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It Never Just Drizzles in Hollywood


The man was not what Martha expected. She’d thought he might be middle-aged, complex and wise or perhaps a little alcohol-raddled and cynical. But Charlie Gavin was fidgety. He drummed his fingers – not an impatient tapping on his desktop, more a well-rehearsed thumb and finger drum solo. He arranged his pens into a perfect parallel row. He wiped a minuscule few specks of dust from the phone.


‘You’re married?’


‘Um . . .’


He stopped arranging his pens and looked at her, eyebrows raised. ‘Um?’


‘Separated,’ she told him. This wasn’t actually true. But it was as near to the truth as she was prepared to go.


He said, ‘Oh, man, that’s tough. Children?’


‘A daughter, Evie. She’s seven.’ Oh, man? Had he really said that? She thought people only spoke like that in the movies.


‘A difficult age, seven. It’s a time when you’re becoming aware of the world and innocence is drifting away.’


‘I suppose,’ said Martha. ‘But then I think every age is a difficult age. That’s life. We move from difficult age to difficult age. Just when we relax because one difficult time is over – wham – we get embroiled in the next one.’


In fact she thought seven an excellent age. Her daughter was still a child and, right now, lived a life uncluttered by the hassle of getting on in life. She didn’t have a mortgage, didn’t have bills to pay and could go out to play when school was over. Meals she didn’t have to plan or cook were regularly provided. She got kissed and cuddled and tucked up in bed every night. She was loved, and she knew it. Life was a breeze when you were seven. Reviewing the innocence and comfort of her daughter’s existence, Martha felt proud and a tad envious. She wished she’d been smart enough to enjoy being seven when she’d been there. Still, she didn’t want to openly disagree with Charlie. It wasn’t the thing to do in a job interview.


Charlie agreed on the matter of difficult ages. ‘I’m thirty-seven. Forty’s looming. It’s hard.’


He tapped his desk, gazed into the distance and looked to Martha to be considering his life so far and the difficulties that lay ahead. She took in the room. It was large, airy, painted a fading blue with a desk at either end. One wall was filled with framed prints – Monet, Degas, Cezanne and Matisse. Charlie had the desk by the window. Martha presumed she’d be behind the one near the kitchen door, if she got the job. A fire burbled in the grate. A black cocker spaniel stretched on an ancient Chesterfield sofa and yawned from time to time. He snored and farted as only dogs can without shame or apology for his lack of social graces.


Martha was disappointed Charlie Gavin looked nothing like Sherlock Holmes or Sam Spade. He dressed carefully – grey trousers, grey shirt open at the neck and a black velvet jacket. His hair was too long and curled over the collar of his shirt. He frequently ran his fingers through it. He didn’t look thirty-seven. His face was unlined, almost as if it was waiting for life to happen, make its mark. Or maybe, Martha thought, his scars went deeper than the odd wrinkle. Perhaps he nursed a wounded heart.


He was lucky. Well, his face was lucky. Running worried fingers over her own face this morning while looking in the mirror, Martha decided that every dire moment, doubt and downright tragedy was written there. At best she could say she looked like a woman of the world. But she wasn’t prone to self-flattery. She was sure she looked baggy-eyed, emotionally battered.


‘I mean,’ Charlie said, ‘I’m this old, almost middle-aged, and I still don’t know what I want to do when I grow up.’


Martha knew what he meant. She ran her fingers through her hair and wondered if his habit was infectious. ‘I wanted to be a cowboy when I was little.’


He perked up. ‘Did you? So did I. It seemed like the life to me. Wandering the range, sleeping under the stars – just moseying, me and my faithful horse. Moonlight, I was going to call him.’


‘Excellent name,’ said Martha. ‘Mine was to be Durango.’


‘Oh,’ he lit up. A glint of envy in his eyes. ‘That’s a good name.’


Martha nodded ‘I thought so.’


They sighed in unison.


‘Of course,’ he said, ‘there would be insects out there on the range what with the heat and all.’ He examined his sleeve and brushed off an imaginary horsefly. ‘And the diet wouldn’t agree with me. All the beans. Then there’s the weather.’


‘I know,’ said Martha. ‘It really rains out on the range. Sheeting downpours. That’s the movies for you. It never just drizzles in Hollywood.’


‘Exactly,’ he agreed. ‘After wanting to be a cowboy, I wanted to be a famous jazz trumpeter.’


‘Oh, do you like jazz?’


He nodded. ‘Some of it. Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk. Mostly I like the hats. Jazz men wear cool hats.’


‘I suppose they do,’ said Martha. ‘I never did get along with hats. I don’t have the head for them. And I think you have to be tall.’


‘Exactly,’ said Charlie. ‘I feel self-conscious with a hat on. I love the names, though. Sonny Boy Williamson, Satchmo.’


