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Praise for Mark Timlin


‘A pure pulp vision closer to Spillane than Chandler. The Sharman books are bloody romances of the South London badlands’


– John Williams


‘As British as a used condom in a fogbound London taxi...’


– Observer


‘The plot races along like a salsa dancer – a guilty pleasure...’


– Guardian Unlimited


‘It is possible that South London contains some law abiding citizens in conventional relationships but they make no appearance in Timlin’s immoral, wildly enjoyable books’


– Times


‘The king of the British hard-boiled thriller’


– Times


‘Full of cars, girls, guns, strung out along the high sierras of Brixton and Battersea, the Elephant and the North Peckham Estate, all those jewels in the crown they call Sarf London’


– Arena


‘Brit-pulp’s tough guy prize goes to work on Mark Timlin’s Nick Sharman’


– Evening Standard


‘The most impressive aspect of Timlin’s compressed style is the constant juxtaposition of the witty and the tense . . . Brilliantly conveys the dereliction and moral emptiness of the London underworld’


– Sunday Times


‘Grips like a pair of regulation handcuffs’


– Guardian


‘The plot races along like a salsa dancer – a guilty pleasure...’


– Guardian Unlimited


‘The mean streets of South London need their heroes tough. Private eye Nick Sharman fits the bill’


– Telegraph


‘Definitely one of the best’


– Time Out


‘Reverberates like a gunshot’


– Irish Times


‘The mean streets of South London need their heroes tough. Private eye Nick Sharman fits the bill’


– Telegraph


‘Timlin’s South London is well drawn, full of dodgy boozers and villains, dodgier clubs and coppers, cemeteries and second- hand car dealers’


– The Face


‘Hard-boiled storytelling with attitude’


– Daily Mail
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Mark Timlin is the creator of South London’s premier private detective, Nick Sharman. Born in Cheltenham, Glos. on 15th June 1944 (at the local borstal requisitioned by the Royal Navy for the use of the WRNS as a maternity home), within nine days he was back in London with his mother and grandmother dodging V2 rockets, and spending most days under the kitchen table in the family’s Kilburn home. When Timlin was seven, the family relocated to Tulse Hill in south London where he was later educated at the Strand Grammar School in nearby Brixton Hill. As a young adult, Timlin tried a panoply of various jobs: a forklift truck driver, mini cab driver, skateboard manufacturer, roadie for T-Rex and The Who (giving him a healthy sampling of the excesses of the era - which he was later to put to good fictional use). It wasn’t until 1985, faced with another period on the dole, that Timlin decided to add ‘novelist’ to his ever expanding CV.


A Good Year For The Roses (1988) was Timlin’s answer to the hardboiled noir of 1940s America, uprooted lock, stock and barrel to the dingy back streets of 1980s south London. Nick Sharman, a down-at-heel ex-copper with a gunshot wound in his foot, is opening his own private investigation business in a shop front close to Tulse Hill station when he is hired to track down a teenage runaway named Patsy Bright.


Timlin’s love of vintage cars is reflected in the vehicle that Sharman drives - a shiny E-Type Jaguar, which comes to a sticky end during a particularly frenetic car chase. Combining humour with brutal violence, Timlin’s breezy writing style tapped into the rich tradition of British gangster films such as Get Carter (1971) and The Long Good Friday (1980) with Sharman himself very much a modern take on the quintessentially American Philip Marlowe-style ‘tec, which mirrors the author’s love of Raymond Chandler, Ross Macdonald, Richard Stark, John D. MacDonald et al. More Sharman books followed, with The Turnaround (1991) being chosen to launch Sharman’s television career in a one-off pilot starring Clive Owen. Alas, caught in the crossfire of media hysteria concerning screen violence following the tragic Dunblane massacre in March 1996, the series proper was eventually shunted to a late time slot, only managing four more episodes before the plug was pulled. Latterly though, it has enjoyed re-showings and a welcome reappraisal.


Other notable Sharman books include Pretend We’re Dead (1994) and Quick Before They Catch Us (1999) which dealt with the hot topic of racism in the Asian community, in both London and Manchester. All The Empty Places (2000) saw Sharman dealing with the problems of a girlfriend, when a thuggish ex-flame of hers promised violent retribution, and had the surprising plot turn of Sharman leaving the country to live on a Caribbean island. After a long break Stay Another Day (2010) sees the return of Sharman to London when his daughter is in danger.


