She flinched. Was he going for a gun? Had she got the password completely wrong?
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      No, he was pulling out a small, brown package, thrusting it towards her, then making a ‘hand it over’ gesture with his other
         wide, flat hand. She relaxed a little, placed the suitcase on the ground and shoved it towards him with the toe of her boot.
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      Aahhh! What was that?

      
      A brick behind the Mole’s right ear shattered and sprayed grit and red dust all over him and the package.

      
      We’re being shot at!

      
      Instinctively, she leapt sideways and crouched behind the fire escape, but the Mole didn’t move quickly enough and the second
         bullet flew over her head and slammed into his chest with a sickening crunch – the sound of disintegrating flesh and bone.
         The Mole’s body slumped against the wall and fell in a crumpled heap beside her, his startled lifeless eyes staring, straight
         up into hers. She turned, wrenched the pearl-handled pistol out of her pocket and waved it back down the alley.
      

      
      Someone followed me.

      
      As she peered into the gloom, a silhouette emerged through a cloud of neon-lit steam wafting from a restaurant kitchen vent.
         It walked towards her. She knew the dark shape instantly – the wide-brimmed hat, the sharp suit, the glowing red eyes. It
       was ...
      

      
      ‘Verity? Vee? VEE!’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘So? What d’ya think?’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘You weren’t listening, were you?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I was.’

      
      ‘Porky pies. You were playing that game again. You’re addicted. You need help. Like, see a doctor or something ... game addiction
         therapy ... a support group.’
      

      
      ‘Nah. I was only checking messages.’

      
      ‘So what did I say then?’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘Just now.’
      

      
      ‘Um, something about jeans?’ Verity guessed, tapping the screen to log out of the Demon Streets game.
      

      
      Her best friend was tugging at the waistband of a pair of dark denim jeans and admiring their fit in the mirror, trying not
         to look at the muffin bulge of white tummy flesh. ‘So? Mmm?’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, they suit you,’ Verity mumbled, ignoring the muffin top. She actually thought they were far too tight across her friend’s
         backside, too.
      

      
      ‘Ha! I knew you were fibbing, Fibbs. I asked if you could see my pants.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, right. Nope. You’re OK.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you try them on? They’re your size.’
      

      
      Verity shoved the phone into her bag. She’d deal with the Mole murderer later. The jeans were almost identical to the ones
         Verity was wearing and, although she had a notoriously vast wardrobe, twelve pairs of jeans was probably sufficient. Her friend,
         however, had just tried on at least that many in her search for the perfect fit. Verity had tired of the search hours ago.
         She was much more interested in the hat she’d spotted on a mannequin just outside the changing room – a black fedora with
         a white ribbon band.
      

      
      ‘Meh!’ She yawned and waved a dismissive hand at the jeans, then leaned out of the changing room and grabbed the fedora. ‘Hey,
         Pye! I’m gonna get this. What d’ya think?’ Verity rammed the hat down and tilted it forward like the Mole had done. She half-closed
         her eyes, pulled up the collar of her jacket and posed in front of the mirror.
      

      
      ‘Not sure,’ said Pye. ‘I mean, what does the label say? You can’t be certain that hats and stuff haven’t been made by a starving
         child who lives on a rubbish heap and gets paid almost nothing.’
      

      
      ‘Uh?’
      

      
      ‘This recycled fashion malarkey is a fab idea and everything, but who made that hat originally?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, shut up! Who cares?’ said Verity. ‘Does it make me look fat?’

      
      She’d asked a question that, for most girls, is both completely normal and stupidly perverse – a trick question. Does it make me look fat? Verity and her friends asked it all the time. It just fell out of their mouths without anxiety, because there was only one
         possible answer: No, of course not.
      

      
      Verity’s friend Pye, however, answered without hesitation. ‘Yeah, I suppose it does ... but you are a bit fat, aren’t you? Your face, I mean.’
      

      
      ‘PIIIIIIIIIIYE! Oh my gaaawwwd!’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You can’t say that!’
      