‘Yes,’ Martha agreed. ‘Blues players too. Blind Lemon Jefferson, Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf. I’d love to have been a blues singer. Big Voice Bessie Green, or something. I’d have worn a low-cut slinky dress, belted out my woes, then I’d have taken a seat at the bar, drunk bourbon and shot the breeze with the band.’


‘Yeah,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s the life.’


‘Still, you play the trumpet?’


‘No.’


‘That could have been a bit of a drawback.’


‘Yes. It was just a dream. I was fourteen. A trumpet was not on the agenda. It was way out of reach.’


Martha briefly felt inclined to tell him about her struggle to buy a guitar when she was fourteen. But something about him – a flicker of regret and, perhaps, anger that spoke of a damaged childhood – made her stop.


She said, ‘Still, this seems fine to me. I’d be happy with this.’ She waved her hands to indicate the room, and then folded them on her lap. ‘What exactly is it you do, Mr Gavin? As a private investigator, that is.’


‘Call me Charlie, everybody does. I look for people. I’m a specialist. I don’t do any other kind of investigating.’


‘But how do you do that?’


‘We all leave trails behind us. I try to find them. Then follow them.’


‘And what does that entail?’


‘Oh, I talk to the people left behind. I follow the daily paths of those who have gone missing and gather information along the way. I look at old newspaper reports and electoral registers. I find out what was happening in the lives of the missing when they disappeared.’


She leaned forward. ‘Do you have a lot of success?’


He shrugged. ‘A bit. I’ve found that some missing people want to stay missing.’


‘I see,’ said Martha.


‘Then again some missing people are desperate to come back. They just don’t know how.’


Martha noted Charlie seemed a lot happier now she was asking the questions. She thought this was not a good thing in someone in his line of business. ‘I expect you’ll be out of the office a lot. Looking for people.’


‘Yes, a little,’ he said. ‘Though I prefer to be here. I like it here with the fire on and the dog sleeping. I sometimes get people to go places for me.’


‘You have more staff?’


‘Not exactly. The occasional helper.’


His fingers moved up to his hair again. He drummed the top of his head. ‘Mrs Florey who had the job worked from ten till four every day. She liked to get away before the rush-hour traffic got too heavy. She cycled.’


‘I wouldn’t have to do that,’ said Martha. ‘I live five minutes’ walk away. Portobello is not that big, anyway. Why did Mrs Florey leave?’


‘She wanted to see the world – the foothills of Mount Everest, the Australian outback and such like. She thought if she didn’t do it now, she might die and never do it. She’s seventy-two.’


‘Oh. I don’t think you’d have that problem with me. I’m a home-loving sort.’


‘Me, too.’ He looked embarrassed. ‘I like to be at home beside the fire with Murphy and a good book.’


‘Murphy? Is that your wife?’


‘The dog.’ He pointed to the snorer and farter on the sofa. ‘He hasn’t got very good manners but he’s excellent company. I’m not married. Nobody would have me. I’m not a good catch.’


He looked at the clock and checked its time by glancing at his watch. ‘Half-past ten. I get a bacon sandwich from the café across the road every morning at quarter to eleven. It would be part of your duties to pick it up.’


Martha told him that would be fine. ‘I’m partial to a bacon sandwich myself.’


He nodded, rearranged the pens on his desk and ran his hand over the phone. ‘You’d have to type up my reports and answer the phone. That sort of thing.’


Martha smiled and said she could do that.


‘Well,’ Charlie said, ‘that’s wonderful.’ Slapping his palms on his desk, he stood up. ‘When can you start?’


‘A week on Monday? I have to hand in my notice at my present job.’


‘Jolly good. I’ll look forward to seeing you then.’


He swept her from the office, along the corridor to the door that led onto the street, repeating, ‘Jolly good, jolly good,’ as they went. ‘Ah, I almost forgot. No pink.’


‘No pink?’


‘Don’t wear anything pink to work. It’s the rule. This office is a pink-free zone.’


Martha shrugged. ‘OK.’ An odd request, she thought. But what was it to her? She didn’t have much pink in her wardrobe.


It was raining. The air smelled of wet beach and ozone. The sea was a step away, round the corner. Charlie greeted the wetness from above with amazement, holding out his palm to gather some drops. He leaned over, tapped the brass nameplate on the wall – Charlie Gavin Be Kindly Missing Persons Bureau – bade Martha goodbye and went back inside. Seconds later he was back in the street again, tapping the nameplate again and shouting after Martha. ‘Mrs Walters.’


She turned. ‘Yes?’


‘You can type, can’t you?’


‘Of course.’


‘And shorthand? Do you do that?’


‘Yes.’


‘Ah, excellent.’


They were standing yards apart talking with raised voices. Passers-by looked on with interest. And it was still raining, a fine drenching drizzle.


‘And previous experience,’ he shouted. ‘What about that?’


‘I work in an insurance office. Been there for two years and before that I briefly worked for a small publishing company. Both posts were secretarial.’


‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘Just the thing. Um, why do you want to leave your present job?’


‘I feel I’m not getting the chance to develop my full potential.’


He gave her the thumbs up. ‘Good answer. See you Monday next.’ He went back inside, tapping the nameplate as he passed.


Martha stood staring at the doorway. Had that just happened? Had that man just conducted a job interview in the street, yelling questions through the rain? What kind of boss would he be? She dreaded to think. And what kind of private investigator suddenly thought of the questions he ought to ask when the interview was over? A seriously bad one, Martha decided. Charlie Gavin was a disappointment. She’d hoped he might be the one. But clearly he wasn’t.


He reappeared. Tapped the nameplate for the umpteenth time and ran to the café across the road. Now he was wearing a raincoat that was slightly too big for him. Martha thought it a very Humphrey Bogart garment. Well, that was something – a Humphrey Bogart raincoat. He went up a notch in her estimation.


Seconds later he emerged from the café carrying a brown paper bag. The bacon sandwich, Martha decided. They must have had it ready for him. He saw her and appeared delighted she was still there. Pointing up at the sky, he shouted, ‘Drizzle. Obviously this ain’t Hollywood.’


He went back to his office, came out again, tapped the nameplate and disappeared inside.
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A Life in a Shoebox


Charlie’s heart had skipped a beat when Martha walked into his office. He’d first noticed her years ago. Back then she’d been Martha Campbell. Her married name was new to him. But once, though she didn’t know it, she’d been his hero.


Six o’clock on a Friday evening, he’d been buying a newspaper and had spotted her standing at the bus stop across the road. She’d been wearing jeans turned up at the bottom to reveal pale thin ankles, a white T-shirt and a black leather jacket several sizes too big. She was carrying a guitar in a battered case and was scowling the sort of scowl only an adolescent could manage. This is me, you got a problem with that? the scowl said. It had made him smile. There had been a time when he’d been master of that scowl.


‘Who’s that?’ he’d asked Sheena, the woman behind the counter.


‘Our Martha,’ Sheena told him. ‘Lives in John Street. Her father died a while back. She’s been a worry to her mother ever since. A bit wild.’


‘She plays the guitar?’


‘Not very well, I hear. She’s in a band. Her mother’s praying she’ll grow out of it.’


‘A rock’n’roll band?’


‘That’s what I hear.’


‘I didn’t think girls did that sort of thing.’


‘Neither did I. It’s not right. But Martha’s heart is set on it. It’s a phase, her mother says. It’ll pass. That’s what you do when you have kids, spend your days waiting for phases to pass.’ Sheena had peered out the window at Martha. ‘That lass did no end of paper rounds to get the money for the guitar. I was right glad when she’d saved enough. She was the worst paper-girl I’ve ever had.’


Charlie’s heart went out to Martha and her guitar. Who wouldn’t like someone who was a diabolical paper-girl?


At the time Charlie had been trying to sort out his life. He was considering his future, and had been for some time. He was confused. Lonely. He didn’t know who he was.


He wasn’t working. The only jobs he’d held had been casual labour on building sites. He’d been surprised he hadn’t been called up to do National Service like everyone he knew and had asked his Auntie Ella, who’d brought him up, why this was.


‘Oh,’ she’d said, ‘they probably knew all about you. They have records and they’d have seen that you have flat feet and had a touch of diphtheria when you were little. You wouldn’t be suitable.’


He’d stared at his feet. They seemed perfectly normal to him and the diphtheria was news. ‘Was I ill?’


‘For a while. I was right worried, I can tell you. But you were a tough wee thing. You made it through. You’re fine now. Only maybe not for army life.’


It occurred to him that if he was fit enough to work on a building site, he was fit enough for the army. But he didn’t complain. He was muscular, tanned, there were passing girls to whistle at and it brought in enough money to buy weekend booze, natty shirts and get him into jazz clubs which were more about sitting with a beer listening to music than drinking and dancing.


Oh, he accepted he’d never learn to play the trumpet and bring audiences to their knees weeping at the beauty, pain and honesty of his music. But he felt there must be something he’d be good at, a hidden talent he might stumble upon. It would be satisfying. It might even make him rich. If only he could stumble on that talent soon.


Recently things had changed. His Auntie Ella had left him twelve thousand pounds. It had been a surprise. It had opened possibilities.


Lying on her deathbed in hospital, Ella had gripped his arm. ‘There’s something I have to tell you.’ He’d leaned close. She smelled old. Her voice was a rattle, a whisper. She lifted her head from the pillow. This message was urgent. ‘Look in the biscuit tin. It’s to make up for what I did. I did a terrible thing.’


‘What terrible thing? You’ve never done anything terrible.’


