












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








Nick Sharman is nobody's favourite person. Ex-cop, ex-doper, invalided out of the Met after a stray bullet in the foot saved him from an investigation into the missing evidence from a drugs haul.

The cops don't like him. The villains don't like him. Sharman is unemployable. So he's hired himself an office and set up shop as a private investigator in his south London manor.


Divorces and debt-collecting were what he expected. What he gets is Patsy Bright, young, pretty and missing. Her father wants her back. She's a good girl, a model, and only a little bit into drugs. With Sharman's connections it should be a piece of cake.


But when he comes to; with a split head, a pocketful of planted heroin, a dead girl and two policemen acting on a tip-off, Sharman realises this case is different.


And serious.


And personal.
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Mark Timlin is the creator of South London’s premier private detective, Nick Sharman.





Born in Cheltenham 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 1980’s 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 McDonald, Richard Stark, John D. McDonald et al. More Sharman books followed, with The Turnaround (1991) being chosen to launch Sharman’s television career in 1995, 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.






A GOOD YEAR FOR THE ROSES


‘The king of the British hard-boiled thriller’ – Times


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


‘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


‘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


‘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


‘Definitely one of the best’ – Time Out


‘Reverberates like a gunshot’ – Irish Times


‘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 juxaposition 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 mean streets of South London need their heroes tough. Private eye Nick Sharman fits the bill’ – Telegraph
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NO EXIT PRESS









The first one's for Mum









I woke last night from the dream of roses again. It was the same recessing nightmare I've come to know so well.


I lay in the dark with my eyes open, and felt the cold sweat drying on my body. As before, whilst I tried to fall asleep again, my mind went back to those few dreadful days last summer.
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Chapter One


I opened for business on a chilly morning, in a cool August, in a cold and wet, forgettable summer. The headlines in the newspapers told me that there had been a radiation leak at Sellafield Nuclear Re-Processing Plant, Beirut had been bombed for the third successive day, a fourteen year old girl had been raped and left for dead in Clapham, and England had lost in the final test at Edgbaston. It must have been someone's birthday, or someone's wedding anniversary. Somebody had cause to celebrate. But the Lord Mayor didn't come down and cut a pink ribbon for me. I didn't notice the earth move.


I unlocked my office and looked around the room furnished by a second hand commercial furniture company, slumped down in a second hand typist's chair and propped my foot in the open drawer of a second hand desk. My foot was sore. I'd been shot through it by a bullet from a .38 calibre Colt Detective Special two years previously. Ultimately that slug of lead had brought me to where I was sitting. Although I had made virtually a 100% recovery from the injury, I still limped slightly when the weather was wet or cold, and as I said, it had been both that year. It felt good to take the weight off my old wound. I wasn't a walking miracle.


Starting a new venture left me with a certain feeling of anti-climax. But then I felt anti-climax every morning when I woke up.


I was resting on an overdraft that resembled the national debt of a small South American country, like more successful men rest on their laurels. I was in my peak earning years and worth less than zero.


The office I had rented was situated in a cul-de-sac leading to a railway station deep in South London. I had been born and bred in the area and when I was a baby, my mother had taken me for long walks across the grounds of a riding school which was now a council estate where two thousand souls lived. She'd bought our vegetables from a market garden where a used car lot now stood.


The city had eaten into the suburbs like a giant cancer and gobbled up the little communities one by one. Digesting them into a sprawling mass of shopping precincts, slum flats and rows of houses stretching from the river for mile upon soulless mile. The few remaining green areas surrounded by concrete and brick like a wagon train encircled by Apaches.


To most people, that little manor in which I'd put my roots down again was just an insignificant name on the map, a place they drove through to reach the inner city or out to the green hills of Southern England. The South Circular road cut through Tulse Hill like a wire through mouldy cheese. On one side of the road lived the have-nots, on the other the have-lesses. The sign-posts pointing out were a constant reminder that things could be better.


It hadn't always been like that of course. It used to be a genteel area, full of elderly ladies sipping coffee together in tiny cafes, served by young girls in smart uniforms. Now it had slipped down the charts and was full of shops selling greasy take-away food or cut price furniture. The ladies had died or moved down the line to Surrey. The girls were married now and lived on the council estate. Things had gone full circle. After my short period away, I'd returned to the kebabs and chop suey and litter on the pavements. I'd cashed in my chance of a ticket out again.


The single shop front I sat in had previously housed a coal-merchants. It was in a hundred year old terrace of buildings that were dark with soot from the railway. The narrow windows of the flats above the shops looked over towards the rutted car park next to the station. The whole block was about due for demolition and it showed.