Answers From The Grave (2004) is a long (for Timlin) stand-alone novel about a criminal family in south London where Sharman makes a guest appearance. Timlin’s nom-de-plumes include Jim Ballantyne, Martin Milk, Tony Williams and (most recently) Lee Martin for his more mainstream novel Gangsters Wives (2007). This may have explored the female side of gangland violence, but it still offered the same copious amounts of sex and violence so prodigiously displayed in the author’s previous more male-dominated offerings.


Mark Campbell









An event that changed my life forever. But I don’t want to write about it myself. Too close you see. So instead, let’s go back to the inestimable and absolutely essential, for any crime fan (but you’ll need deep pockets), British Crime Writing: An Encyclopedia, where Ali Karim wrote a piece on the series. With thanks to him, Barry Forshaw who edited the two volumes, and Greenwood World Publishing who published them, and kind permission from all, here it is:


Actor Clive Owen was coming into prominence in the mid 1990’s, following his appearance in the TV series Chancer; when he was cast as the tough South-London P.I. Nick Sharman [World Productions for Carlton/ITV] based on the gritty novels by Mark Timlin. As a character, Sharman has his share of problems: a former police officer whose career was derailed due to drink and drugs which also cost him his marriage; he lives on the edge as a private eye scratching a living in the alleyways of south London. He has a daughter, Judith, to support as well as a string of girlfriends and low-lifes who are forever on his case. The young Clive Owen is perfectly cast as Sharman, as he has the bad-boy good looks and a sneer that breathes life into his portrayal of Sharman but, most importantly, his eyes show the pain and the void in his heart brought about from his hard life, living day-to-day and from woman to woman.


The first of the Nick Sharman adventures was the feature-length The Turnaround [1995] based on the book of the same name, and adapted by writer Tony Hoare and directed by Suri Krishnamma. The Turnaround actually follows the novel’s plot closely. Sharman is on a hunt to clear his name, following a case in which he’s hired by a James Webb [Bill Paterson] to find the men who murdered his sister and her family. The case goes seriously off the rails and Sharman is on a race to clear his name as he becomes the principal suspect to the murders. Timlin makes a cameo appearance but blink and you’ll miss him. This episode pilot for the Sharman series attracted 10 million viewers and was the only episode released on VHS.


It was not until 1996 that we’d see Owen return as Sharman in Take the A-Train [Episode 1] with supporting actress Samantha Janus playing a Page 3 model. This time, Sharman investigates the [apparent] suicide of a former police colleague who appears to have thrown himself off a tower-block. Sharman’s investigation gets involved in a gang war in the neon world of club land. Hearts of Stone [Episode 2] is probably the best of the series, due to writer Paul Abbott following the novel’s story closely. Sharman is in pursuit of a couple of heavy-handed debt collectors when he gets roped by former colleagues from the police drugs-squad to infiltrate a dope smuggling operation. It is a mission he can’t refuse as the alternative offered is fifteen years on the wrong side of prison bars. The episode features a manic Keith Allen playing to form. A Good Year for the Roses [Episode 3] is actually based on Nick Sharman’s debut in print, and features a strong performance from Ray Winstone. Sharman is hired as a minder for a lesbian dancing duo when Winstone (playing hard man George Bright) hires Sharman to track down his missing eighteen year old daughter. The case takes a turn for the worse when Sharman finds Bright’s daughter dead, overdosed in a squalid squat. Sharman [Episode 4], the last in the series, was an original screenplay but does feature a scene from Timlin’s novel Pretend We’re Dead and would be the last in this cult series. Apparently due to the uproar about violence on TV, in the aftermath of the Dunblane shootings, Carlton / ITV cancelled Sharman, just as the series was finding its feet. Tragically it has never been repeated on terrestrial or satellite TV, and is long overdue for a DVD release. In this final episode we see Sharman roped into a case of money laundering and dodgy dealings at a local bank. Simultaneously, he’s about to get married. Although Nick Sharman is British, his roots from Timlin’s novels are pure Raymond Chandler as the cynical eye he deploys comes from the American P.I. tradition. Timlin will forever be remembered for Nick Sharman, as Chandler is always associated with Philip Marlowe, and those with long memories will always associate Clive Owen with Nick Sharman, despite whatever he does under the shadow of Hollywood’s famous hills.


Ali Karim
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When you’re an ex-cop and an ex-doper scratching a living as a private investigator in the unromantic streets of south London, you take any work you can get. Even a dreary little debt collection job for some toe-rag of a used-car dealer.


When Nick Sharman collects the money due on a classic Bentley he finds himself stepping into another world. A world where a reclusive rock musician in a secluded mansion complete with its own recording studio – and firing range – broods on the royalties stolen from him by a crooked management – and decides Sharman is just the guy to get them back.