Four o’clock in the afternoon and visiting time was over. People were heaving on winter coats, kissing the cheek of the one they’d come to see, and trudging along the gleaming polished floor to the door. Matron, a fierce rock of a woman, small and solid as a wrestler, who tolerated nothing less than instant obedience, was standing, arms folded, at the end of Ella’s bed. ‘You have to go. It’ll be tea time soon and doctor’s coming on his rounds.’ She glared the glare of a woman who had never known defiance. Charlie had pleaded for a few more minutes.


‘She’s telling me something important.’


‘You can see her tonight. Seven till eight.’ Matron glared harder. Pointed at the door. Charlie left.


He didn’t go back. He got drunk. He was easing the dread. Auntie Ella was dying and he didn’t know what to do about it. He’d known for some time this would happen. But now it was actually happening, it frightened him. He’d be alone in a tiny flat that smelled of Ella and Ella’s cooking.


Once he’d thought about going to Canada. There were opportunities there. But he didn’t want to leave Ella. She was old and forgetful and he was all she had. She’d taken him in when his mother died. He owed her a lot. He owed her everything he was, everything he had – his sanity, for example. If she hadn’t taken him in, he’d probably have ended up in a children’s home. ‘You don’t want to think about them,’ Ella had said, shaking her head, drawing in her breath. ‘Fearful places. Beatings. Hungry bairns. Cruelty to make you weep.’ He reckoned she’d given up a lot to raise him. How could he abandon her after such a sacrifice?


After leaving the hospital he’d walked, hands in pockets, not really noticing where he was going. He moved along pavements considering terrible things – murder, theft, fraud – wondering what Ella had done. She was a gentle, timid soul. Born to sit on life’s sidelines smiling slightly. She was no criminal mastermind. In the end Charlie decided that Ella might once have taken a bus ride and forgotten to pay. Her conscience would have been burdened with guilt for a long time over such an oversight. He smiled at the thought. And stopped, looked round. He’d walked so far from the hospital, he was yards from the Bull and Barnacle, a rough and rowdy drinking hole. It was his favourite pub for watching people who lived their lives openly, wildly, shouting and fighting and swearing. It fascinated him.


He took a stool at the bar and ordered a pint. The conversations around him were unpleasant but bawdy. He found that after another two pints this no longer bothered him. Life became pleasantly blurry and he became more sociable than he actually was.


Halfway through his third pint, the pleasant blurriness seeping through him, he’d been thinking the world was lovely, absolutely bloody lovely, and his fellow men were all his friends. Except the bloke on his right who’d been saying abusive things to the woman standing next to him. She had her back to Charlie. All he saw was white high heels, a tight red skirt, a flimsy but absurdly bright yellow-and-turquoise top and long blonde hair. Attractive, but not his type. The man had been calling her a cow, a bitch, a pervert. He’d said he hated the bloody likes of bloody her and told her to bloody go and bloody stand somewhere bloody else. He didn’t bloody want her anywhere near him. ‘Someone might think I’m with you.’ He’d shoved her. Raised his fist.


Charlie had stepped forward. ‘That’s no way to treat a lady. You don’t hit women.’ He was feeling gallant. Alcoholically gallant.


The man turned and the blow that had been intended for the woman crunched into Charlie’s cheek. It wasn’t painful. The pain would come later. The shock had taken his breath away. As he reeled back, clutching the bar, knocking over chairs, spilling beer, the woman had turned, smiled and said, ‘Thank you, darlin’.’


Even in his dazed state Charlie could see he’d made a mistake. This was no woman. Women didn’t look like that. They didn’t sound like that. This person had a voice that might suit a sailor, deep, salty, rough. She also had the beard to go with it and was missing a front tooth. The shock had made him reckless.


‘God, you’re ugly.’ Charlie’s cheerful blurriness and sociability had abandoned him. Now he was being drunkenly honest. Not good. The woman turned on him, too. Her blow landed on his stomach. He keeled forward and spat out a mouthful of regurgitated beer. The next punch hit him on the side of his face and the next sent him spinning to the floor. Now his assailants found it more convenient to kick him. It saved them bending down.


Curled up and praying for the beating to stop, Charlie had breathed in stale beer and tobacco and the foul smell of the filthy sticky wooden floor. Somewhere above him a woman, a real woman, was shouting, ‘Outside. Outside the lot of yez.’


He’d been dragged face down across the room and thrown onto the pavement. When he’d come round he was in the gutter. His jacket was ripped, his pockets were empty and he was bleeding from his nose and mouth. He could barely move. In time, he’d crawled to the pub door, pulled himself to his feet and hobbled back in.


By now the pub had filled up. A thick blue layer of cigarette smoke curled and shifted along the ceiling, the air reeked of alcohol and curses. The man and woman who’d set about him had bonded and were standing at the bar each with an arm round the other’s shoulder. Charlie had said, ‘Bloody hell.’