The interior of the shop consisted of a large, high ceilinged outer office. On one wall was set a cranky old gas fire with broken elements, mounted in the middle of a cracked, brown tile fireplace. The front of the office was almost filled with a plate glass window which allowed me a panoramic view of the street outside. Separated from the window by a slat of white painted wood was a narrow door with a pane of frosted glass set into it at head height. The wall opposite the window held another similar door that led into a smaller, windowless inside room, bare but for a stained stone sink with one dripping cold water tap. A further door led out into a tiny, muddy, high walled yard which contained nothing but an outside toilet. I'd congratulated myself on getting fixed up with premises that featured all mod-cons. But it was cheap and the penthouse could come later. I'd painted the interior of the whole place white and fitted some shelves to hold a selection of leather-bound law books which I hoped looked authoritative and business-like. On the day I'd picked up the keys and checked around my new establishment, a big, old cat had come stalking by to suss me out. He was black and white in colour with a ripped ear and a wall eye that appeared to gaze off into the distance behind my shoulder when he looked at me. I'd thrown him a few scraps from the cheeseburger I'd bought for my lunch. He gobbled them down and came back for more. So much had vanished from my life over the previous months that there seemed no harm in feeding him with the left-overs from the take-out food that made up most of my diet. Cod and chips was his favourite, closely followed by chicken tikka from the tandoori.


I didn't want any long term relationship, so I just called him Gat and refused to pet or stroke him. I think we were both satisfied with the arrangement. When he came to be fed we just sat on opposite sides of his bowl and scowled at each other.


At least having an animal around the place was a good excuse for me to talk to myself without being taken away for treatment. I'd had enough of that to last a lifetime.


So I formed a tenuous kind of attachment to Cat. It was a start and about as far as I was prepared to go for a while.


I hadn't got dressed up for my big day, I was wearing a yellow cotton polo shirt and old blue jeans with soft Italian moccasin shoes. No jacket. I'd been up half the night wandering about the place, putting the finish to the decor, besides, I didn't have a shoulder holster to hide. Not yet anyway.


As a thought, I'd put a tiny advertisement in the local paper that week, just my name, address and telephone number, plus a simple description of my new profession. ‘Discreet investigations’ it read. I'd received no mail yet, not anything addressed to me anyhow. Just a circular giving me the chance to win a new Volvo and someone ordering half a hundred-weight of smokeless fuel. By ten to eleven boredom had set in and I was really beginning to feel like a cold bottle of beer. I thought about knocking up a sign saying I was in the boozer in case anyone was interested.


Suddenly the sun broke through the clouds. It shone down across the roofs of the buildings on the opposite side of the street and directly through my window into my eyes. The room turned primrose colour and I could feel the chill lift from the skin on the back of my hands. The light was bright and piercing.


I was mulling over those thoughts in my mind with my eyes closed against the glare, enjoying the warmth of the sun on my face, when a dark shadow fell across me. Someone was standing in the open doorway. I squinted upwards and saw the outline of a man in the opening. His face and body were silhouetted by the sun shining over his shoulder. I felt a shiver run down my spine for a moment, as if someone had walked over the place my grave would be one day. Then he moved towards me and I shifted my position on my chair slightly, so that I could see him clearly.


He was tall, over six foot and aged somewhere in his mid-fifties, I guessed. He reminded me of Burt Lancaster going to seed, with sharp handsome features beginning to fade under a coating of excess flesh over his cheekbones. He was pale under a tan, giving his face a yellow, unhealthy look. His hair was thick and newly barbered, with grey speckles salting the youthful style.


He was wearing a smart navy blue suit of conservative cut, a white shirt with a red tie and a pair of polished black, lace-up shoes. In his right hand he carried a black brief-case with chrome locks that sparkled in the sunlight. He looked like the managing director of a successful advertising agency, or a top consultant at a private hospital, or the VAT man.









Chapter Two


‘Is your name Sharman?’ the man demanded with rather more vehemence than I thought was really necessary. ‘I want to talk to you.’


His accent was basic London town, but the nice part.


‘Good morning,’ I said politely. ‘Do sit down.’


I nodded at one of the two metal chairs facing my desk. He looked at them as if he'd never seen such items of furniture before, and with a moment's hesitation pulled one towards him and sat. I got the feeling he would like to have wiped it down with his hankie before he did so. He fixed me with the sort of look usually reserved for something that has crawled out of a side salad.


‘Are you a registered private detective?’ he asked.


‘Registered with whom?’ I asked back.


‘Well, you have to register with someone, don't you?’ he asked with a puzzled look.


It was my turn to look puzzled. ‘I don't know what you mean,’ I said.


‘That's what you do isn't it, investigations?’ He pulled a scrap of newspaper from his jacket pocket and tapped my advertisement.


I began to understand. A little late perhaps, but I was out of practice.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘that's what I do, but this is not Los Angeles. In London you don't need a licence to undertake investigative work.’


‘I didn't know that,’ he said. ‘Have you got any qualifications?’ Christ, I thought, he wants to see my ‘0’ Level certificates. And then said aloud, ‘I used to be a policeman, ten years on the force.’