Taking the job could be the worst mistake of Sharman’ disaster ridden life. And when rock ’n’ roll’s godfathers take on the Mafia, south London explodes in a maelstrom of violence.









1





The cold rain angled down and beat a faint tattoo on my office window. The water was trapped against the glass by the vicious wind and blurred my view of the outside world. The gas fire bubbled blue flame, and the air in the room was warm and comforting. I sat in my office chair and read the new John D. MacDonald novel. Although I didn’t know it at the time it was to be his last. I rested my foot on the open drawer of my desk as I relaxed. The weather was cruel to the walking wounded at that time of the year, the early months when the bills come in and people give up and die quietly in their beds. I longed for the touch of sun on my body.


My old beaten-up cat seemed to agree with me. He was stretched out on the carpet in front of the fire, fast asleep. He was dreaming as cats do and his body twitched with the excitement of his fantasy world.


I had nothing to do and I wasn’t looking. For a change I was fairly comfortably off, money-wise. It was a good feeling to know that I didn’t have to go out on to the cold streets and hustle for a pound coin.


The telephone rang. Cat’s body jumped at the sound. I picked up the receiver.


‘Hello, Nick. Charlie,’ a voice said. Charlie was an old friend who owned a garage located a mile or so from my office. He looked after my transport and I owed him one or two.


‘Morning Charlie,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I need your help,’ he replied. ‘Not for me – it’s for a friend in the trade.’


‘What kind of help?’


‘A debt, well overdue. He can’t locate the face that owes him the dough. I told him you might be able to help.’


‘How much?’


‘Twelve or fifteen hundred quid. I’m not sure exactly, but he did say he’d pay you a straight twenty per cent recovery fee.’


‘Travis McGee gets fifty per cent,’ I said.


‘Who?’ Charlie asked.


‘Never mind,’ I said. I had forgotten that Charlie wasn’t a great reader. ‘What’s the bill for?’ I asked after a moment.


‘Car repairs, a respray, who knows?’


‘What’s the name on the ticket?’


‘I don’t know that either Nick, but I’ll find out.’


‘Seems to me you don’t know much,’ I moaned. ‘And it’s a pretty small amount –’ I left the sentence unfinished. I suppose that I hoped that Charlie would go away and leave me alone. Fat chance.


‘Come on, Nick. Don’t tell me you’re too big-time to earn a few bob these days.’


‘I never said that,’ I retorted.


‘Just because you were in the papers for a day or two, there’s no need to turn down work.’


I capitulated. ‘All right Charlie, all right,’ I said. ‘I give in. Find out the details from your mate, or better still, get him to give me a call. I’ll need the name and address of the debtor, and a receipt book or a letter of receipt with the amount filled in. Does your pal think it’s fraud or what? How come he let the car out without payment?’


‘I don’t know any details,’ Charlie interrupted. ‘I think I’d better get him to call you – his name’s Ted Dallas.’


‘Oh, really,’ I said. ‘I bet he gets a lot of stick down the boozer with a name like that.’


‘Yes he does, but he’s all right, one of your own. I hate to see him get ripped off. We go back a long way.’


‘Yeah,’ I agreed with what I hoped was a hint of irony, ‘it is a shame to see a motor trader get the worst of a deal.’ I think the irony was lost on Charlie and I left it. ‘Well if he gets in touch, I’ll see what I can do, but I haven’t got a lot of time to spend on it.’


‘Cheers, Nick. I’ll call him up now. How are the motors by the way?’


I was the proud owner of three cars then. All illegally parked by my office. My VI2 E-type had been repaired by Charlie after a little contretemps with a firm of particularly nasty villains the previous year. I’d bought an old Pontiac Trans-Am off him after I’d borrowed it when my Jaguar was off the road. And he’d lately sold me a 1978 Volkswagen Golf to use in my business as a private investigator, the other two cars being somewhat conspicuous.


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘All running well, I’m spoilt for choice these days.’


‘I always knew you’d make it to be a three-car family, Nick,’ said Charlie sarcastically. ‘Expect to hear from Ted today. And come up for a drink soon, perhaps I can sell you something else.’


‘OK Chas,’ I said. We exchanged farewells and both hung up. I went back to my novel.


The call from Ted Dallas came about an hour later. I was right there with good old Trav on his houseboat moored on the Florida Keys. Plenty of sun, sea and sand. And I was ready to shuck the bikini bottom off any bronzed beach bunny who might happen along when the sound of the telephone bought me back to reality. The rain outside had let up slightly, but the wind was still howling around the building. At least, I thought as I reached for the receiver, I had a date that night. It was with a pork butcher’s daughter from Balham named Edith House. The only trouble was she always made me think of jokes about meat. Still, she was a nice enough girl, if only she’d learn to stop borrowing my boxer shorts. I caught the phone on the third ring. ‘Hello,’ I said, ‘Nick Sharman speaking.’