      
      ‘Why not, if it’s true? You’ve got sorta podgy cheeks – like cute, squidgy dough balls.’

      
      Verity rolled her eyes. ‘Pye, babe, you are terminally tactless!’

      
      Verity and Pye, though the best of best friends and equally obsessed with fashion, in all other respects were chalk and cheese.
         Where Verity was exuberant, Pye was reserved. Where Verity was hare-brained and erratic, Pye was thoughtful and deliberate.
         Pye was an eco-obsessed vegan while Verity ate almost nothing but meat-feast pizza. Vee was a glossy brunette and Pye a frizzy
         blonde. But perhaps the most striking difference (and apt considering her name) was that Verity was pretty much a compulsive
         liar while Pye couldn’t help but tell the truth, even at the risk of causing offence.
      

      
      ‘Why shouldn’t I say it?’
      

      
      ‘Because it’s ... because it’s ... well, brutal and just a little bit mental, that’s why,’ said Verity.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t it worse to tell someone they’re pretty when they look like a pig?’ Pye reasoned.

      
      ‘Thanks a lot!’
      

      
      ‘No, not you! But I don’t like that hat.’ Pye folded her arms and glared at her friend.

      
      Verity smirked, puffed out her cheeks then pressed her palms against her face making her lip-glossed mouth into a round pout.
         ‘Oinncchh!’
      

      
      Pye collapsed on the floor with the giggles.
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      TWO

      
      Jiggery-Pokery and the Huge Billboard

      
      The changing rooms were sweaty, crowded and smelled of stale fragrance. The friends had found nothing so far that met their
         exacting fashion criteria – except the fedora, which Verity was going to get, despite Pye’s comments – so they dumped their
         multi-limbed, multi-coloured pile of rejects into the arms of the nearest stressed-out assistant and headed back into the
         shop.
      

      
      It was chaos out there. The enormous central-London branch of Jiggery-Pokery was always busy on a Saturday afternoon but today
         the new ‘Flim-Flam’ concept was being officially launched on the ground floor and the store felt like it was about to host
         a major riot. The threat of violence seemed to hang in the air like grease in a burger bar. Hundreds of teenage girls were
         yelling at each other over the pounding rock music and snatching at the vintage clothing while their agitated boyfriends twitched
         nervously in the testosterone-flooded ‘Man Zone’ watching Premier League football and playing car chase games on the touch
         screens.
      

      
      Jiggery-Pokery wasn’t the first fashion retailer to offer second-hand clothes, but it was definitely the coolest. And the Flim-Flam
         concept was acknowledged as totally awesome and original because it was more about swapping than buying. Very little money
         actually changed hands in the Flim-Flam part of the store, and that was its appeal. And it wasn’t just recycling, it was up-cycling,
         too – up-cycling with a twist. Customers joined the Flim-Flam Club for ten pounds, brought their own unwanted clothes, and
         membership cards, to the Flim Counter where staff would decide if the item was clean and stylish enough to be exchanged for
         a Flam, credited to their card. The accepted clothes were then hung on a moving orange belt that circled the store like a
         Scalextric track or the food at YO! Sushi. You could stand in the middle of the shop and watch the progress of your grown-out-of
         pleated school skirt or loathed birthday present floral cardigan as it travelled up to the glass-fronted mezzanine floor above,
         where a team of young fashion designers would sort it, make a few funky enhancing alterations, press it and put it on a wooden
         Flim-Flam hanger before hooking it back on the belt. Eventually it would reach the racks to be fought over by yelling girls
         who could now ‘buy’ it with five or eight of their accumulated Flams. Some special pieces – major couture designer confections,
         worn-once red carpet evening wear or vintage originals from someone’s recently-deceased gran’s wardrobe – were assessed as
         Ultra-Flam items, costing real money as well as Flams (while earning the donor significantly less, of course), but these items were rare and could result
         in serious hair-extension pulling or acrylic-nail cheek-gouging when they reached the shop floor.
      