‘You're too young to be retired. Why did you leave?’ he asked almost accusingly.


‘I resigned for personal reasons,’ I said. ‘If it's any of your business.’


‘It'll be my business if I'm paying you to work for me,’ he said. I shrugged.


‘And there's me convinced you were the VAT man.’


Things were beginning to look up. I pulled a shorthand pad and pen from the top drawer of my desk and placed them neatly in front of me. I opened the pad to a fresh page and said,


‘Let's start at the beginning. What's your name?’


‘Bright, George Bright,’ he replied.


‘Address, telephone number?’


He gave me the information.


‘All right, Mr Bright,’ I said. ‘Tell me what the problem is.’


‘It's my daughter Patricia. She's missing,’ he said.


Sitting there with him in that stuffy little room reminded me of the beginning of one of those 1950s black and white detective films that are transmitted in the afternoon, or late at night on TV. I liked it.


‘Tell me the whole story,’ I invited.


I made myself comfortable as he began. He started slowly, thinking back.


‘Two months ago, two months exactly today, Patsy went out for the evening. She left after we'd eaten dinner. She made a salad for us both. A prawn salad,’ he looked as if he could still taste it. ‘She came and said goodbye as I was watching TV in the library.’ I made a mental note that this guy didn't live in a council maisonette. ‘She told me she was off to visit a friend,’ he continued.


‘Where?’ I asked.


‘In Brixton. I told her to be careful. That's no place for a young girl, alone at night. She promised me she wouldn't be late and she'd catch a cab home.’


‘Why didn't you offer to pick her up?’


He gave me a pained look. ‘You're joking, she's a very independent girl.’


Obviously, I thought.


‘But she never showed up,’ I said.


‘No.’


‘When did you begin to get worried?’


‘When I went to wake her up the next morning and realised her bed hadn't been slept in.’


‘So you didn't wait up?’ I asked. I think he took it as an accusation.


‘I had no reason to,’ he replied quickly. ‘Patsy was a trustworthy girl. A little vague sometimes. But if she told me she was going to be home, there was no reason for me to believe she wouldn't.’


‘Did she often stay out all night?’ I asked.


‘No, never; well only if she'd arranged it with me beforehand. A party or something like that. But I always knew.’


‘Who was she visiting that night?’ I asked.


‘What?’


‘You said she was off to see a friend,’ I said patiently. ‘Who was it?’


‘I don't know,’ he was almost squirming in his seat.


‘No idea?’ I probed.


‘She didn't like to be tied down to anything definite about her movements,’ he explained. ‘I told you she was a little vague. Most of the time it was on purpose.’ His whole attitude hinted at countless arguments about people and places.


‘But you always knew if she was going to come home or not?’ I asked.


‘Yes.’ He sounded more definite. I decided to believe him.


‘Did she have a boyfriend?’ I changed my line of questioning slightly.


‘No, she wasn't keen on boys,’ he sounded rather defensive at the question.


Fair enough, I thought, you should know. But I scribbled a notation on my pad.


‘So it was a girlfriend or girlfriends,’ I said.


‘I suppose so.’


‘You don't seem too sure, Mr Bright,’ I said.


‘I'm not sure about anything. I sit at night and try to work out if she knew she wouldn't be back. It's been so difficult to cope with her since my wife died. I've tried to do my best -’ He didn't finish the sentence, just lapsed into silence and slipped lower down into his chair. ‘Then I got this.’ He plunged his hand into his inside jacket pocket and produced his wallet. It was black leather, expensive, well worn and fat. He opened it on his knee and removed an envelope. From the envelope he slid out a sheet of folded paper. He leant over and placed the paper in the centre of my desk in front of me. I picked up the paper and unfolded it carefully. It had obviously been read many times. The few words were written in black ballpoint. The handwriting was stylish yet somehow immature. It read:




Dear Daddy,


Don't worry, I'm fine. I need some time


to myself to sort a few things out. I'll be


in touch soon.


Love


Patsy





I sat holding the letter in my hand.


‘When did this arrive?’ I asked.


‘About a week after she left,’ he replied.


‘Is it her writing?’


‘Yes.’


‘Where was it posted?’


‘Stockwell.’


‘Well there you are,’ I said. ‘She'll be back soon. I don't think I can be of much use. We'll both be wasting our time.’


‘Let me be the judge of that,’ he said.


‘I assume you've been to the police,’ I said after a moment's silence. He gave me a piercing look from under his eyebrows.


‘Of course I have. They filled in all the bloody forms, and that was that. They don't seem to care. She's just a kid,’ he added, as if it meant anything.


‘How old is she, Mr Bright?’ I asked.


‘Eighteen.’


‘When?’


‘Last March, March 24th.’


‘So she's an adult in the eyes of the law.’


