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  For Teeny – you have a special place in my heart.
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  It was just gone three thirty on a cold and wet Friday afternoon when Kendal Price came up to me and said he’d like a quiet word. I’d just finished a double period

  of PE – half an hour’s fitness training, another half-hour of football practice, followed by two twenty-minute seven-a-side games. I was covered in mud, tired out, and although I was

  still dripping with sweat, the icy wind blowing across the playing fields was beginning to bite into my bones. So all I wanted to do just then was get into the changing rooms, get out of my muddy

  football gear, and have a quick shower. And that’s exactly what I told Kendal when he caught up with me just outside the changing rooms and said he wanted to talk to me about something.




  ‘Just let me get changed first, OK?’ I told him, rubbing my arms. ‘It’s freezing out here.’




  ‘Now would be better,’ he said.




  ‘I’ll only be ten minutes. Can’t it wait?’




  ‘No,’ he said simply, ‘it can’t.’




  If it had been anyone else, I probably would have stood my ground. ‘If you want to talk to me,’ I would have said, ‘you’ll just have to wait.’ But this wasn’t

  anyone else, this was Kendal Price.




  Kendal is the kind of kid that every school has – the all-round superstar who’s naturally brilliant at everything. Captain of the school football and cricket teams, a straight-A

  student, sophisticated, popular, attractive. The teachers all love him, and constantly hold him up as a ‘shining example’ to the rest of us. The girls all love him because he’s

  tall, blond, and handsome. And the boys all love him (or envy him, at least) because he’s not only really good at football and cricket, but he’s tough and courageous too, both on and

  off the field. So even though he’s a straight-A student who’s loved by all the teachers – which normally might make him a prime target for bullying – no one ever messes with

  Kendal Price. Not if they know what’s good for them anyway. In fact, Kendal’s such an all-round superhero that even the genuinely hard kids – the ones who claim to hate his guts

  – go weak at the knees in his presence.




  Personally I’ve never really had any strong feelings about him either way. I don’t worship the ground he walks on, but I don’t despise him or envy him either. He is what he is,

  and he does what he does, and as long as that doesn’t affect me, I’m really not that bothered. Mind you, having said that, I’m pretty sure that if Kendal had come up to me last

  term and asked if he could have a quiet word with me, I probably would have been just a tiny bit thrilled.




  But a lot can change in a few short months, and so much had happened to me during the summer holidays that I was a completely different person now. My world had been turned upside down, my

  outlook on life changed for ever, and I’d found out the hard way that most of the stuff we spend our time worrying about doesn’t actually mean anything at all.




  So when Kendal approached me that afternoon, I wasn’t thrilled or overawed or flattered. I didn’t care that merely by talking to me he was boosting my reputation and making me look

  cool. I couldn’t have cared less about ‘looking cool’. That kind of stuff just didn’t mean anything to me any more.




  So why didn’t I tell Kendal that if he wanted to talk to me he’d just have to wait?




  Because I was curious, that’s why. And curiosity was one of the things that still meant something to me.




  Questions: Why on earth did the almighty Kendal Price want to talk to me? What could he possibly want? And why was he so insistent on talking to me before I went into the changing

  rooms?




  Questions had kept me going through my recent summer of hell, and I wasn’t going to stop asking them now.
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  ‘I’m sorry about your mum and dad,’ Kendal said. ‘It must have been really hard for you.’




  It had been four months since my parents had died in a car crash, and I’d got so used to condolences now that my response had become automatic – a nod of acknowledgement, and a look

  that said, ‘Thanks, I appreciate your kindness.’




  Kendal’s initial reaction was the same as most people’s – a sombre nod back, followed by an awkward silence. I let the silence hang in the air and gazed out over the playing

  fields. We’d crossed over to a bench at the edge of the little car park in front of the changing rooms, and from where we were sitting I could see all the way across to the girls’

  changing rooms on the other side of the school grounds. There were three full-size football pitches, another area marked out for five- and seven-a-side games, and a running track that

  wouldn’t be used now until next year. A fine November rain was drifting across the fields, and a few kids in wet and muddy football gear were hurrying back to the changing rooms, desperate to

  get out of the cold.




  Kendal was still wearing his football kit too – he’d just finished playing for the Under-15s in a match against a visiting French school – but although he was just as sodden

  and caked in mud as everyone else, it didn’t seem to bother him at all. Or if it did, he was really good at hiding it.




  ‘You’re not living at your old place in Kell Cross any more, are you?’ he asked casually.




  I looked at him, slightly surprised that he hadn’t changed the subject. Most people, once they’ve offered their condolences, quickly start talking about something else. But, as

  I’ve already said, Kendal wasn’t like most people.




  ‘I live with my nan and grandad now,’ I told him.




  ‘How’s that going?’




  ‘It’s good.’




  He nodded thoughtfully, giving the impression that he was genuinely interested in my welfare, but it wasn’t hard to see through him. I might possibly have believed him and been grateful

  for his care and concern if he’d offered it four months ago, but he’d barely even looked at me before today, let alone spoken to me or shown any interest in my personal circumstances,

  so I was pretty sure he had an ulterior motive. His pretence didn’t actually bother me that much. I was just intrigued to find out what he was really after.