      
      Pye and Verity (who was now sporting her one-Flam fedora) retreated to the other side of the store where a slightly less frantic
         crowd was oooing and aahhhing over the main Jiggery-Pokery Spring Collection. The rails were overflowing with gorgeous, ethically-sourced
         delights in delicious sorbet and ice-cream colours. In fact, the clothes were selling like ice cream in a heatwave – very
         chic and beautifully tailored ice cream – even though it was barely above freezing outside. But Verity wasn’t seduced by the
         bias-cut, strawberry-ice dress with asymmetric hem or the fitted, cappuccino, glazed-cotton jacket with pistachio shorts.
         Nor was she interested in the mango denim pea coat with giant mother-of-pearl buttons or the vanilla jersey dress with raspberry
         trim.
      

      
      She was making for a side door, almost sprinting in her eagerness to get out. There was a buzz in the atmosphere – an increased
         rumble of noise and pop of flashing lights rising from the paparazzi who’d been waiting outside the front entrance – and it
         flipped her stomach. The store’s glamorous owner and designer had arrived to officially launch her new venture. Verity caught
         a glimpse through the window of a woman emerging from a limo who was instantly mobbed on the pavement by the fashion media.
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      ‘Ooo, your mum’s here!’ Pye exclaimed, looking back over her shoulder while jogging to keep up with Verity’s long, denim-clad
         strides.
      

      
      ‘Yeah. Good time to leave then, I think,’ said Verity, frowning and ploughing on through the shoppers.

      
      ‘You still not talking to her?’

      
      ‘Nope!’

      
      ‘Can’t you just say you were wrong, that you’re sorry?’

      
      ‘Me? She’s the one who should apologise!’
      

      
      ‘But would it kill you to kiss and make up?’ Pye asked.

      
      ‘Huh!’ Verity scowled. ‘Yeah, it would.’

      
      ‘But it’s her launch and the press are here! I wanna go say “hi”.’

      
      ‘You can do what you like,’ said Verity, turning furiously to face her friend. ‘I mean, she likes you more than me, anyway.
         I don’t wanna be within a hundred miles of the evil bi—.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not true!’ Pye yelled.

      
      ‘It is. She obviously hates me and wants to completely control my life, make me into, like, a boring, loser, robot teenager
         or something. It’s SO out of order ... Total psychological abuse!’
      

      
      Pye was exasperated but accustomed to Verity’s over-dramatising and always dealt with her friend’s moody outbursts in the
         same way – with the barefaced truth. ‘I don’t see how grounding you for bunking off school is out of order.’
      

      
      They’d reached the street and now stood on the edge of the kerb in the weak sunlight, the last arctic blasts of winter slapping
         around their goosebump-covered limbs.
      

      
      ‘Meh!’ Verity flipped up the collar of her vintage leather jacket and pulled the fedora down over her eyes.

      
      ‘And my mum would have called the police and had me arrested or something,’ Pye continued, ‘if I’d bunked off school to go on a date with a really old fashion student.’
      

      
      ‘Huh! Wouldn’t have minded going to prison. Probably better than having to do cleaning chores for a month as punishment. It’s
         inhumane torture. Look at my hands!’ Verity waved her fingers in her friend’s face.
      

      
      ‘Only because she found out he wasn’t fifteen, like you told her,’ said Pye. ‘And your hands look fine to me.’

      
      ‘Yeah, well. So, he’s twenty. So what?’ She shrugged. ‘She had no right to stop me seeing him.’

      
      ‘She’s your mum. That’s what mums do.’ Pye scrutinised her friend’s face and waited for a flippant reply, but Verity shrugged
         again and began looking up and down the noisy street, scanning the numbers of the approaching buses, trying to ignore the
         fact she was losing the argument. She hated it when they argued. Verity and Pye’s friendship had begun in the first term at
         primary school, Mrs Gladd’s reception class, and had strengthened with each passing year. Neither of them had siblings and
         this deficiency in common seemed to have created a powerful connection between them – an unspoken, almost mystical bond, like
         they were twin sisters separated at birth who had miraculously found each other again. And, Verity supposed, like twin sisters,
         they were bound to disagree from time to time. As long as it wasn’t too serious, their friendship could survive a little turbulence.
      