‘What the hell does that mean?’ He interrupted in a high-pitched, strangled kind of voice. ‘She could be dead.’


‘It means she can come and go as she pleases,’ I replied calmly. ‘The police are too busy to spend a lot of time on cases like this, unless suspicious circumstances are suspected. And you've got this note.’ I tapped the paper on the desk to underline the point.


‘Fuck the note and the police,’ he shouted. Then continued in a more subdued tone, ‘Will you look for her too?’


I tapped the letter on the desk again.


‘You have shown this to the police, haven't you?’


‘Yes of course.’ He dismissed my question with a savage, spastic movement of his hand.


‘It's the Salvation Army they'll send you to,’ I said.


‘Or a private detective,’ he finished my sentence for me.


The words hung around like unwelcome guests in the warm air of my office.


‘When did you inform the police?’ I asked.


‘The day after I discovered she was missing,’ he replied. ‘I last saw her on the Sunday evening. On Monday I waited for her at home all day. By late afternoon I was desperate. I hadn't heard a word. No ‘phone call, nothing. I went out and drove the streets looking for her.’


‘But you didn't know where to look,’ I interrupted.


‘I didn't care, I just drove around for hours. Then I went back to the house and sat up all night hoping she'd come back or get in touch at least. She didn't. So the next morning, Tuesday, I went to the police.’


‘Where?’ I hated to ask.


‘Brixton.’


‘That makes sense I suppose. Who did you see there?’


‘A detective sergeant. Reid is his name. I've got his card in here.’ He lifted his wallet.


‘I might have guessed,’ I said, and felt the cold chill again.


‘Do you know him then?’ Bright asked.


‘Just slightly,’ I replied.









Chapter Three


‘What's wrong with him? You don't seem keen I must say. He looked a bit of a hard case to me; is he?’ asked George.


‘He's a hard case alright,’ I replied. ‘It was partly due to him that I left the force.’


‘Why?’


‘He shot me,’ I pointed at my foot that was resting on the open desk drawer again. ‘In my bloody foot.’


George Bright looked at me as if he wished that John Reid had shot me in the head. Sometimes I wished he had too. Especially on long dark nights when sleep wouldn't come and the ghosts of my past mistakes circled my bed and haunted my thoughts.


I didn't like the look one bit. He stared at me as if trying to say something without words. Suddenly it dawned on me.


‘What is she into Mr Bright?’ I asked. ‘Something a bit iffy? Thieving? Drugs?’


He didn't answer right away. Then he said, ‘I'm not sure. I found some stuff when I looked into her room.’


‘What stuff?’


‘A box hidden in her wardrobe. Here, you look.’


It was his briefcase. It was a small, shallow, black lacquered box with a hinged lid and a tiny brass lock. It looked quite valuable.


‘It was hidden under some sweaters,’ Bright volunteered.


‘Was it locked?’ I asked, for something to say.


‘No,’ he replied.


I opened it. There was nothing special inside. Just the usual dope smoker's stash. Rizla papers, some broken up cigarettes. Silk Cut king size, I noticed, my old brand. Various ripped up business cards advertising mini-cab firms and Indian restaurants, a scalpel and some tweezers. It was all depressingly familiar to me, I'd had something similar myself for years, until I'd quit. At the bottom of the box, wrapped in silver foil was a lump of hash. Black, pungent smelling, about the size of an Oxo cube.


‘It's really no big deal, George,’ I said, using his Christian name for the first time. ‘It's hardly reefer madness. Everyone has a go at this at one time or another.’ He looked shocked. ‘Well nearly everybody,’ I added. ‘Did you tell the police you found this in her room?’ I asked as I sat fiddling with the box and it's contents.


‘No,’ he replied.


‘Not very wise was it? They might have shown more interest if you had.’ I gave him back the box and he put it carefully in his jacket pocket.


My instincts told me to shut George Bright out, to close him down and send him packing. Instead I kept asking questions about his daughter.


‘How did she get to wherever she was going? Did she drive?’ It would be easier to locate her if there was a car sitting somewhere parked on the street.


‘No, she never learned,’ he replied. ‘I promised her a car for her next birthday, but she didn't seem to be interested.’


‘Was she picked up then?’


‘I don't think so. The library is at the back of the house, you see. But no-one called for her. I know that,’ he added as an afterthought.


‘But someone could have been waiting?’


‘Yes, I suppose so.’


‘Have you asked your neighbours if they saw anything?’


‘I haven't mentioned it to my neighbours,’ he replied.


‘Why not?’ I asked.


‘It's none of their business.’


‘But they might have seen something.’


‘I doubt it,’ he said.


‘Are you worried what they might think?’


He didn't answer. ‘Well are you? Because it doesn't matter what people think.’


He looked at me in a disgusted manner. ‘Of course it matters. The world runs on money and what other people think.’