‘Oh, hi Nick,’ said a man’s voice I didn’t recognise. ‘Charlie told me you’d be expecting my call.’


‘Mister Dallas?’ ‘Just call me Ted,’ said the voice jovially. He sounded like a DJ on local radio.


Or J.R., I thought.


‘Or some people call me J.R,’ he continued.


Christ, I knew it.


‘Ted’ll do,’ I said. ‘Charlie tells me you’re having some trouble with a bad debt.’


‘That’s correct,’ the voice went on. ‘He said you were good. Machine-Gun Sharman, he called you.’


‘Let’s not go into all that,’ I interrupted. ‘I’ll need some details and paperwork. Can we meet?’


‘Sure, Nick. I’m free right now – why don’t I call by?’


‘Why not?’


‘Listen,’ said Ted Dallas. ‘I’m in Putney. I’ll get on to the South Circular and I’ll be with you in an hour or so. Is that OK?’ The more we talked the further his accent moved into the mid-Atlantic.


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ll be here all day.’


‘Perhaps we could lunch?’


‘Perhaps we could.’


‘Great. I’ll see you soon.’


‘Great,’ I replied.


‘Bye now,’ he said and hung up.


‘Have a nice day,’ I said to the dialling tone.


By that time I was ready for a drink. I slid into my double-breasted Crombie overcoat and battled the wind across the road to my local pub. I sat amongst the early lunch-time drinkers and ordered a brandy. No one spoke to me. It wasn’t the friendliest of boozers, but then I wasn’t the friendliest of people.


I sipped at the liquid and checked out the bar in the mirror behind the optics. Everything was quiet. Just the way I liked it. I’d had enough excitement to last one lifetime. I drained my glass, then ordered another drink. I could feel the liquor warming my insides. It was an illusion. The second glass went the way of the first. I ordered a third and paid with a ten pound note. Big spender.


After I’d finished the third drink, I went back to my office. Cat cried for food and I fed him. As I knelt and pushed meat from a tin on to his plate a huge sadness engulfed me like a black tide. I stroked Cat’s back as he bolted his meal. He ignored me except for one, quick sideways glance. ‘Son of a bitch,’ I whispered.


I hung up my coat and sat behind my desk again. I looked at the brightly coloured cover of the paperback I’d been reading. I flipped it into my desk drawer and slammed it shut. ‘Bullshit.’ I said to no one. Cat meowed his agreement.


Ted Dallas arrived at one o’clock precisely. A huge Cadillac pulled into the cul-de-sac where my office was situated. I stood at my window and admired the beast. Its bright-red paintwork shone through the raindrops and the chrome gleamed like silver in the harsh winter light. A fat man exited from the driver’s side and looked around. He saw me standing at the office window and waved hesitantly. I lifted my hand in salute and he walked across the street towards me. I opened the office door for Ted Dallas.


He was effusive in his greeting. He pumped my hand for about thirty seconds too long, and told me how pleased he was to meet me and how he’d read about me in the newspapers. I shrugged off the crap and sat him down in a hard chair. If I wanted to remember, I just needed to close my eyes and sleep. The images of the past were clear enough without reminders. I sat down opposite him with my desk between us.


‘Mister Dallas . . . Ted,’ I said as he flapped his hands at me in mock indignation at my formality. ‘Let’s get down to business. Have you got all the details of the debt with you?’ He nodded agreement and took some papers and a receipt book from his inside coat pocket. He placed a sheet of paper in front of me. Underneath the heading DALLAS AUTOS, and dated February of the previous year it read:


M.McBain Esq.,


‘The Chimneys’


14 Hillside Close, Richmond,


Surrey


To: Repairing bodywork, spraying in and making good Bentley Turbo Reg. No. A938 JPB £1100.50


[image: images]


‘Hefty,’ I said.


‘My firm specializes in high-class work on high-class cars,’ Dallas protested. ‘It was a nasty little dent and we had to order special paint. Do you know how much those motors cost?’


I left the question unanswered. ‘How come you let the car out without payment?’ I asked.


‘It’s a long story,’ replied Dallas, clearly embarrassed. ‘Simply, I don’t deal with every car that comes into the shop. I try, but it’s impossible. This particular customer was looked after by my chief mechanic. He was told that there was an account in the name of McBain at that address. And there is. The account used to be settled by a firm of city accountants, very prompt they were too. At the time the car was brought in, the account was clear and in fact hadn’t been used for some time. Unfortunately my secretary authorized its revival without reference to me. The bill was passed to the accountancy firm in due course, who informed us that they no longer acted for McBain. I’ve sent copies of the bill to the address with no luck, and there’s no trace of a telephone number listed.’