      [image: image]

      
      At last, Vee took a breath and delivered her closing statement. ‘Well, she’s happy now, isn’t she?’ She said it in an American accent she’d been perfecting since last year’s school play. ‘The creep hasn’t replied
         to my texts, so she’s not only responsible for me getting dumped by a future catwalk star, but also for the deep mental trauma
         ... and the years and years of expensive therapy that she’ll have to pay for ... and I’ll end up a delinquent or a sociopath
         or bulimic or something ... and it will all be her fault, so she should be the one to apologise.’ She nodded to indicate that the conversation was over and Pye sighed.
      

      
      The brakes on their bus hissed as it juddered to a halt beside them and the doors rattled open. Verity and Pye climbed the
         stairs and manoeuvred around shoppers, legs and bags to get to the front seats, their preferred spot. If it was free, they
         always chose the front of the bus, upstairs, on the side nearest the pavement, so they had a perfect view of the bustling
         streets and passing shopfronts. Pye pressed her face against the window as the bus rumbled back past the Jiggery-Pokery store.
         Verity’s mum was still posing for the cameras outside and the shouts and chatter of the overexcited crowd bubbled up like
         the effervescent wave in a glass of champagne. They had a wonderful view of the commotion from their high perch.
      

      
      ‘Ooo! She looks gorgeous!’ Pye cooed.
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ Verity agreed reluctantly. Her mum did look pretty amazing. She was wearing the new collection (obvs): a dark chocolate suit, which she’d brilliantly teamed with
         a long iced-lime scarf. It skimmed elegantly over her willowy, supermodel figure.
      

      
      ‘Those coffee suede boots are just edible!’ said Pye, now in full-on worship mode.

      
      Verity knew she couldn’t stay mad at her mum for long. She secretly agreed that dating Darren, the fashion student, had been
         a bit of a mistake. The idea had been fun at first – an adrenalin rush. She’d sneaked her tight black minidress and platform
         heels out of the house stuffed into her school bag, then missed afternoon lessons to go to the Festival of French Cinema on
         the South Bank with him. Another time, she’d taken a bus to a pub in Camden to watch his fashion-student mates playing in
         a terrible post-punk band, when she’d told Mum she was studying at Pye’s house. But when Darren had announced he’d won two
         free tickets to attend a swimwear show in Miami (first prize in a design competition), it had scared her. He was disappointed,
         and a little surprised, when she’d said she was ‘far too busy’ and declined his offer. ‘The plane tickets are free,’ he repeated.
         ‘And our hotel.’ Darren had no idea she wasn’t a nineteen-year-old model with her own flat but was actually a fourteen-year-old
         schoolgirl with maths homework to do.
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      Verity smiled and threw her arm around her friend.

      
      ‘You can borrow those boots when she’s away, if you like.’

      
      Pye gasped. ‘Oooh no! Won’t she mind?’

      
      ‘She’s not gonna know, is she? I’m gonna wear all her stuff the whole time she’s in New York.’

      
      Pye closed her eyes and smiled in rapturous contemplation of unhindered access to Saffron Fibbs’s enormous walk-in wardrobe.
         The thought of endless racks of utterly delectable clothes and accessories was just too heavenly! ‘Uuhh, we can’t! She’d be sure to find out,’ she moaned. ‘And she’ll probably take all the best stuff with her, anyway –
         like those yummy boots.’
      