There was no answer to that.


I changed my tack again.


‘Do you fancy a drink?’ I asked, already halfway to my feet.


He looked at me incredulously.


‘Be serious Sharman,’ he said. ‘This is important.’


‘I am being serious. We can talk in the pub. It'll be quiet at this time.’ I said. ‘Come on, you look as if you could use one.’ George got up from his seat reluctantly and I ushered him out of the office.


As I closed the door behind us, I looked at Cat who had been listening to our conversation all the time. I shrugged at him and he seemed to shrug back before continuing the vital task of cleaning his torn ear with a damp paw.


George Bright and I walked across the road and through the door of the pub. The bar smelled of beer and old cigarettes, as all bars do when they first open. I suddenly wanted a new cigarette, but fought back the craving.


‘What'll you have?’ I asked.


‘Anything, I don't mind,’ he answered.


I walked over to the counter and ordered two bottles of cold Heineken and looked around the room. There were just a few early drinkers in. I nodded to Hilary and Hubert, a pair of regulars who often popped in for a quick one after their trip to the local supermarket. They were both bottle brunettes and invariably wore matching black outfits. They were perched on their stools at the bar like a couple of gay old crows on a barn fence pecking at two gin and tonics.


I steered George over to an empty table, and we sat in silence for a while sipping our drinks. From the state of his face, he certainly looked as if he needed a livener. With me it was inevitable. I was drinking too much lately. I decided to cut down. Maybe tomorrow.


‘Are you going to help me?’ George finally asked.


‘I don't know,’ I replied. ‘When I left the Met. my wife left me. She got almost everything. So I'm starting again. I came into this business because it's what I know. I was a copper for a long time. I've never done anything else. But I'm not a policeman any more, not a real one. What I'll be doing for the main part is working for solicitors and finance firms, serving court orders and other legal papers. Tracing missing relations and looking for people who haven't paid their HP, or nicked the video from Granada Rentals.


‘I put that ad in the paper for my own satisfaction. Just to prove to myself that I existed again. I've been away for a while. Out of circulation.’


I'm glad to say that George was discreet enough not to ask where I'd been. He might not have liked the answer.


‘You see,’ I continued, ‘it's a nice little service industry, tracing missing people and debt collecting.’


‘But my Patsy's a missing person,’ George interrupted.


‘I appreciate that,’ I said. ‘But it's a bit different. I'm not exactly going to blend in with her age group. What I'm talking about is going through the voter's register or checking out newspaper files. A bit of surveillance. A few words in the right ears and no trouble. This is different. There's a definite drug connection, and I can't afford to get mixed up in that sort of thing. Besides the last mob I want to meet again are the Brixton old bill.’


‘Too dangerous?’ he asked with a sneer.


‘There's more than one kind of danger,’ I replied. ‘For instance, when I was stationed at Brixton, I worked for a while on the drugs squad, undercover. Well, I got too fond of the merchandise. That's another reason I left the job.’


‘You were taking drugs when you were a copper?’ asked George.


‘The police aren't saints, if you cut them they bleed like anybody else,’ I replied.


‘Christ, you're a right one. But at least you know about drugs, don't you? It could help if Patsy's got involved.’


Who was he kidding? Of course she was involved. I kept a straight face and said. ‘I know too bloody much about them, besides that was a while ago. Two weeks can be a lifetime when you mess with dope.’


‘But you're looking for work aren't you?’


‘Yes, and I'm expensive.’


‘How much?’


‘Two hundred pounds a day, plus expenses and mileage.’


‘You'll be in the upper tax level in no time,’ said George drily. I don't think he was impressed.


‘Not really,’ I said. ‘Most of my work will be pro rata. An hour here and there. As you can tell from the fact that I'm sitting here with you shooting the breeze. I'm not exactly overworked. Besides I'm broke.’


George leant over the table.


‘Listen, you're my last chance,’ he said. ‘Help me please. Here, look.’ He picked up his briefcase which he had brought into the pub with him. He placed it on the table and opened it up. He produced a large brown envelope and extracted a photograph which he placed in front of me.


‘That is Patsy,’ he said proudly.


The photograph was an 8” X 10” head and shoulder professional shot of an extremely attractive young blonde girl.


‘She was going to be a model,’ he said.


He didn't seem to realise that he was speaking in the past tense. I looked at the photo for a while. The subject reminded me of my own daughter, Judith. Although Judith was ten years younger, the likeness was uncanny. Judith always told me that when she grew up she would be a film star.


‘Look on the back,’ George said.


A piece of white paper had been stuck on the reverse side of the photograph. On it was typed Patricia Bright's vital statistics. Everything from her birthday to her glove size.


‘I've got a couple of dozen here,’ said George, tapping the envelope. ‘You can use them, and I've got money too. I'm not a poor man.’ He said with a certain dignity. He produced his cheque book, which he opened and placed on the table in front of him. We looked at everything but each other. Then I noticed that he was crying.