The room had silenced, the swearing and drinking momentarily stopped. Everyone had turned to look at him. ‘You,’ the barmaid yelled. ‘You at the door.’ She’d pointed, arm rigid. ‘Get out and stay out. You’re barred. Don’t show your ugly mug in here again. You’re trouble.’


Charlie said, ‘But . . .’


The barmaid had screamed, ‘OUT.’


Charlie left. He thought this was the safest thing to do.


He’d walked home. Nothing else for it, he’d no money and, besides, he doubted he’d be allowed on public transport in his present state – ripped clothes, reeking of beer, bruised and bloodied face. It was after midnight when he reached the flat. His key had been spared and was still in the back pocket of his trousers. A mercy, he’d thought. He’d hung his jacket on the hook by the front door, splashed cold water on his face, wincing a lot, lay fully clothed on his bed and slept.


The banging on the door woke him. He’d opened his eyes, winced again – daylight hurt. He considered himself to be a master of light – he could tell the time by the colour of the day. Two in the afternoon. The banging continued. He should answer it, but moving was a problem. He’d heaved himself upright and shuffled from the bedroom to the front door. Not a long trip, but a painful one.


Perhaps it was their bulk, or their dark uniforms, but policemen always made him feel guilty. Seeing two of them standing in his doorway, surveying him, taking in the torn shirt and bruised, pulpy face, Charlie had felt bound to confess. Fair cop, he’d thought to say, ‘I’ll come quietly.’ He knew for a fact he’d done nothing. He’d been set upon while defending a lady’s honour. Except that the lady in question had turned out to be a man who’d taken exception to being called ugly. He’d started to prepare his version of events.


‘Mr Gavin?’


‘Yes.’


‘Perhaps we could come in. The hospital couldn’t get hold of you last night. I’m afraid we’ve got bad news.’


And Charlie knew this visit had nothing to do with the happenings in the pub. His Auntie Ella was dead. He’d never know what the terrible thing was.


The funeral had been quiet. Only Charlie, a couple of neighbours Ella had been friendly with and a woman who was the barmaid at the pub where she cleaned. Gazing at his feet and not looking at any of the three people who’d come along, Charlie gave a short speech.


‘Thank you all for being here today. It would make Auntie Ella happy to know you came to say goodbye. I’ll always be grateful to my aunt. She took me in when I had nobody. I think she saved my life. All that, and she made a mean scone.’ He’d shoved his hands into his pockets, stared into the mid-distance rummaging through his mind for something more to say. He’d known he ought to invite the mourners out to a hotel for a cup of tea. That was the expected thing on such occasions. But the thought had filled him with dread. He didn’t know these people, had nothing to say to them. He could have invited them back to the flat. He’d had tea and perhaps there were biscuits in the tin. ‘Biscuits,’ he said. Auntie Ella had said to look in the biscuit tin. There was something there to make up for the terrible thing she’d done. What? Custard creams? Bourbons? He was fond of them. ‘The biscuit tin,’ he’d said. He was near to tears and desperate. He’d be alone now. And that aloneness would go on for a long time. Maybe for the rest of his life. He’d wanted to get on with it. ‘Biscuits,’ he said again. The small gathering murmured understanding. In moments of grief and mourning there was nothing like the comfort of biscuits.


He’d discovered the money when he got home. He’d gone straight to the tin, an old and dented thing with a picture of the Forth Railway Bridge on top. Twelve thousand pounds in cash was stuffed under the lid in single and five-pound notes, all crumpled. Charlie had counted it, and then counted it again. He’d arranged it into hundred-pound bundles spread on the table in front of him. And counted it again. He’d never seen so much money in his life. It should have delighted him. But no, it filled him with guilt. How much had Auntie Ella denied herself to save this amount? The piles in front of him were the result of years of scrimping. It hurt to think of what she could have bought – a new coat, a decent sofa, a fridge. This flat where they had lived was bare, uncomfortable. Life had been frugal.


The furniture here was old, worn and dented or chipped from years of use. The kitchen had three pots. The bedrooms each had a narrow bed and forlorn wardrobe. Built in the early twenties, there was an inside toilet, but no bath. Washing was a delicate operation done in the kitchen, always hurriedly and always while singing or shouting, ‘Keep out,’ so each would know the other was in no state to be seen. Nakedness had been fleeting.


‘Be safe and be kindly,’ Auntie Ella always said. ‘If you’re safe you’re never sorry. And if you’re kindly, kindliness will come back to you.’


Charlie didn’t know about being kindly, but safe was a good idea. He’d put the money back into the tin and had taken it to the bank where he’d placed it on the counter. One of the tellers had fetched the manager.


‘Best place for it, lad,’ Mr McGregor had told him. He’d pointed at the tin. ‘Seen it before.’


Charlie had wondered if Mr McGregor had visited Auntie Ella and been offered a biscuit.


‘People putting money in tins they keep under the bed rather than in the bank. It isn’t safe. And there’s no interest on money stashed under the mattress.’