  ‘Your parents were private investigators, weren’t they?’ he asked, as if the thought had just occurred to him.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘My mum and dad ran a private investigation business called Delaney & Co.’




  ‘What’s happened to the business now?’




  ‘My grandad’s taken it over.’




  ‘Right. . .’ Kendal said, doing some more thoughtful nodding. ‘So you’re still involved in the investigation business yourself?’




  I sighed. I’d had enough of this now. I looked him straight in the eye and said, ‘Are you going to tell me what this is about, Kendal? Because I don’t know about you, but

  I’m getting really cold out here.’




  He was momentarily taken aback by my frankness, but he quickly recovered his composure. ‘All right, look,’ he said, ‘before I tell you anything, I need you to promise me that

  you’ll keep it to yourself. It’s really important that none of this goes any further.’




  I shook my head. ‘I can’t promise anything.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘I don’t know what you’re going to tell me, do I? I mean, for all I know, you might want to confess to a murder or something.’




  Kendal smiled. ‘That’s not very likely, is it?’




  ‘Even superstars are capable of murder,’ I said, grinning at him.




  I thought he might take offence at that – he probably wasn’t used to being mocked about his status – but, to his credit, he took it pretty well. I don’t think he liked it

  very much, but he didn’t make a big deal of it or anything. He just gave me one of those condescending looks that adults use when they think you’re being childish. Which might sound a

  bit odd, given that Kendal wasn’t an adult. But although we were both the same age – fourteen years old – there was no doubt that in lots of ways Kendal was years ahead of me. He

  was much taller than me, for a start – at least five feet ten – and he was also a lot hairier. Hairy legs, hairy arms, hairy upper lip, sideburns. His voice was deep, his face

  rugged and knowing, and he had an air of self-confidence about him that I could only dream about.




  Compared to Kendal, I was just a child.




  Which was the kind of thing that used to bother the hell out of me.




  But not any more.




  ‘All right,’ Kendal said in a businesslike manner, ‘how about this – you give me your word that you’ll keep quiet about this conversation unless I tell you

  something that puts you in a legally compromising position. Is that acceptable?’




  ‘Perfectly.’




  He gave me a look, making sure I was taking him seriously, and then he finally started telling me what it was all about.
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  The petty thieving from the boys’ changing rooms had started in October, Kendal explained. The first time it had happened was at an Under-14 football match between our

  school – Kell Cross Secondary – and Barton Grammar, our biggest rivals. Then a couple of weeks later it had happened again during an Under-15 game against Seaton College.




  ‘To be honest, we didn’t take it very seriously at the time,’ Kendal said. ‘Partly because the items that went missing didn’t have any great value, and partly

  because the kids who owned them weren’t even sure they had been stolen.’




  ‘What kind of stuff was going missing?’ I asked.




  Kendal frowned. ‘Well, that’s the weird thing. The first time it was a graphic novel, and the next time it was a hat . . . you know, like a baseball cap. That was it. No money was

  taken, no mobiles or watches or anything. Just a comic book and a hat. So, like I said, we didn’t really give it much thought—’




  ‘Who’s “we”?’




  ‘Mr Jago and me. I mean, the kids reported it to Mr Jago first, of course, and then he told me about it.’




  John Jago was the senior PE teacher. As well as being in charge of all the school’s sporting activities, he personally coached the football and cricket teams from Under-14 level upwards.

  He was obsessed with the sporting reputation of the school, and he spent a lot of time working with the most gifted athletes. Kendal was one of his protégés, and he treated him like a

  trusted lieutenant.




  ‘Anyway,’ Kendal went on, ‘when the thieving started again straight after the half-term break, and it quickly became more frequent, we realised we had to do

  something.’




  ‘Was the same kind of stuff being taken?’




  He nodded. ‘A book, a scarf, another hat . . . it still happens mostly when we’re playing another school, but earlier this week a kid’s belt went missing during a normal games

  period.’




  ‘Any thefts from the girls’ changing rooms?’




  ‘Nothing’s been reported.’




  ‘The changing rooms are locked when they’re not being used though, aren’t they? I mean, we can’t get in until someone’s keyed in the entry code.’




  ‘Yeah, and the code’s changed every day.’




  ‘What about the door inside that connects the home and away dressing rooms?’




  ‘Unless there’s any reason for it to be opened, it’s always kept locked. Mr Jago has a key, and there’s a spare one in the headmaster’s secretary’s

  office.’




  ‘Any signs of forced entry?’




  ‘We haven’t found any.’




  ‘No broken windows or forced latches?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Have the police been informed?’




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Kendal just looked at me, as if the answer was obvious.




  ‘The Twin Town Cup?’ I said.




  ‘Exactly.’




  The Twin Town Cup is a school football tournament that takes place every two years. Four teams from Barton – the town where I live – take on four teams from the two

  towns that Barton is twinned with: Wetzlar in Germany and Rennes in France. The venue for the tournament changes each time it’s played, and this year Kell Cross was hosting it for the first

  time. It was a pretty big deal for the school, with all kinds of sponsorship and press coverage and stuff, and the teachers and administration staff had been working on all the travel and

  accommodation arrangements for months. The tournament lasts for almost two weeks. In the first week, the eight teams are split into two groups of four and each team in the group plays the other

  three once. The top two teams in each group then progress to the knockout stage – which, in effect, are the semi-finals – and the winners of the semi-finals go on to play each other in

  the final.