‘Have you visited the house?’ I enquired.


‘Yes, and it’s locked up tight as a drum. It’s a huge place and without climbing over a twenty-foot wall there was no way of getting in.’


‘Voters’ register?’ I queried. Dallas looked blank so I left it. ‘Who signed this?’ I asked, picking up the copy of the bill and feeling the greasy carbonized paper on my fingertips.


‘Ah,’ Dallas said even more shamefacedly. ‘It wasn’t McBain who brought the car in, or collected it. It was someone else. He said he worked for McBain. He had a letter of authority.’


‘Not very clever of your people, was it?’ I asked, allowing a slight rebuke to enter my voice.


‘No,’ he agreed. ‘But as I said, I can’t be everywhere at once.’


‘Who is this McBain anyway?’ I went on. ‘You must know him if he had an account with you.’


‘Oh yes,’ replied Dallas quickly. ‘He’s in show-business, a singer. Used to be very big years ago. He was in a group. But nobody’s heard of him for ages. At one time we used to do lots of work for him. Flash cars. You know pop stars.’


I refrained from making any comment about the Caddy parked outside. ‘What else have you got with you?’ I asked.


He poked at the papers he’d put on the desk. ‘A receipt book filled out for the full amount, carbonized for your signature and a letter threatening legal proceedings if he doesn’t pay up. At least you can get that to him even if he’s broke. Mind you he’s ignored all the others.’


‘I doubt if he is broke,’ I said. ‘Not with a car like that.’


‘That’s nothing,’ said Dallas craftily. ‘The biggest dealer in used Bentleys and Rollers is the official receiver. McBain may have gone skint by now.’


It was an interesting observation and I filed it away for future reference. ‘I believe you’re offering twenty-five per cent recovery fee on this,’ I said, tapping the bill.


‘Twenty per cent,’ said Dallas quickly. ‘And preferably cash.’


I looked closely at old J.R. as he sat sweating in his camel coat. I noticed the shadows under his eyes for the first time. ‘Are you short of cash?’ I asked, not that it was any of my business, at least not until I billed Dallas myself, if I collected anything.


‘Not at all, Nick,’ he said, beaming a fake smile. ‘Just liquidating a few assets and dragging in some old debts. Get this one and there may well be more work for you in the future.’


Sure, I thought, you’re going skint yourself, my fat friend. ‘I may only be able to get a cheque.’ I said. ‘If anything. I can’t even guarantee finding this bloke after a year. In fact, I’ll be honest, Ted. I’m not keen on the job at all.’ He began to protest but I continued: ‘If it hadn’t been Charlie who asked, I’d probably turn it down flat. But as he did I’ll have a go. Can I .contact you here?’ I pointed at the number on the letterhead of the bill Dallas had given me. He nodded. ‘All right, I’ll snoop around and see what I can come up with.’


‘Fair enough,’ said Dallas. ‘Try your best, now how about a spot of lunch? I’m famished.’


I looked at him and guessed he could live for a month on his excess weight. ‘No thanks,’ I said.


‘A drink?’


‘Why not?’ I replied. I’ll drink with anyone.


Dallas pulled a bottle from his coat pocket: Glenlivet, finest malt. Here we go, I thought. ‘Take off your coat,’ I invited him. ‘And I’ll get some glasses.’


I went out into the tiny kitchen at the back of my office. It was freezing in there. I found two clean glasses and returned to find Dallas hanging his overcoat next to my Crombie. I placed the glasses on the desktop. In the heat of the room they misted over immediately. Dallas unstoppered the bottle and poured two generous drinks. We raised our glasses. He toasted me with a big, greasy smile. ‘To crime,’ he said. I didn’t toast him back, just took a long swallow and felt the whisky run smoothly down my throat. If I’d known what was soon to happen I’d have choked.


Dallas left about an hour later, after we’d killed more than half the bottle. I watched him drive the Cadillac that was about the size of a small boat out of the street, in the rain that was coming down heavily again, and lose himself on the main road.


I sat down and tasted the liquor in my mouth. Cat and I regarded each other silently. I decided to leave my debt-collecting chore until the next day. The thought of paddling through Richmond right then left me cold.