Although I was not fond of the man, I felt intensely sorry for him.


‘Alright,’ I said, ‘I give in. I'll tell you what, give me a kite for a hundred quid and I'll take a look round. I'll talk to the police and get back to you after the weekend, is that alright?’


George pulled out his handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes. I was always a sucker for a hard luck story. Besides, I knew how I'd feel if Judith had disappeared.


‘Thank you,’ said George. He fumbled around in his briefcase for a pen and wrote a cheque out for the amount agreed, tore it out of the book and slid it in front of me.


‘I'll have the box back, too,’ I said.


He retrieved it from his pocket and passed it to me.


‘What do you do, George?’ I asked, leaning back in my chair. ‘For a living I mean.’


‘Leisure,’ he replied. ‘I'm in the leisure business. Juke boxes and fruit machines. I'm well known in the trade. I've got a showroom in Herne Hill. I'd better give you my card.’


He produced a printed card from his pocket like a magician. I put it in the envelope with the photographs, then carelessly pushed the cheque into the back pocket of my jeans.


And that was how I obtained my first paying customer on an August morning that neither of us would ever forget.


I should have asked George why I was his last chance.


I should have listened to my instincts.


I should have just let him cry.









Chapter Four


After George left. I drank another beer. I kept an eye on the office through the pub door, but no one else stopped by with any little jobs that I didn't want. If the telephone rang, I didn't hear it. When I had finished my drink I walked back to the office carrying the photos of Patsy Bright and her lacquered box.


At last the weather seemed to have broken. The sun was still shining brightly. I was grateful. In the warmth I walked with hardly any trace of a limp.


I sat down at my desk and put the box in the bottom drawer and locked it. I kept the envelope on the desk top. I looked at my watch, it said almost twelve.


I thought about the implications of telephoning John Reid. When I was on the force, we'd been as thick as thieves. In my case, quite literally. I'd been going to pieces for a while, drinking up a storm and hanging around with the kind of people police officers shouldn't.


John had covered me for months. He was a few years older than I was, and we had struck up a close friendship as soon as we had met. He liked a drink and we'd had some very good times together. Then I'd gone too far even for him. I ripped off some cocaine from a drugs bust.


I still went hot and cold thinking about it.


I was far down the river of no return at the time. I didn't even care that John was responsible for the evidence that I had misappropriated. The morning after my little heist both John and I had been on a target mission for a suspected armed robber. I was as high as a kite on the coke, drunk and hadn't slept for three or four days.


Perhaps you know what it's like. Everything takes on a translucent look. Nothing is real. Nobody matters, and paranoia scuttles around your feet like a hunchbacked, slimy rat. Too many cigarettes are smoked, too many drinks are drunk and the inside of your mouth is chewed to a bloody mess. Food is forgotten and families are ignored in the quest for speed. Speed is of the essence.


Just as we went in on the raid, who should turn up, but the regional crime squad from somewhere out in the sticks after the same guy on another fire-arms related charge. None of us knew what was going on, what with everyone tearing around dressed like extras from Minder and screaming at the top of their voices. Someone had fired his gun and an inter-officer gun fight started. The only person who knew that everyone was after him was our target. As long as he didn't top his mum, who shared the house with him, he was alright.


He didn't know if we were the law or not, and cared even less. It was like the ending of ‘Butch Gassidy and the Sundance Kid’. The villian came out of his bedroom wearing just his Y-fronts, brandishing two single action .45 Colt revolvers. He was blasting at anything that moved. The only thing we knew to our advantage was that he had no spare ammunition. There was no room in his jockeys.


I was stoned, I hadn't even drawn my gun. I was well out of position when it all happened, halfway up a metal fire escape at the back of the house. The target jumped straight over me from the first floor landing window. John Reid stepped out from the back porch and fired upwards. The bullet went straight through the sole of my Bass Weejun, broke several tiny bones and exited through the leather upper of the shoe in a shower of blood, skin and Argyll sock. I'll never forget looking down at the red mess as it burst all over my trouser leg. I felt no pain at the time. I was too well anaesthetized. John didn't even stop to see how badly I was hurt. It was another two officers who prised my fingers from the metal of the ladder to which I was clinging and carried me to a Transit van and away to hospital. Luckily, the slug flew off at an angle. If it had carried straight on it would have blown my balls off too. It was also fortunate that John was using standard home-office issue ammunition. No Teflon coatings or dum-dum cuts, and the bullets hadn't been dipped in shit or strychnine to make the wound go bad.


The target got clean away. Two other policemen were slightly wounded. The only result that we got was that we did the mum for receiving stolen goods. Not much to show for three weeks work.