  Today’s matches had been the concluding games in the group stages. The semi-finals were being played on Monday, and the final was on Wednesday. By beating the French team this afternoon,

  Kell Cross had finished top of their group and were playing the runners-up from the other group in the semi-final.




  ‘We don’t know who’s responsible for these thefts,’ Kendal told me. ‘It could be a pupil at Kell Cross, it could be someone from outside the

  school. Until we know for sure, we’d prefer to deal with it ourselves rather than calling in the police.’ He looked at me. ‘I mean, imagine how embarrassing it would be for the

  school if the police showed up and arrested someone in the middle of a Twin Town Cup game. We’d never live it down.’




  ‘Why don’t you just put a guard on the changing-room doors?’ I suggested. ‘Two teachers, or two Year 12s, one on each door at all times. Then no one can get

  in.’




  ‘That’s precisely what we’ve been doing. But it hasn’t made any difference.’




  ‘Stuff’s still going missing?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘How the hell are they getting in?’




  ‘That’s what we want you to find out.’
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  I was planning on going round to Delaney & Co’s office as soon as I’d got changed anyway, so I started telling Kendal that I’d talk to my grandad and his

  partner, Courtney Lane, about the changing-room thefts when I got there.




  ‘I don’t know how busy they are at the moment,’ I said, ‘so I can’t promise they’ll be able to do anything straight away—’




  ‘That’s not what we want,’ Kendal said.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘We want to keep this as quiet as possible. If we hire anyone on an official basis, it’s bound to get out sooner or later.’




  ‘So what do you want?’




  ‘We were hoping that you could do it.’




  ‘Me?’




  ‘You said you were still involved with the investigation business, didn’t you?’




  ‘Well, yeah . . .’




  ‘Do you know enough about it to look into the thefts yourself?’




  I thought about that for a while, mulling over what the job might entail and whether I was capable of doing it myself or not. It didn’t take me long to reach a decision.




  ‘Yeah,’ I told Kendal. ‘I don’t see any reason why I can’t do it.’




  ‘And you’d be OK with a verbal contract?’




  I shrugged. ‘If that’s what you want.’




  ‘Confidentiality guaranteed?’




  ‘I’d need to discuss the job with my grandad and his partner.’




  ‘But no one else?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘What about payment? We’d prefer to keep any financial transactions off the books, but I’m sure we can work something out.’




  ‘I don’t want any money,’ I said.




  ‘Really? Well, that’s very good of you—’




  ‘All I want is a written promise from all my teachers that I’ll get excellent grades this year.’




  Kendal looked at me, his eyes narrowed in disbelief.




  ‘Joke,’ I said, grinning.




  He sighed, shaking his head. ‘Yeah, very funny.’




  I was beginning to realise that despite his all-round magnificence, the one thing Kendal didn’t have was a sense of humour.




  ‘Have you discussed with Mr Jago how you want me to go about it?’ I asked him.




  ‘We decided it was best to leave the practical details to you, but Mr Jago thinks it’d be a good idea to include you in the Under-15 team for next week’s matches. That way

  you’ll always be around when the games are taking place, which should make it easier for you to keep an eye on things.’




  ‘He wants me to play for the Under-15s?’




  ‘What’s the matter?’ Kendal said, amused by the look of disbelief on my face. ‘Don’t you think you’re good enough?’




  ‘I know I’m not good enough.’




  I wasn’t being modest or anything, I was simply telling the truth. I mean, I like football – both playing it and watching it – but I’m not really any good at it. The only

  sport I am pretty good at is boxing, but that’s something I do in my own time.




  ‘You’ve played in goal for the reserves a couple of times, haven’t you?’ Kendal said.




  ‘Well, yeah, but only because the regular keeper was injured. I’m nowhere near good enough for the first team.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Kendal said. ‘You wouldn’t actually be in the team, you’d just be part of the squad.’




  ‘As a substitute?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘How many’s in the squad?’




  ‘Sixteen.’




  ‘So it’s pretty unlikely that I’d have to play.’




  ‘Highly unlikely.’




  I nodded. There was no doubt it made sense to include me in the squad as a non-playing substitute. Investigation-wise, it gave me the perfect cover story, and football-wise it didn’t

  jeopardise the team’s chances. There was also no doubt at all that I genuinely wasn’t good enough to get in the team. I knew that. But even so, I still couldn’t help feeling just

  a little bit disappointed that I wasn’t going to get to play.




  ‘Have you got any ideas how you’re going to catch the thief?’ Kendal asked.




  ‘Hidden surveillance cameras should do it,’ I said, putting the irrational feelings of disappointment from my mind. ‘One in each dressing room. I can link them up to my mobile

  phone—’




  ‘That’s out of the question,’ Kendal said.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Think about it.’




  I thought about it, and almost immediately realised what a ridiculously stupid idea it was. Hidden surveillance cameras in a school changing room? Yeah, right. That wasn’t asking for

  trouble, was it?