I put the papers and the receipt book into my desk and rescued my book. I spent the rest of the afternoon alternately in Florida and dreaming about the butcher’s daughter. Nobody rang, wrote or called. It was to be one of the last peaceful afternoons I would have for a while.
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I spent the evening dallying with Edith House, or Eddie as she called herself. She was a great girl, but rather too intense for me right then. She was just one of those women you knock around with when there’s nothing better available. I know it’s a horrible thing to say, but she was a bit like an off-peak train ticket. I lay with her in my arms after we’d made love and watched a video on my new super stereo TV. I smoked a rare cigarette I’d pinched out of her handbag and drank some coffee. She’d nearly worn me out. She was the kind of woman who wanted to do everything at least twice. She fell asleep next to me and began to snore gently. I turned up the volume on the set using the remote control. It seemed to me that Edith had turned me up using the same sort of thing.


I gazed at Michael Caine chasing women across the screen and thought about my ex-girl-friend, Teresa. It was nearly two months since I’d seen her. I thought back to our last meeting. I’d met Teresa at six in the evening down in the Battersea boonies. I drove the Jaguar through the pouring rain across South London. She was sheltering in a shop doorway and waved when she saw the car. She dodged through the puddles and I pushed open the passenger door as she got close. She fell into the suicide seat and I leaned over and kissed her. Her response was somewhat cooler than I’d expected. I examined her face by the light from the headlamps of the passing cars. The drops on the windscreen dappled the dark skin of her face. For a moment I saw her as she would be as an old woman. I blinked and she was my Teresa again. Rain had caught in her fall of thick, black hair and made it shine as if it were full of diamonds. She gathered her coat around herself and shivered.


‘Nick, I want to talk,’ she said quietly.


‘Have you got problems?’ I asked.


‘No,’ she replied, and smiled a sad little smile. I knew she was going to give me bad news. I could feel it in the air. It hung between us, unspoken, but solid in the atmosphere.


‘What then?’ I probed.


‘I’m leaving,’ she said, not looking at me.


‘Leaving what?’ I asked, mystified.


‘Here, London.’


‘Where are you going, why?’


‘I’m going to live with my sister in Bristol, St. Paul’s. She needs help with her business – you remember, the restaurant she runs with her husband.’


‘Yes, I remember,’ I said. ‘But why?’ I asked again. The inside of the Jaguar felt cold even though the heater was running.


‘Nick, I’m a whore in London. Right now I’m a young whore, but none of us is getting any younger. Soon I’ll be a middle-aged whore, then an old whore. I don’t want that, and if I stay in this town, it’ll happen, sure as God made little green apples.’


I felt that she’d read my mind. ‘It doesn’t have to be that way,’ I protested. ‘I’ll –’ I didn’t finish.


‘What, Nick?’ she demanded. ‘What will you do?’


‘I don’t know,’ I replied lamely.


‘Don’t make any promises you can’t keep,’ she said.


‘But why are you leaving me?’ I asked. I tried to keep the whine out of my voice, but I don’t think I succeeded.


‘I’m not leaving you. We were never together. When we started again last summer you had some problems. I helped you solve them. But I’m a prostitute. I sell my body every day. I can’t build a future with someone who knows that. The foundations would be too weak. I can see it in your eyes sometimes. The accusing look when you daren’t ask where I’ve been in case I tell the truth.’


She reached over and held my hand that gripped the leather steering-wheel. ‘In Bristol nobody knows what I do up here, except my sister. She’s told no one, not even her husband. He thinks I work behind the bar in a club. Sally’s begged me to give up the life. Now I’m ready. Perhaps I’ll meet a man down there who’ll take me on face value. I want to have children someday. Black children, not half-castes. Besides I’m scared. All this AIDS shit. It’s not just scare talk. I know girls who are HIV positive. They’re walking time bombs, and it’s not for me. I’ve got a little money and I’m going.’


I felt desolate and petulant. ‘There’s whores in Bristol too, you know,’ I said. ‘Who says you won’t go back on the game down there?’


‘Once a whore, always a whore, eh Nick? Is that it? You see what I mean. I knew you felt anger under all that bullshit liberated talk.’


All of a sudden I felt like the little shit I was. Teresa had been a good friend for years, and now she wanted something better for the future, I was acting like a spoilt child. I could see the tears streaking her face. ‘Tess.’ I said softly. ‘I’m sorry, please forgive me. I just wanted to hurt you.’


‘You succeeded.’ She sniffled. I leant over and held her and smelt her perfume.


‘I hope you find happiness,’ I said. ‘I really do. When are you going?’


‘On New Year’s Eve.’


‘Soon come,’ I said.


‘There’s a little time,’ she said.


‘So tonight we celebrate a new start for you,’ I said. ‘Food and wine. Will you stay with me?’ I asked almost shyly.