            
      The friends were thrown sideways as the bus rounded a tight corner and accelerated along Park Lane, losing sight of the Jiggery-Pokery
         pandemonium. Up ahead, through the trees, was a newly pasted billboard. They both shifted in their seats so they could get
         a better view and experience the full impact. The poster was so huge that it covered the entire side of an office building.
         Before they got there, however, the traffic slowed and then stopped at a red light for what felt like an eternity. Vee and
         Pye hunched forward in anticipation. They could see a fragment of the billboard through the trees: an ear, a hand. At last
         the lights turned green, the bus lurched onward again and the rest of the giant image loomed in to view.
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      It was an advert for the charity, Perfect Eden. The same picture was everywhere that week – on bus shelters, in Underground
         stations, on TV, pop-ups on websites – but this was definitely the biggest version they’d seen. It featured the ten-metre-high,
         ruggedly handsome face of ex-Hollywood actor turned fashion entrepreneur, Eden Greenfield – the man who had turned his TRULY
         clothing brand into a massive global chain of TRULYSuperstores and was now, through the Perfect Eden Foundation, giving away large chunks of his vast fortune.
      

      
      ‘Wow!’

      
      ‘Cool!’

      
      A chorus of adoring sighs echoed through the bus as they passed by.

      
      ‘You seen this?’ asked Pye, holding up the discarded free newspaper that had been left on their seat. There was another picture
         of Eden on the cover, this time coming out of a glitzy London restaurant.
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Verity frowned. She had been trying to ignore the celebrity gossip all week. She didn’t want to look at another article
         about famous people dating each other. Especially not those famous people. She glanced at the headline.
      

      
      SAFFRON’S TRULY
PERFECT EDEN

      
      The woman coming out of the restaurant with the billionaire was Verity’s mum. Vee had been getting messages all day from school
         friends asking for confirmation.
      

      
      eden gonna b yr nu dad? lol

      
      wotl U wear 2 thr wddng???

      
      Mum was even trending on Twitter.

      
      ‘Uh!’ Verity groaned. It had only been one date and already everyone was speculating like crazy. And it wasn’t just questions
         like ‘Will there be a second date?’ or ‘Don’t they make a gorge-looking couple?’ (which they did, of course). Oh no! They’d
         jumped right in to the intimate, embarrassing stuff. Eeuww! Not for the first time, Verity wished that she had a mum whose
         sex life wasn’t scrutinised by the world’s press.
      

      
      The bus changed lanes and then pulled out to join the whirlpool of vehicles spinning around Hyde Park Corner. Verity sat back
         in her seat and the billboard disappeared as they headed down Knightsbridge. One date, she thought. One date and everyone gets hysterical. But she couldn’t help wondering, too. Was everything about to change? Might the man on the billboard be a part of Verity’s
         future? She chewed her lip.
      

      
      The bus slowed to a crawl again in Sloane Street. There was another crowd milling about outside the TRULYSuperstore – perhaps
         not as big or frenzied as the one at Jiggery-Pokery, but no less remarkable. Eden Greenfield must be doing another huge discount day, Verity thought. She peered out of the window and her suspicions were confirmed by the fluorescent posters entirely covering
         the TRULYSuperstore windows.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ said Vee. ‘Jeans for six quid. You could get yours there.’

      
      ‘No way!’ said Pye, screwing up her face in disgust.

      
      ‘Why not? You could get ten pairs.’

      
      Pye snorted. ‘There’s a reason they’re so cheap, you know. Probably made by some blind, homeless orphan in some dangerous,
         rat-infested sweatshop somewhere, who gets no toilet breaks and is beaten if he complains.’
      

      
      ‘A bit of an exaggeration, I think,’ said Verity. ‘Have you been watching documentaries again? This is the twenty-first century,
         not the Dark Ages. There aren’t sweatshops with blind orphans anymore, like in Charles Dickens or something. Anyway, who cares
         who made them?’ Verity asked. ‘Where else in London can you get a pair of jeans for six quid? Nowhere, that’s where. Bar-gain! It’s flippin’ bonkers and it’s brilliant. Look how many customers they’ve got. No wonder
         Eden Greenfield is so rich.’
      