  ‘No cameras then,’ I said, somewhat sheepishly.




  ‘No cameras,’ Kendal agreed.




  ‘In that case, it’ll have to be some kind of motion sensor device, ideally with a Wi-Fi link to my mobile.’ I paused, thinking about the practicalities. ‘I’m not

  sure what equipment we’ve got in the office at the moment. I might have to customise one of the bugs we usually use.’ I glanced at my watch. ‘I’ll talk to my grandad and see

  what he thinks, and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible.’




  ‘I’ll give you my mobile number.’




  ‘I’ll probably need access to the changing rooms over the weekend.’




  ‘No problem. I’ll let Mr Jago know. Is there anything else you need?’




  ‘Who else knows about the thefts apart from you and Mr Jago?’




  ‘Well, the kids whose stuff was taken obviously know, and no doubt they’ll have been talking to their mates about it, but there’s nothing we can do about that. The teachers

  who’ve been guarding the doors know what’s been happening – Mr Wells and Mr Ayres. But that’s about it, I think.’




  ‘What about the Year 12s who’ve been watching the doors?’




  Kendal shook his head. ‘They were just told that it was a new security procedure.’




  ‘Does anyone else know you’ve asked me to investigate the thefts?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Not even the headmaster?’




  ‘He’s aware that Mr Jago’s dealing with it – he told him to deal with it – but he didn’t want to know any details himself.’




  ‘So if anything goes wrong, it’s nothing to do with him.’




  Kendal said nothing, which told me I was right. The headmaster wasn’t just looking after the school’s reputation, he was looking after his own as well.




  ‘Right,’ I said, getting to my feet and rubbing my arms again. ‘I’m going to get changed now before I freeze to death.’




  Kendal stood up. ‘I’ll get you my mobile number.’




  As we walked together back to the changing rooms, I could see a few kids watching us and muttering among themselves. I guessed the rumours would soon start spreading – Delaney’s in

  with Kendal now . . . Kendal’s got a new best buddy . . .




  I couldn’t help smiling quietly to myself.
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  Barton is about five kilometres from Kell Cross, and by the time I’d had a shower and got dressed and cycled into town, it was getting on for five o’clock. Delaney

  & Co’s office is situated in North Walk, a pedestrianised street at the quiet end of town. A lot of the small shops and businesses were either closed or closing up as I wheeled my bike

  along the pavement towards the office, and the street had that strangely muted end-of-the-day kind of feel to it. The sky was dark, the street lights glowing orange. The footsteps of office workers

  going home echoed dully around the streets, and there was a sense of weariness to the air. It was almost as if the town itself was winding down after a long hard day. In a couple of hours’

  time the night-shift would begin, and the town would come back to life again, but until then it was going to sit down for a while, put its feet up, and take a much-needed rest.




  Delaney & Co shares a small office building with two other businesses. We’re on the ground floor, Tantastic Tanning are on the first floor, and Jakes and Mortimer, Solicitors are on

  the second floor.




  I opened the main door and wheeled my bike along the corridor. As I leaned it against the wall outside Delaney & Co’s office, I heard footsteps coming down the stairs. The tanning

  salon usually closes at four, so I guessed it was someone coming down from Jakes and Mortimer. I instinctively looked up to see who it was, but just as a pair of legs appeared on the stairs, the

  handlebars of my bike slipped off the wall, the front wheel jerked outwards, and the bike kind of lurched forward and began sliding down to the floor. As I lunged after it, stooping down to try and

  get hold of it before it hit the ground, I somehow cracked my shin against the front sprocket. It wasn’t a really hard whack or anything, but it caught me right on that bony spot, and it hurt

  like hell. I let out a sharp yelp of pain and a few choice words, and immediately bent down and rolled up my trouser leg to examine the damage.




  ‘Are you all right?’ I heard someone say.




  I looked up and saw a girl in high-heeled boots standing on the stairs just above me. I guessed she was about sixteen or seventeen. She had short blonde hair, heavily made-up eyes, and she was

  stunningly pretty. As well as the high-heeled boots, she was wearing a short black skirt and a little black jacket, and she was carrying a handbag and an armful of post.




  ‘I’m Bianca,’ she said, smiling at me, ‘Mr Mortimer’s new secretary. I started last week.’




  ‘Oh, right . . .’ I muttered, rolling down my trouser leg and straightening up. ‘I’m Travis . . . Travis Delaney.’ I stupidly waved my hand at the office door, as

  if that explained everything.




  ‘Is your leg all right?’ Bianca asked.




  ‘Yeah . . . yeah, it’s nothing . . .’




  She grinned. ‘It didn’t sound like nothing.’




  I just stared at her, unable to think of a single thing to say. My mind was utterly empty. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, I could feel myself blushing. My face felt as if it was on

  fire. I lowered my eyes, looking down at the floor in a vain effort to compose myself, and that’s when I realised that I hadn’t rolled down my trouser leg properly. So, basically, I was

  standing there with a bright red face and a half-rolled-up trouser leg, mumbling incoherently and waving my hand around, with my bike lying on the floor at my feet.




  Way to go, Travis, I told myself. You certainly know how to impress the ladies, don’t you?