‘That’s my Nick,’ she said. ‘The little boy lost who expects all women to mother him. If only you were, perhaps we could have made it together. But you’re not a little boy lost, are you? There’s a streak of coldness that runs through you like a steel bolt.’ I must have looked surprised at that new tack. ‘It’s true,’ she went on. ‘And it’s not something I like to explore very often. It’s a loveless place where your dreams have withered and died. I try to ignore it as much as possible, but it intrudes into our relationship sometimes and distances you from softness and kindness. Look at that business last summer. How many men could have done what you did?’


I couldn’t answer. I knew she was right.


‘I think the only person you really care about is yourself,’ she continued.


‘Oh, Tess,’ I said with a deep sigh. ‘Don’t you think I know it?’


‘Nick,’ she said. ‘Now it’s my turn to be sorry. It’s our last night together and we’re both screwing up. Can we start again?’


‘Sure,’ I said.


‘Friends?’ she asked.


‘Forever,’ I replied.


We ate at the Malean, our favourite Chinese restaurant opposite Norbury Police Station. It was a subdued meal but we managed to work our way through sweetcorn and crabmeat soup, prawns in chilli sauce, shredded duck, stir-fried vegetables and noodles fried with bean sprouts. Plus two bottles of Wan Fu Chinese wine and a couple of Irish coffees each. After the meal and a chat with the ladies who run the place I drove us back to Tulse Hill, splashing through the windswept streets to home.


We made love in a desultory way. Not particularly passionately or particularly tenderly. I think we both faked orgasms. I know I did.


When I woke up next morning at eight Teresa was already dressed. I peered at her from under the duvet. ‘Bit of a rush isn’t it?’ I asked.


‘I think I’d better go, I’ve got lots to do.’


‘No goodbyes?’ I asked.


‘I would have woken you.’


I believed her; dozens wouldn’t.


‘Come and see me,’ she invited, and placed a card by the telephone, on the table next to me. ‘This is the address.’


‘I’ll try,’ I said. I knew I wouldn’t.


‘I’ll give you a call,’ she said. I knew she wouldn’t.


‘Tess,’ I said, ‘don’t go.’


‘Don’t ask,’ she said, and bent down and kissed me briefly, then left. ‘Bye,’ she said, just as the door closed behind her. I said nothing in reply. I got up, made some tea and went back to bed to watch breakfast TV.


I still miss her.


The video finished and Eddie moaned and rolled over. I switched back to the regular channels but they were all closing down. I got up and cleaned my teeth, then I went back to bed but didn’t sleep for hours.
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When I woke up the next morning the rain had stopped and a watery sun fought with the clouds for domination of the sky. Eddie split in a cloud of Poison and a new BMW that her daddy had bought her out of the profits of his sausage shop. I ate breakfast alone in a draughty café with only the Daily Telegraph crossword for company.


I sat around the office all morning thinking about the sort of person who could afford a Bentley Turbo.


Eventually I put on my Crombie and schlepped over to Richmond just after twelve. I’d agreed to take the job and I couldn’t settle without my conscience nagging until I’d at least tried. I found Hillside Close just as a solid bank of grey cloud cut the sun out of the sky.


It was no slum. It stank of money, just the sort of place a retired pop star would live. The Close was maybe a mile long and as far as I could gather backed directly on to Richmond Park. The houses were huge and set well back of the road. The grounds of ‘The Chimneys’ started when the Close petered out in a muddy half-circle of crushed stone and gravel. A wall of dark red brick reared up from behind a muddy ditch. It was just as J.R. had described it, at least twenty feet high, topped with vicious looking broken glass, and the only entrance I could find was a rusty iron gate fastened by heavy locks and bolts that looked as if they hadn’t been opened for years. There was no bell or any other way to communicate with the house to be seen.


I prowled around looking for a break in the wall, but it just kept going. I wasn’t about to struggle through some neighbour’s thorn hedge and follow the wall as I had a shrewd suspicion that if I walked for an hour I’d just get back to where I started. I also had a shrewd suspicion that anyone who saw me would swiftly call the Old Bill, and that I didn’t need. No, whoever owned this pile liked his privacy, as it appeared did most of the residents of Hillside Close.