They’d been in his office. Mr McGregor behind his giant polished desk, Charlie on a chair that had placed him rather lower down than the manager. He’d felt like a schoolboy, seeking approval from his headmaster.


Mr McGregor had leaned back. Looked serious. A man in his fifties, balding with steel-rimmed glasses, his suit dark grey, shiny at the elbows, his shirt perfect white, he’d looked like a bank manager from central casting. ‘Buy a house, son. You could get a lovely bungalow. Three bedrooms, nice little garden. You’d be set for life.’


Nobody had ever called Charlie son before. The word almost stopped him breathing. He didn’t have a father. He didn’t have a mother. Auntie Ella called him darling from time to time. She loved him, fussed over him but rarely gave him advice other than, ‘Be kindly and be safe.’ So fatherly advice – the first he’d ever been offered – was welcome, but a bit embarrassing. Charlie was tempted to take it. He wanted to please this man. But he was going to Canada. There was nothing now to keep him here.


He needed a passport. To get one he needed his birth certificate. He was here. He’d been born. He must have one. Back home, he’d searched the flat. He’d started with the drawer in the living-room sideboard where Ella kept all her papers. Here he’d found several recipes for interesting things to do with mince, along with old electric and gas bills and a few Christmas cards. He binned the lot.


He’d searched the other drawers and found nothing. He moved to the kitchen, but there the drawers and cupboards only contained ancient utensils – a potato peeler, a couple of knives, old pots with shaky handles.


Next came the search he dreaded – Auntie Ella’s bedroom. He knew that he’d have to empty Ella’s drawers and wardrobe before he went to Canada. But without that birth certificate he couldn’t get a passport and there was only one place it could be – that room.


It smelled musty with a faint undertow of Ella’s Lily of the Valley perfume; a tiny, frighteningly tidy, sparsely furnished room. The flat had always been immaculate, nothing ever lying around. Sometimes Charlie thought his aunt behaved as if she expected tidiness inspectors to break down the front door and rush in checking for mess. But then, Ella had a fear of unexpected visitors. She’d jump at any knock on the door.


He’d felt like an intruder. This had been Ella’s sanctum and after he was seven years old he’d rarely come in here. He’d moved softly on tiptoe across to the small dressing table beside Ella’s bed and opened the top drawer. He’d found a bible. In other drawers he’d found a hardly used lipstick and an old powder compact with a faded picture of a rose on the lid, a hairbrush, a set of curlers and Ella’s scant collection of underwear. Nothing more. There were two skirts in the wardrobe along with three blouses, a cardigan, a coat and two pairs of shoes neatly lined up at the bottom. He’d raked in Ella’s coat pockets knowing she’d be unlikely to keep a birth certificate there, but he was desperate.


On his hands and knees he’d looked under the wardrobe and under the bed. Only dust. He’d sat on the floor feeling hopeless. It wasn’t the missing birth certificate that depressed him; it was the heart-stopping austerity of his aunt’s life. The woman had nothing.


Ella had earned money as a seamstress. The only people who’d called at the flat were customers who wanted curtains made or clothes altered – hems taken up, waistbands loosened, jackets taken in or let out. The only time Ella left the flat was on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday nights after ten when she cleaned the pub in the High Street.


How he’d hated these nights. Even now, years later, a low growl of worry spread through him at the thought of a Tuesday, Thursday or Saturday spent alone. He’d sit by the door wearing his striped pyjamas and thick red dressing gown waiting for Ella to come home. He’d start at every creak or night-time groan in the flat and hold his breath at footsteps passing in the street. He’d read, or study the pictures in his book. It was the story of two children lost in a deep dark forest. Dangers lurked. Witches, dragons, wolves, evil goblins watched the innocent pair from behind bushes and trees as they wandered through the density of trees and further and further from home. He’d put his fingers over the lost ones, keeping them safe from grasping claws and reaching arms and wild glinting eyes.


Ella always came home at half-past midnight. Charlie would hear her key in the lock, exhale a gasp of relief and run back to bed. By the time Ella had come in, put her bag in its place in her room, taken off her coat and stuck her head round the door of his room, he’d be under the blankets, eyes shut, pretending to sleep.


From when he was seven Charlie had done the shopping. Auntie Ella would give him a small list and some money and send him to the butcher’s and the grocer’s. She didn’t like any of his friends dropping by and hated when he’d gone to play at someone’s house. ‘Be back by five,’ she’d say. He’d sigh. But who was he to complain? Auntie Ella had saved him from life in a children’s home. Her descriptions of the cruelties that went on in such places made him weep for the ones who had no Auntie Ella to open her arms to them. He’d prayed for them. It had been a nightly ritual, kneeling by his bed, fingers laced, eyes squeezed shut, begging God to keep the orphans safe.