  ‘Well,’ Bianca said, ‘I’d better get going before the post office shuts. It was nice meeting you, Travis.’




  I looked up, desperately trying to think of something cool to say to rescue the situation, but as Bianca headed gracefully towards the door, glancing back at me with an easy smile, all I could

  manage was a dopey-looking grin and another idiotic wave of my hand.




  I watched her go out and close the door, and then I just shook my head, let out a sigh, and bent down to pick up my bike.




  







  6




  Before setting up Delaney & Co on his own in 1994, my grandad had spent five years in the Royal Military Police and twelve years as an officer in the Army Intelligence

  Corps. My mum and dad had started working with Grandad straight after leaving university, and when Grandad retired from the business about ten years ago, they carried on running the agency

  together. So Delaney & Co had always been a huge part of my life, and I’d pretty much grown up with the business – hanging around the office all the time, helping out Mum and Dad

  whenever they’d let me. But like so many other things that we take for granted, it wasn’t until after my parents’ fatal car crash that I’d realised how much Delaney & Co

  meant to me. The business, to me, was Mum and Dad. It was us, our life. And the idea of it not being there any more was almost too much to bear.




  I’m not quite sure how I’d persuaded Grandad to come out of retirement and re-open Delaney & Co – in fact, I’m not even sure it was down to me at all – but

  whatever it was that had convinced him to do it, it meant everything to me that he had.




  Although he was tougher and smarter than most men half his age, there was no getting away from the fact that Grandad wasn’t as active and healthy as he used to be, which was why he’d

  asked Courtney Lane to be his partner. Courtney had been Mum and Dad’s assistant. She was still in her early twenties, and as well as being super-athletic and incredibly intelligent –

  both academically and street-wise – she was rapidly becoming a really good private investigator.




  Courtney had carried on dealing with all the secretarial and administrative stuff for the first couple of months after Grandad had re-opened the business, but eventually – just over two

  weeks ago – Grandad had taken on a new assistant. The person he’d hired was an old acquaintance of his from his Army Intelligence days, a woman called Gloria Nightingale. I didn’t

  know exactly how old Gloria was, but I assumed she was about the same age as Grandad, around sixty-two or sixty-three. Not ancient, but certainly not young.




  When I went into the office that afternoon, still blushing from my encounter with Bianca, Gloria was sitting at her desk in the main office, tapping away at her laptop.




  ‘Hello, Travis,’ she said, looking up and smiling at me. ‘Are you all right? You look a bit hot.’




  ‘I just got off my bike,’ I told her, trying to sound casual.




  ‘Oh, I see.’ She glanced over at the window. ‘Was that Bianca I saw just now leaving with the post?’




  ‘I think so, yeah.’




  Gloria looked back at me. ‘She seems like a nice girl, doesn’t she?’




  I shrugged. ‘I suppose so . . .’




  I could tell from the teasing glint in Gloria’s eyes that she knew perfectly well why I was blushing, and that she was just having a bit of fun at my expense. I knew she didn’t mean

  anything bad by it though, and if it had been anyone else I probably wouldn’t have minded. But it wasn’t anyone else, it was Gloria, and the way I felt about Gloria Nightingale was

  complicated, to say the least.




  About a week after Gloria had started working for us, I was in the sitting room at home one night and I’d overheard Grandad and Nan talking about Gloria in the kitchen.

  I’d thought at first they were just chatting about how she was getting on in her new job, but it soon became apparent that Grandad was actually telling Nan, for the very first time, that

  he’d hired Gloria as his assistant. I was really quite shocked, to be honest. Grandad always discusses everything with Nan, and I’d taken it for granted that he’d consulted her

  about employing Gloria, and I couldn’t understand why he hadn’t.




  Nan didn’t sound very pleased at all when he told her, which I assumed was simply because he hadn’t talked to her before hiring Gloria, but then Grandad had said something like,

  ‘Look, I’m sorry, love, I understand how you feel, but—’




  And Nan had blown her top. ‘Do you?’ she’d snapped. ‘Do you really? Is that why you didn’t ask me if I minded you employing your old

  girlfriend?’




  Nan had stormed off in a huff then, leaving Grandad on his own in the kitchen, and me in a state of utter bewilderment. Old girlfriend? Old girlfriend ? Gloria Nightingale was

  Grandad’s old girlfriend?




  I simply had to find out what that was all about, and I knew just the right person to tell me. My great-grandmother, Granny Nora, shares the house with us. She’s eighty-six years

  old and suffers from chronic arthritis, so she spends most of her time in her room upstairs, which is fitted out like a self-contained little flat. She’s Grandad’s mum, so obviously she

  knows more about him than anyone else, and I was sure she’d have some answers for me.




  Granny’s usually more than happy to talk to me for hours – about everything and anything – but when I’d gone in to see her that night, her arthritis was really playing up

  and she was in a lot of pain, so I didn’t stay very long. When I’d told her what Nan had said about Gloria, and asked her what she’d meant by it, Granny had smiled her devilish

  smile and told me that it was a long and convoluted story, which she’d tell me all about when she was feeling better, but the essence of it was that Gloria Nightingale had indeed been

  Grandad’s girlfriend for a short while before he’d met and married Nan.