I hadn't spoken to John since that day. He came close to losing his seniority, if not his job over the missing drugs. And now, here I was sticking my nose into something that was strictly his business. I pulled the ‘phone in front of me and dialled the familiar number. When the officer on the switchboard identified himself, I asked for Detective Sergeant John Reid. I recognised his voice when he answered.


‘Reid,’ he said.


‘Hello, John. It's Nick, Nick Sharman.’


‘Fuck me, what do you want?’


‘A little help.’


‘What's the matter. Lost your walking stick?’


‘Very amusing,’ I said.


‘I must say we never thought we'd hear your name again, but what happens, there you are in the local press this week. Can't you get a proper job?’


‘Leave the jokes out, John, I'm not in the mood. I need to know about Patricia Bright.’


I went straight to the offensive. Whether or not that was the right attitude to take, I didn't know.


He was silent for a moment, and I listened to the echos on the line. Then he asked, ‘Who?’


‘Patricia Bright, she's one of your cases. A missing person.’


I read him some of the details from the back of the photograph.


‘I remember,’ he said. ‘What's it to you?’


‘Her father has hired me to look for her.’


He was silent again for so long that I thought he'd cut me off. Finally he said ‘Jesus, he must he hard up.’


‘If he is mate, it's because he's lost faith in your lot to find her.’


‘Don't give me that shit, Nick. The little slut's hopped it to join her junkie mates.’


‘How do you know she's a junkie?’ I asked. ‘Have you seen her?’


‘No, but I've collated a report. I'm not stupid, Nick. It's obvious.’.


‘What put you onto drugs?’ I asked. ‘I didn't think her father had mentioned anything about them.’


‘He didn't, but he did tell me she mixed with a bunch of undesirables. I made some enquiries and found out she was into all sorts.’


‘What enquiries?’ I asked. ‘Who did you speak to?’


‘I don't think I should be talking to you,’ replied John


‘What you mean is, you haven't pushed yourself to find Patsy. Is that what you're saying?’


‘Don't piss me off, Nick. You know what it's like. She wrote him a note sometime later if I remember rightly, saying she'd be back. Bright brought it in and showed it to me. He admitted it was in her writing. We haven't got time to solve every family row. That's all it was, if you ask me. She's probably with some geezer fucking her brains out right now. If we did find her, she'd probably tell all of us, including her old man to get stuffed.’


‘Perhaps he shouldn't be denied the chance.’


‘You always were a wanker, Nick. What are you trying to do? Set yourself up on the old boy's savings. You always did have an eye for the main chance.’


‘No John, I've taken half a day's fee and that's all. I just thought I'd check on how our police force are spending the rates these days.’


‘You're a cheeky bastard Nick,’ said John. ‘I'm not your personal link into the police computer. You resigned remember? Just before you would have got fired.’


‘It was partly down to you, though, John, wasn't it?’ I was on sticky ground and I knew it.


Silence again. The line stretched like elastic.


‘Perhaps,’ he said grudgingly.


‘So you owe me.’


‘No chance. It was more your fault than mine. If you'd carried on like you were, always out of it, you'd have ended up shooting yourself.’


‘I doubt it John, but have it your way if you want.’ More silence


‘John?’


‘What?’


‘Could we meet and discuss the Bright girl. Perhaps you can bring your case notes.’


I was taking a risk asking.


He laughed without humour. ‘You've got two chances.’


He meant a dog's chance and no chance.


‘Let's meet for a drink then.’ I had to keep pushing.


‘I don't want to be seen with you.’


‘Alright, come to my place tonight.’


‘Not tonight, I'm busy.’ He seemed to be weakening. ‘Maybe over the weekend. Where are you living now? I heard your wife kicked you out.’


‘More than that John, we're divorced and she's remarried. I've got a little flat off the Norwood Road now.’


I gave him my home number and told him I had no plans for the next couple of days. In reality I had no plans for the rest of my life.


‘Ok, I'll get round if I can,’ he said reluctantly. ‘But no notes, and I don't have the keys to the evidence lock-up either. Remember? Where we keep the drugs.’


I was beginning to lose my patience.


‘I'm clean John,’ I said. ‘I don't even smoke cigarettes any more.’


‘Alright, I believe you,’ he said, quite obviously lying.


‘I'd appreciate it if you can come,’ I said finally.


The statement sounded oddly pathetic in my own ears.


‘We'll see,’ said John. ‘And if I do come, try to be straight, Nick. I don't want to waste my time.’


Before I could reply, he'd hung up. I held the dead receiver in my hand for a moment before replacing it on the cradle.









Chapter Five


First thing the next morning I decided to pay a visit to the photographer whose address was on the back of the copies of the shot of Patsy Bright that I'd been given. His studio was in Holborn.


I'd met some professional photographers before and I wasn't too keen, but I'll talk to anyone.