I peered through one of the narrow gaps between the bars of the gate and saw an overgrown drive flanked by dozens of evergreen bushes. The drive disappeared round a curve and into what appeared to be a small wood. I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of a building through the trees. I looked down at my coat which had given me little change from a monkey, then up at the top of the gate and figured that I was on a hiding to nothing with this particular little bit of debt collecting. I was just about to give the whole thing the elbow and go home when I saw a movement just where the drive curved out of sight. For a moment I thought I was imagining things, then a small figure appeared through a gap in the trees before vanishing again. As I kept watching I saw someone in a shapeless blue coat wandering towards the gate. Whoever it was didn’t notice me and kept coming. As the figure got closer I saw that it was an elderly woman in a duffel coat, galoshes and a woollen hat, carrying a gardener’s basket. I let her get to within ten feet of where I was standing before I made my presence felt. I tapped my car keys on the lock and half-said, half-shouted a greeting. ‘Good afternoon.’ It came out like a bark.


She’d been looking up at the top of one of the evergreens and spun round with surprising agility. ‘I hope I didn’t startle you,’ I went on.


‘Not at all,’ she said calmly. ‘Are you a friend?’


‘I’m sorry?’ I replied.


‘Of my son’s,’ she said.


‘Sure,’ I lied.


‘Good, we don’t get many visitors – in fact none at all these days. Who exactly are you a friend of?’


She wasn’t as soft as she looked.


‘McBain.’ I stabbed a guess.


She smiled. ‘Good, you look like a friend.’


‘That’s nice.’ I smiled. I was getting to like the woman. ‘Can I come in?’


‘I don’t know – are you expected?’


‘I doubt it.’


‘You’re sure you’re a friend?’


‘I’m not an enemy.’ I replied, and I wasn’t. All I wanted was a bit of cash.


‘All right then.’ Now I don’t know how I expected her to open the gates. With a set of rusty keys on a massive ring I suppose. But I got a surprise. The old lady pulled a radio transmitter from her basket, pointed it at the gate and pushed a button. The rusty locks clicked back gently, the bolts slid smoothly out of their sockets and the gates swung quietly open on oiled hinges.


‘Come in,’ she said. ‘Mark’s up at the house.’ I walked through the open gates and the old lady shook my hand. I felt like a rat, conning her. ‘I’m Mark’s mother,’ she introduced herself.


‘My name is Sharman,’ I said, ‘Nicholas Sharman.’


‘Do you think I should cut the trees back?’ she asked.


I looked at the evergreen forest. ‘It’s a big job,’ I said. ‘Do you have any help?’


‘Not any more,’ she said. ‘There used to be ever such a nice man came in and did the gardening, but I think he’s dead now.’


‘I’d leave it if I were you,’ I said. ‘Maybe until the spring.’


‘Do you think it’s going to snow?’ she asked, ignoring my advice.


‘It might,’ I replied.


‘Would you like some tea?’ She seemed only to ask questions.


‘I’d love some,’ I replied.


‘I’ll make you some, come up to the house – it’s not far, but perhaps you could take my arm: I’m not as young as I used to be.’


‘No one is,’ I said. I tucked her hand, which felt as fragile as a baby bird, under my arm and we walked together up the muddy drive.


I couldn’t begin to imagine how much ground ‘The Chimneys’ stood in. I’m a city boy and acres mean as much to me as a microwave oven would to a Cro-Magnon man. But it was big, and being situated where it was it must have been worth a small fortune, even though it seemed to be neglected. The drive went on forever and I wished I’d invested in a pair of wellies as the two of us picked our way through the puddles. The old lady was good company and pointed out some interesting varieties of luscious plantlife as we went. In its heyday, and in the summer, the gardens must really have been some sight. I told her about the roses I’d used to grow, and it was a pleasant walk even though the clouds were getting darker and the temperature was falling.


Eventually the house came into sight. It was some sweet hacienda, even if it was a little large for my taste. If I’d had a couple of football teams to lodge, I might have been interested, though. It was gabled and domed and cupolad and pantiled and timbered and everything else you might expect. It was also neglected and ramshackle and looked like it might fall down at any moment. Especially the chimneys after which it was named. There were a good score of them, but no two seemed to be upright.


The massive front door was standing open and on the paved porch, which was about the size of the average double bedroom, was one of the biggest men I’d ever seen. He was leaning against the door frame with his arms folded and his legs crossed. On his bearded face was an expression of bored patience as if he was used to waiting. When he saw me he came upright in one smooth motion and bounded down the ornate steps towards us.
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The huge man was as light as a butterfly on his big feet and he’d almost reached the old lady and me before it clicked that he was about to try and do me an injury. Try, Christ, the nearer he got, the bigger he got. It was like being charged by a rhino. He was going to do me an injury, period, and probably keep going and demolish the fucking gate, wall and all. The old lady saved my skin and probably my bones too. She stepped into his path and held up her hand. I felt like asking if she was a policeman. The giant slowed down and stopped. He wasn’t the slightest out of breath. The look he gave me over her head could have slaughtered a horse.
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