  ‘Nan doesn’t like her, does she?’ I’d said.




  Granny had chuckled. ‘Show me a woman who claims to get along with her husband’s ex-girlfriends and I’ll show you a liar.’




  So that was the situation with Gloria. It felt really awkward, knowing that she was Grandad’s ex-girlfriend, and I wasn’t quite sure how to deal with it. Since my

  parents had died, I’d come to think of Nan and Grandad as sort of substitute parents. They could never replace Mum and Dad, of course – that was unthinkable – and they

  weren’t my entire world in the way that Mum and Dad had been, but I felt I belonged with Nan and Grandad now. They were mine – my guardians, my family, my everything. So

  although Grandad wasn’t my dad, and Nan wasn’t my mum, this whole business with Grandad and Gloria still felt how I imagined it would feel if you found out that one of your parents was

  spending a lot of time with someone they used to go out with.




  Like I said, it felt really awkward.




  Not quite right.




  Kind of icky, if you know what I mean.




  I just didn’t like it, basically. And that’s mostly why I didn’t feel very comfortable around Gloria.




  Another reason, at least initially, was the overall impression she gave of being a bit stuck-up and old-fashioned. She was one of those well-groomed elderly women who always dress quite formally

  – tweedy skirts, sensible shoes, cardigans, blouses, pearl necklaces – and she had an almost aristocratic air about her that was quite intimidating at first. But, as my mum once told

  me, you have to be very careful about judging people by their appearance, and the more I’d got to know Gloria, the more I’d realised she wasn’t just a ‘stuck-up old posh

  lady’. She was posh, there was no denying that, but there was nothing stuck-up about her. She was perfectly friendly, quite funny at times, and – perhaps most surprising of all

  – she knew more about modern technology than anyone I’d ever met. Computers, phones, cyberspace, surveillance equipment . . . she knew almost everything there was to know about

  everything.




  I had to admit that in lots of ways Gloria was a pretty cool old lady, and if I hadn’t known about her history with Grandad, and how Nan felt about her, I’m fairly sure that having

  her around the place would have been OK.




  But I did know about her and Grandad.




  And it wasn’t OK.




  I kept trying to tell myself that it was what it was, that these things happen, and that it wasn’t up to me to judge anyone.




  Unfortunately, that wasn’t always as easy as it sounds.




  ‘So what’s been going on?’ I asked Gloria that afternoon after she’d finished teasing me about Bianca. ‘Anything exciting?’




  ‘Your grandad’s been in his office all afternoon,’ she told me, looking over at the door to what used to be Mum and Dad’s private office, ‘and Courtney’s out

  working on that tanning salon case.’




  I went over to the coat rack on the wall next to Gloria’s desk and hung up my parka. ‘What about you?’ I asked, turning to her and glancing idly at the screen of her laptop.

  ‘Are you working on anything interesting?’




  ‘Never you mind, nosy-boots,’ she said, quickly closing her laptop.




  Even though she did it in a light-hearted manner, it was still a slightly odd thing to do. In fact, to be honest, it kind of annoyed me. Delaney & Co was my grandad’s

  business, and until a few months ago it had been my mum and dad’s business. So surely it wasn’t right for someone who’d only been working here for a couple of weeks to

  hide anything about the business from me?




  Then again, I thought, maybe I was just overreacting, being too sensitive. As Grandad’s secretary, Gloria had to deal with a lot of confidential information, and maybe she was just taking

  her responsibilities a bit too far. Or perhaps it was something else she didn’t want me to see, something personal – her Facebook page, a private email . . . it could have been anything

  really.




  The office door opened then, and when I turned round and saw Courtney Lane coming in, I quickly forgot all about Gloria. Courtney always looks pretty spectacular, and today she was even more

  eye-catching than usual. One side of her head was shaved, the hair on the other side swept up into a striking platinum-blonde wave. Her eyes were darkened with smoky-black eyeliner, her lips were a

  bright glossy pink, and she was wearing short denim shorts, yellow-and-red striped tights, and a black leather biker jacket over a cropped white vest.




  ‘Hey, Travis,’ she said, her familiar smile lighting up her face. ‘How’s it going?’




  ‘Excellent, thanks,’ I said.




  ‘Good.’ She grinned. ‘Do you want to see what I’ve been up to?’
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  The tanning salon case that Courtney had been working on was a supposedly straightforward injury compensation claim. Jakes and Mortimer, the solicitors on the top floor, were

  acting on behalf of a young woman who’d allegedly suffered serious eye damage as a result of visiting a local tanning salon called Tanga Tans. According to this woman, she hadn’t been

  provided with any protective eyewear, the timing mechanism on the sunbed she’d used was faulty, and the staff at the salon were both negligent and unprofessional. Jakes and Mortimer had taken

  on her case, and they’d contracted Delaney & Co to investigate Tanga Tans and gather evidence to back up their client’s claim. So that afternoon Courtney had visited the salon

  wearing a hidden miniature surveillance camera, and now she was back with the results.