I pushed the car through the late rush hour traffic heading towards town. It was a 1972 E-Type jaguar hard top, with an automatic shift. I'd picked it up cheaply not long after I joined the police. It had been used in a smash and grab raid on a jewellers in Tooting. The thieves had underestimated the power that the V-1 2 engine poured into the drive wheels, and the driver had put it through a brick wall whilst trying to negotiate a sharp bend near Amen Corner. The beautiful bodywork had all but been destroyed in the crash. The owner had taken write-off value and I'd made an offer to the insurance company. At the time E-types were very unfashionable and they'd jumped at the money.


An old friend of mine in the motor trade had put her back into mint condition. She was sprayed in gleaming black cellulose with chrome wire wheels and white wall tyres. The interior was upholstered in red leather and I loved the vehicle to distraction. Although it had occurred to me that if I got into any serious surveillance work using a car, I'd have to invest in a nice little runabout as the Jaguar was, to say the least, rather conspicuous.


I ducked into the driver's seat and pushed a cassette of blue grass music into the jaws of the stereo. I drove off to the sound of Bill Monroe and his band booming through the speakers.


I soared over Blackfriars Bridge and into the narrow streets around Chancery Lane. I invested in an NCP ticket close to my destination and grabbed a cappucchino in a sandwich bar in the shade of the Prudential building. The studio was right next door to the cafe and I blimped several pretty girls carrying little cases and folders of photos as they picked at a light breakfast before work.


I paid for the coffee and strolled round to the old warehouse that contained the studios. There were a dozen or so photographers’ names listed on the board on the wall just inside the main entrance. The man I wanted was located on the third floor. There was no receptionist so I walked straight up. The stairs were narrow and hardly illuminated by the bare bulbs mounted in the brick ceilings. No trace of daylight filtered through from outside. The entrance to the third floor was through a pair of black wooden doors held shut by vicious springs. I forced the doors open and slid through the gap. An arrow painted on the wall directed me deeper into the building. It was cold and I shivered. As I walked down the corridor I bumped into a kid with a two-tone fringe and I asked him if Howard Mayles was around. He gestured with his thumb. ‘Through there,’ he said. I pushed through another set of double doors, this time painted pale blue and I could feel I was in the presence of genius.


The studio was vast, running down about a hundred feet. There were no windows. The room was high ceilinged and the light hardly penetrated, but I could make out water pipes and all sorts of odd pulleys and apparatus attached to the inside of the roof. The end of the studio where I entered was in semi-darkness, but the far end was brightly lit. Spotlights, some mounted on scaffolding, others in holders that looked like giant Anglepoise lamps shone down on to the floor which was covered with thick white paper. A backdrop depicting a Paris skyline was hanging at the back. Three tripods were facing the set. On each one was mounted a camera. Power cables ran across the floor and hooked into various pieces of equipment I didn't recognise. A bunch of people were huddled in conversation around a table which held a coffee machine, a midi hi-fi system and a big tub of ice with the necks of a dozen or so wine bottles poking out.


About halfway down the room on one side was a long table attached to the wall under a horizontal mirror surrounded by tiny light bulbs. The table was covered in cosmetics. In front of the table, sitting on high chairs were perched two models being made up by two girls who looked like they should have been models themselves.


I stood holding the door open for a moment before I let it close behind me with a crash. Every head in the room turned except mine. I just stood in the gloom looking in.


A tall, curly headed young face with a Japanese suit and a Bermondsey accent shielded his eyes against the light and shouted ‘This is a closed set.’


I just stood and said nothing. He stepped out of the glare and walked towards me. ‘Are you fucking deaf? I said this set is closed to visitors.’


I remained silent. He came up close and said, ‘You can't come in, we're working.’


‘I'm looking for Howard Mayles,’ I said.


‘Well you can't see him now. We're getting ready for a shoot.’


‘Which one is he?’ I asked again.


‘That's got nothing to do with it. Mr Mayles is extremely busy and can't be disturbed.’


‘Which one is he?’ I asked.


‘That's got nothing to do with it. Mr Mayles is extremely busy and can't be disturbed.’


‘Which one is he?’ I repeated.


‘Who are you?’ the young face asked. ‘If you're from client you really shouldn't be here. If you're looking for Clive, he's off with a bug and I'm standing in for agency. I'm sorry about my language before, but it's always a bit hectic at this time.’ He was backpedalling furiously. I had something to thank Clive's bug for. Obviously the face thought I was someone I wasn't. And I let him go right on thinking.


‘Don't worry son,’ I said. ‘Everyone makes mistakes.’


I walked past him and left him talking to himself. I went up to where the cameras were waiting to fire. The bunch of people had fragmented into individuals. There were four under the glare of the arc lamps. Three stood in a row facing me. On my left, a large, open pored woman in a check suit carrying a clip board. Her hair was dark, bobbed and greasy and she had a four inch ladder running up her left stocking from the ankle. Sloppy, I thought.
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