Remembering all this, he’d sighed and heaved himself to his feet. As he’d pushed himself upright, his eyes had swept the top of the wardrobe and he caught a glimpse of something. A box. Ah, all the important papers will be in that. How like Auntie Ella to hide it away. Keeping it safe.


He’d taken it to the living room, set it on the table and opened it. Inside he’d found his life – a baby tooth wrapped in tissue paper, a lock of pale blond baby hair, a tiny pair of shoes, all his school reports, the valentine card he’d made for Ella when he was six, Christmas cards he’d given her, a photo of him on the beach standing at the water’s edge, painfully thin in woollen swimming trunks holding a bucket and spade, a few buttons he recognised from childhood shirts, a pressed flower, his certificate for perfect attendance at Sunday school. All that and no birth certificate. He’d lurched from memory to memory, but had been shocked that his entire life so far could be stuffed into a small shoebox. It was time to move on, time to reach out for bigger moments. He’d go to Canada.


A week later he received a letter from the General Register Office for Scotland replying to the one he’d sent asking for a copy of his birth certificate. There was no record of anyone called Charles Gavin born in Glasgow on the fourth of March 1932.


The following afternoon he’d gone to Register House to look for himself. He’d searched through 1932, moved on to 1933, 1934 and 1935 but couldn’t find anything. He’d looked for Ella Balfour – 10 November 1898 – and couldn’t find her either. ‘But she existed,’ he’d shouted. ‘She was my aunt. She brought me up. Saved me from the children’s home.’ He’d beat his chest. ‘Look. It’s me. I exist. I’m here.’ He’d been escorted from the building.


He hadn’t known what to do. He was a man without a past. Without a future, he’d thought. Every so often he’d grip his own arm, punch his thigh. ‘I’m here. Flesh and blood.’ He’d wondered if his mother, whoever she was, hadn’t registered him. Auntie Ella had been vague about his parents. ‘Your mother was a beauty. Long fair hair, perfect skin. Mairi, she was.’


‘What about my father?’ Charlie would ask.


‘He was rich. I didn’t know him really.’


She’d been equally vague when asked about herself. ‘Oh, I had a little flat in Glasgow before you came along. But I moved here to be by the sea. My sweetheart died in the war, you know. Oh, he was a lovely man. Tall, handsome just like you’re going to be.’


Charlie had decided he was a fool. He should have asked more questions. He should have found out more about his mother and father. He shouldn’t have been so accepting.


He’d bought a house in Bath Street – three storeys of disrepair, bad plumbing, scary wiring and rotting floorboards. But he liked the space, large rooms and a wild garden at the back. He’d moved in with just a suitcase, sat on the floor and thought he really ought to get some furniture. ‘Cups,’ he’d decided. ‘Spoons, towels, a kettle.’ He’d bought a mattress, a record player, a kettle, some cutlery, two towels and a cup. All a man needs, he’d told himself.


He’d spent his days lying on his mattress looking up at his dust-streaked windows listening to Louis Armstrong and Charlie Parker. He’d eaten at cheap restaurants, drank a lot, felt sorry for himself but had rather enjoyed that. He’d indulged himself in his sorrow. He was a man who didn’t exist.


Every day he’d go to the newsagent’s to flirt shyly with Sheena as he bought an evening paper to read in the pub nearby. On the day of spotting Martha, he’d told Sheena she was looking good today, which she wasn’t. She’d laughed as he headed out the door and said, ‘Get a job. You need to do something. Your flirting technique’s terrible.’


Charlie stopped, stared across the road. ‘Who’s that?’


It had been Martha. Looking fierce. A girl who knew everything about herself – who she was, where she was going, and didn’t care what anyone thought. Her jaw was set and she stared up the road, willing the bus to come. How dare it not come? Didn’t it know she was waiting?


If Charlie fell in love with her, it was only for five minutes. She’d been too young for him. And at the time his preference had been for women of experience, older than him with plump pillowy breasts and smoky voices. They’d be wiser and perfectly capable of drinking him under the table. But the girl across the road had stopped him breathing. He was lost in wonder. He’d stared. He’d envied her confidence, her ambition. He should be like that. He should look for himself, find out who he was and then move on from that.


He’d seen her often. Sometimes she’d had a boy with her. He’d been puppy-like, following her. Then, a few years on, she’d been pregnant. After that she’d disappeared, didn’t turn up at the bus stop for a while. Later, about three years on, his heart had leapt when he saw her with a young child, a girl. She’d been leaning down talking to her, laughing at something she’d said. It’d been a good laugh. Hearty, warm.


Ten years after that first sighting across from the newsagent’s, when Martha walked into his life once more, it had happened again. Charlie stopped breathing. He fiddled with his pens. He flicked non-existent dust from his phone. He couldn’t think of a decent job interview question to ask her. And when he’d come to himself, she was gone.