  She shared the private office with Grandad now, and as we went in there to watch her surveillance video, I was half expecting Gloria to come in with us. But as I followed Courtney over to her

  desk, Grandad went out into the main office and spoke quietly to Gloria for a moment or two, and when he came back she wasn’t with him. I had no idea what that meant, if anything, and Grandad

  had his blank face on, so I knew there was no point in asking him. It wasn’t the first time he’d done something like that though – sidling off for a quiet word with Gloria –

  and it was beginning to get on my nerves a bit.




  ‘So what’s Tanga Tans like?’ he asked Courtney as she sat down at her desk and began connecting the miniature camera to her laptop. ‘I mean, what’s your overall

  impression of the place?’




  ‘Well, it’s not exactly a high-class establishment,’ she said. ‘It’s in one of those rough little side streets just off Slade Lane, not far from the estate.

  There’s a fried chicken place on one side of it and a minicab office on the other side. I’m not being snotty or anything, but it’s not the kind of place I’d go to if I

  wanted to top up my tan.’




  I knew what she meant. The Slade Lane estate is a pretty rough area, and the people who live there don’t take kindly to strangers. Even if you know people who live there, which I

  do, you’ve still got to watch your step.




  ‘Right,’ Courtney said, tapping at the keyboard of her laptop, ‘here we go.’




  I watched as the video footage appeared on the screen. It was kind of jumpy at first, and I couldn’t work out what I was looking at, but then Courtney said, ‘The salon’s on the

  first floor. That’s me going up the stairs.’




  The video settled down then, and we watched as Courtney entered the salon and went up to the reception desk. From what we could see of the salon, it didn’t look as if a lot of money had

  been spent on it. There was a poky little waiting area in front of the reception desk, with a couple of cheap-looking settees and a shabby little coffee table with a pile of old magazines on it,

  and the room itself looked as if it had been decorated in a hurry by someone who’d never used a paintbrush before.




  The woman behind the desk had shortish dark hair and light-olive skin, and she was dressed in a plain blue T-shirt and jeans. There was a simple prettiness to her face that vaguely reminded me

  of someone, but I couldn’t for the life of me think who. Although she wasn’t that old – around thirty-five, I guessed – the woman’s prettiness was already fading, her

  face weighed down with sadness and worry.




  The video played on: Courtney asking about prices, the woman wearily answering her questions . . . then Courtney being shown into a booth and the woman pointing out how everything worked. She

  sounded bored out of her mind.




  ‘No mention of protective goggles?’ Grandad asked Courtney.




  ‘Not a word.’




  ‘Was anyone else there? Any other staff?’




  ‘Someone comes in later,’ Courtney said, ‘which I think you’ll find interesting. But at that point, Lisa was on her own.’




  ‘Lisa?’ Grandad said.




  ‘I asked her what her name was when I left.’




  ‘Just Lisa?’




  ‘It would have been a bit suspicious if I’d asked for her full name, wouldn’t it?’




  Grandad grinned. ‘Just checking.’




  Courtney tapped the keyboard and fast-forwarded the video. ‘Nothing happens for the next ten minutes or so,’ she explained.




  ‘Did you actually get on the sunbed?’ I asked.




  Courtney frowned at me. ‘That’s a bit personal, isn’t it?’




  ‘Sorry,’ I muttered, immediately feeling my face go red, ‘I only meant—’




  ‘You never learn, do you?’ Courtney said, smiling at me. ‘You’re so easy to wind up it’s almost no fun.’




  I looked at her, trying to think of something smart to say, but I couldn’t come up with anything.




  Courtney gave me another quick grin, then turned her attention back to the laptop. She hit a key and the fast-forwarding stopped. ‘This is where the sunbed timer goes off,’ she told

  us, starting the video again.




  ‘It wasn’t faulty then?’ Grandad said.




  ‘No.’




  ‘And this is definitely the same booth that Jakes and Mortimer’s client used?’




  ‘Yeah, I checked with them before I went. There are three booths, and their client used the one nearest the door. That’s the one I’m in.’




  ‘Maybe the timer’s been fixed since their client used it,’ Grandad suggested.




  ‘Listen to this,’ Courtney said, turning up the volume.




  The muffled sound of raised voices crackled from the laptop speaker – a man’s voice, shouting . . . then Lisa’s voice yelling in reply.




  ‘I’m still in the booth at this point,’ Courtney said, ‘but as soon as I heard the ruckus outside . . . well, as you can see, I went out to see what was going

  on.’




  The viewpoint from the camera showed Courtney opening the door and going out into the reception area. Over at the desk, a mean-looking guy in an expensive-looking suit was shouting at Lisa and

  angrily jabbing his finger towards her face. He was a bit younger than Lisa – in his mid- to late twenties – but there was no doubt that he was in charge.




  ‘You’re supposed to be running the place,’ he was yelling at her. ‘It’s not difficult, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘I’m doing my best,’ Lisa told him.




  ‘Yeah, well it’s not good enough, is it?’ He glared at her. ‘You know what’ll happen to you if anything comes of this, don’t you?’




  ‘It’s not my fault, Dee Dee,’ Lisa said. ‘All I do is take their money and tell them which booth to use.’




  The guy called Dee Dee turned towards the camera then, suddenly aware of Courtney’s presence. ‘Yeah?’ he snarled at her. ‘What are you looking at?’




  ‘Sorry,’ Courtney said hesitantly, ‘I was just . . . I didn’t mean to interrupt . . .’