      
      Eden Greenfield couldn’t have been more different from Vee’s bio-dad (a phrase he had invented himself) – the surf-obsessed
         sculptor whom she visited twice a year in his wind-blown beach-side cottage down on the North Devon coast. Eden was also significantly
         more impressive than all Mum’s previous boyfriends – nice enough banker types who were OK-looking but ultimately tedious,
         Verity had decided. They simply couldn’t compete. Eden Greenfield was in a whole different league and ticked every one of
         the boxes on Verity’s Ultimate Stepdad Application Form (if she had one ... which she didn’t). He was incredibly witty and
         brainy (a first from Oxford and an expert in medieval warfare). He was impossibly handsome, had a warm chuckle in his voice
         and a flawless smile, ensuring that he stole scenes from his fellow actors from his first day on set. He was a phenomenon,
         seemingly admired and loved unconditionally by all, from little kids to grannies, from the High Street to Wall Street. Now
         he was dating Verity’s mum.
      

      
      She picked up the newspaper and looked at the photograph. Mum wasn’t holding Eden’s hand or anything, but she was looking
         at him and smiling. She seemed happy. Vee had to accept it. Mum deserved to be happy. She deserved success, deserved to be
         making lots of money. She’d worked hard, brought up a kid on her own, made sacrifices. And she deserved to have someone cool
         like Eden Greenfield as her boyfriend. Perhaps, Verity thought, Eden might even turn out to be the sugar on the cherry on
         the cupcake.
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      THREE

      
      Fruity Toilets and Lying to Bliss

      
      The figure emerged from the cloud of steam and stood in a pool of sickly yellow light seeping down from a first-floor window.
         Even with her face in deep shadow there was no mistaking the wide-brimmed hat, the sharp suit, the elegant designer shoes
         with the scarlet heels. It was Veronica Vamp.
      

      
      What is she doing here?

      
      ‘What did you kill him for?’ Maisie asked, confused.

      
      Veronica was the one who told me about the Mole. Veronica gave me the suitcase stuffed with money to exchange for the package.
            This doesn’t make any sense. I hate how this game keeps throwing you surprises.

      
      Veronica Vamp threw back her head and laughed. The sudden sight of her white teeth and wide, glossy mouth, painted the colour
         of blood, filled Maisie Malone with horror.
      

      
      ‘Oh dear. You are slow, dear Maisie! Did it never occur to you that you were being set up?’

      
      What? Maisie’s heart fluttered.
      

      
      ‘Poor Maisie!’ Veronica pouted, lifted the still-smoking gun from where it had been resting on her haute-couture-clad hip
         and pointed it at Maisie’s head. ‘Thought I’d kill two irritating birds with one stone ... or should I say bullet?’ She sighed and lowered the gun. ‘But, I suppose you deserve a bit of an
         explanation before I frame you for murder.’
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      Maisie Malone gulped. She didn’t need an explanation. It was completely clear to her, now, how she’d been duped. She’d been
         used. Veronica needed to locate the Mole and Maisie had lured him out of his underground hiding place. She must have intended
         to kill him all along. Maisie Malone had been the bait. And now she was the fall guy, too. Veronica Vamp would shoot her, put the gun in her hand ...
      

      
      No – wait. There’s something not right about this scenario. Veronica wants to make it look like I killed the Mole and the
            Mole killed me, but, when our corpses are discovered (hopefully before they get too putrid and bloated!), there will be autopsies,
            won’t there? Both our bodies will contain the same bullets ... from the same gun. So we couldn’t have shot each other and
            the cops will guess it was Veronica. She’d be their number one suspect.

      
      Maisie felt the weight of her pretty pearl-handled pistol in her pocket. There were sometimes weird little loopholes like
         this in Demon Streets and, when they came along, you had to take advantage of them.
      

      
      ‘You can’t shoot me,’ said Maisie, smugly, ‘’cause you’ll need this gun to kill me and I’m about to shoot you with it.’ She prayed that she’d spotted a genuine flaw in Veronica’s plan and that the small amount of ballistics knowledge
         she’d gained from TV detective shows was accurate.
      