  Now that Dee Dee was looking straight at the camera, it was clear that he wasn’t just mean-looking – he was a lot more than that. He was, without doubt, the scariest-looking

  man I’d ever seen. Physically he wasn’t anything special – medium size, medium weight, not overly muscle-bound or anything – but there was a dead-eyed menace about him that

  even the hardest of tough guys don’t have. He didn’t just look mean and hard, he looked as if he could kill you without blinking.




  He’d turned away from Courtney now and was staring at Lisa again.




  ‘I haven’t finished with you,’ he said to her.




  She nodded.




  He glanced briefly at Courtney again, then strode off and disappeared through a door at the back of the salon.




  ‘Nice guy, eh?’ Courtney said, turning off the tape.




  ‘I think I know who he is,’ I said quietly.




  Grandad and Courtney both looked at me.




  ‘Lisa called him Dee Dee,’ I explained. ‘Dee Dee’s the street-name of a guy called Drew Devon.’




  ‘And who’s this Drew Devon?’ Grandad asked.




  ‘He runs the Slade Lane estate.’
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  I’d heard about Dee Dee from a friend of mine called Mason Yusuf. Mason’s a couple of years older than me. He lives on the Slade, and he knows pretty much

  everything that goes on there. He knows most of the gang kids, and he knows what they get up to, and I’d be very surprised if he isn’t involved in at least some of it himself.

  Mason’s no angel, that’s for sure. But he’s been a true friend to me ever since I helped out his younger sister once, and I’ll always be in his debt for the help he gave me

  in solving the case my parents were working on when they died.




  ‘When you say that this Dee Dee character runs the Slade Lane estate,’ Grandad said to me, ‘what does that actually mean?’




  ‘He runs the biggest gang on the Slade,’ I said. ‘And it’s the gangs that control the estate. It was Dee Dee who organised the riot in North Walk just after Mum and Dad

  died, remember?’




  Grandad nodded. The riot had been arranged to cover up a break-in at Delaney & Co’s office. A secretive organisation known as Omega were searching for material relating to the case my

  parents had been working on at the time, and they’d paid Dee Dee to get a load of kids from the Slade to go on a rampage and smash up all the shops and offices in North Walk so that the

  break-in at our office didn’t arouse any suspicion.




  ‘According to my friend Mason,’ I continued, ‘Dee Dee’s a very powerful man.’




  ‘So what’s he doing in a rundown tanning salon?’




  ‘Maybe he owns it,’ Courtney suggested.




  ‘Why would someone so powerful own a shabby little place like that?’ Grandad said to her. ‘Were there any other customers around when you were there?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Did it look like a profitable business to you?’




  She shook her head. ‘I paid five pounds for a ten-minute session. I was in the salon for about fifteen or twenty minutes altogether, and I hung around outside for twenty minutes or so

  before I went in. When I left I spent another twenty minutes in the fried chicken place next door. I didn’t see anyone going in or out of the salon the whole time.’




  ‘So in the hour that you were there, Tanga Tans made a grand total of five pounds,’ Grandad concluded. ‘It’s not exactly big money, is it?’ He got up and began

  pacing around the office. ‘I don’t suppose it really matters though, does it?’ he mused. ‘We’re not being paid to question the ownership of the place, or why a

  big-shot local gangster is threatening the woman who works there. That’s not our concern, is it?’




  He wasn’t really asking us the question – he was pretty much talking to himself – so neither of us bothered answering him.




  ‘We’ve done what we were paid to do,’ he went on. ‘We’ve got the video evidence that Jakes and Mortimer wanted. It’s up to them what they do with

  it.’




  He stopped pacing, thought deeply for a moment, then looked over at us. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind looking into it a bit more,’ Courtney said. ‘For curiosity’s sake if nothing else. I mean, it’s not as if we’re working on anything

  else at the moment, is it?’




  Grandad looked at me, asking for my opinion.




  ‘I could have a word with Mason, if you want,’ I told him. ‘See if he knows anything about the salon.’




  Grandad nodded. ‘I suppose I could ask Gloria to do a bit of digging into Tanga Tans’ financial records. She might find something that sheds a bit of light on things.’ He

  turned to Courtney. ‘Like you said, we’re not exactly rushed off our feet at the moment, so it’s not as if we haven’t got the time to take a closer look at Tanga

  Tans.’




  ‘It’ll show how incredibly efficient we are,’ Courtney said.




  ‘That’s true. And if another job comes up in the meantime, we can stop being “incredibly efficient” and get back to doing some proper work.’




  ‘Sounds good to me,’ Courtney said.




  Travis?’ Grandad said, turning to me.




  I nodded.




  ‘Right,’ Grandad said, ‘so that’s agreed then. We’ll carry on looking into it for a few more days and then . . . well, we’ll just see what happens,

  OK?’




  When I told them about the school changing-room thefts, and that I’d been hired to look into them, they were both genuinely pleased for me.




  ‘Congratulations,’ Grandad said. ‘Your very first solo investigation. I’m impressed.’




  ‘Yeah, well done, Trav,’ Courtney added. ‘That’s fantastic. You’ll be taking over from me if I don’t watch out.’
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