      
      ‘Go ahead,’ said Veronica with a chuckle, the two, shiny red horns protruding from her forehead glinting in the neon lights.

      
      ‘D’ya think I won’t?’

      
      ‘Come on! Pull the trigger!’

      
      Maisie glanced down at her dainty pistol.

      
      Would it dispatch such a powerful demon?
      

      
      She shut her eyes and squeezed the trigger.

      
      CLICK.

      
      Nothing happened.

      
      Veronica, still laughing, reached into her pocket and brought out a handful of small .... shiny ... rattling ... bullets!

      
      ‘You should have been more observant when you collected my money, Maisie darling.’

      
      Oh no! Another unforeseen twist. Every classic crime thriller had them in spades. Duh! How had she not predicted this? Why
         hadn’t she noticed that the pearl-handled pistol was lighter when she’d left Veronica’s luxury penthouse apartment? Eight
         bullets lighter. And how was she going to get out of this mess? She only had the tiny knife in her boot and that was no defence
         against getting shot in the he—
      

      
      ‘You cleaned the toilet yet?’

      
      ‘Yeah, just doing it!’ Verity shouted. She wasn’t. She was sitting on the side of the bath, bent over her phone. She jabbed
         her finger on ‘pause’ then flexed her arms. She’d need some thinking time before making her next move, so she dropped the
         phone into the front pocket of her floral-print apron.
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      ‘When you’ve finished in there, you can whiz the vacuum around the hall,’ Mum shouted from her basement studio.

      
      ‘All right,’ Verity huffed in reply.

      
      ‘And get a move on. I can’t give you a lift to school today.’

      
      ‘It’s OK. I don’t mind.’ She wanted the privacy of the fifteen-minute walk to search online for stuff about Mum and Eden.
         She’d decided she needed to check out the current celeb chat, but it was more as a defence against the inevitable taunts at
         school than because of any genuine interest. I’d better fake that I’ve been cleaning the bathroom, then go, she decided. She slopped a sponge around the bath then squirted the loo with tropical-fruit-scented pink bleach. As she leaned
         to close the lid of the toilet, her phone dropped straight out of her pocket ...
      

      
      PLOP!

      
      ... into the water.

      
      ‘Oh, crapping crappety crap-fest!’

      
      BRRRRIIIINNNNGGG!

      
      ‘Argh!’ She jumped away from the bowl, then realised the noise was coming from the front door, not the loo. She pulled a face
         and plunged her hand into the toilet. ‘Eeuurgh!’ She grabbed her half-drowned phone and wrapped it in a towel.
      

      
      BRRRRIIIIIINNNGGG!

      
      ‘Vee, sweetie! Will you get that?’

      
      Verity closed the toilet lid and placed the phone on it (still wrapped in the towel) then stamped angrily on to the landing,
         wiping her wet hands on the apron. Why couldn’t Mum answer the door? She was nearer.
      

      
      BRING!

      
      This time the ring was more tentative. The early morning visitor was probably about to give up and go away. But then Vee wondered
         if it might be the postman or a courier with a package. Perhaps it would be worth the effort to go and see. They might be
         delivering cool stuff.
      

      
      She’d decided to answer the door as the Cleaner, a role she’d been playing to make the endless tedium of her punishment chores
         a bit more entertaining. The Cleaner was mopping-up after a particularly grisly murder – a murder that had left hard-to-remove
         bloodstains on the carpets and numerous bullet holes in the walls. And there was probably puke, too, she imagined. There was
         always a rookie cop puking at the sight of a bullet-ridden body in movies. The Cleaner had an Australian accent.
      

      
      ‘G’day.’

      
      ‘Oh, hi.’ A red-haired girl wearing a crisply tailored, grey tweed suit stood on the top step, smiling. ‘I’m Bliss. Bliss
         Meadows.’
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