Oh, the joy when he’d come out of the café with his bacon sandwich. There she’d been, standing in the rain. He’d smiled and said something inane about the weather and Hollywood. Back at his desk, feeling like a responsible employer, he’d opened his paper bag and as he sniffed deeply the aroma of hot bacon and melting butter, it came to him that actually, after being too tongue-tied when she was sitting in front of him, he’d interviewed the poor woman as she stood on the pavement being soaked by relentless drizzle.


‘Fool,’ he’d said. ‘Fool. Fool. Fool.’ And banged his stupid head on his desk. He cursed himself for not getting the interview right. He thought he never got anything right. He stood. Pulled on his raincoat. Whistled on Murphy to stop snoozing on the sofa and come with him. He felt it coming on – the sadness. It always came on when he’d messed up.


Before it got too bad and the blackness gripped him, he’d go home and see how the people there were doing.
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The Second-Stupidest Thing You’ve Ever Done


‘so,’ said Sophie, ‘did you get the job?’


Martha said, ‘Yes, as a matter of fact I did.’


‘Oh dear, I was hoping you wouldn’t.’


Sophie was sitting at the kitchen table. She wore her work outfit – a pair of men’s dungarees, a voluminous checked shirt that had belonged to her husband and a blue apron.


Martha took off her coat, hung it on the post at the top of the stairs and kicked off her shoes. ‘Well, I got the job. So nyaah.’ She stuck out her tongue at her mother and looked round. ‘Tea?’


‘I never say no to a cup of tea,’ said Sophie.


‘How’s work going?’ asked Martha.


‘Got two in the oven. Another one to go. Then I have to put it all together.’


She baked cakes for birthdays, anniversaries, indeed for any occasion that her customers thought would be enhanced by a specially decorated piece of baking. Her cakes came in any shape, size or colour. Today’s cake was to be in the shape of a bicycle for a district nurse who was retiring. ‘The wheels are tricky, but I’m worrying about the handlebars.’


‘Why take all those difficult cakes on?’


‘Money,’ said Sophie. ‘We need money. Especially now you’ve given up a well-paid job with a good company for a small-time one-man detective agency. You had prospects. Now you’ve a silly job. You’ve no sense.’


Martha put tea into the teapot and sighed. ‘Mother, I’ve told you already. It takes over an hour to get to work at the moment. I have to leave before eight every morning and I don’t get home till after six. I hardly see Evie these days. She’s seven. She needs a mother. Anyway, it isn’t a detective agency, it’s a missing persons bureau. The Be Kindly Missing Persons Bureau.’


‘Evie’s got me. I can sort out her problems. That’s what a grandmother is for.’


‘I’m missing seeing my own daughter growing up.’


Sophie shrugged. ‘That’s the way of things in the modern world. Also, you have to consider you might be a bad influence now you’re working at a detective agency. You’ll be mixing with criminals.’


‘No, I won’t. Charlie traces people who have gone missing.’


‘I know why you did this. You think this Gavin chap could be the one. The one who’ll find Jamie.’


Martha shook her head. ‘Oh, he’s not the one. Definitely not. I don’t think he could find anyone. I have a feeling he’s a terrible detective.’


‘Then why take a job with him?’


‘I’ve already told you. No commuting. I can leave here a few minutes before nine and be home just after five.’


‘You’ll never meet anyone working there. The only people you’ll meet will be lonely people who have lost the ones they love. It will be depressing and tragic.’


Martha said she wasn’t looking for anybody. ‘I’m happy as I am.’


‘I don’t believe you. Nobody’s happy as they are. Everybody wants a little bit more of what they’ve got. New gadgets or curtains or a bigger house. Or they want something completely different, a new way of life. If people were happy as they are the world would come to a stop.’


‘So you’re not happy as you are?’


‘Of course not,’ said Sophie. ‘I’d like to be thinner and richer. And I don’t think you can be happy living with your mother in the house where you were brought up.’


‘It was your idea. When the Jamie thing happened, you said Evie and I should move in here with you. You said it would save me paying the rent and you’d look after Evie while I was at work.’


‘And I do. I love doing it.’


Martha said, ‘So why are we arguing?’


Sophie sighed. ‘We are arguing because I can’t believe you are leaving a very good job in insurance to go and work in a sad little agency. It’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever done.’ She sniffed, ‘I take that back. It’s the second-stupidest thing you’ve ever done.’ She looked round the kitchen. ‘This place could do with a good clean up. And I need to sort out the cupboards. Everything’s all jumbled up.’


‘It’s not too bad.’


‘It’s a mess. I think I should put the things in the food cupboard in alphabetical order. Then I’d know where they are. A for . . .’ She couldn’t think of anything beginning with A. ‘B for biscuits and beetroot, for example.’


Martha said, ‘It’s a longstanding jumble. I know it well.’


Sophie got up. ‘In that case, I’m going for a walk. The doctor says walking’s good for me. You can take the cakes out of the oven.’ She disappeared down the hall and minutes later reappeared heaving on her coat. ‘I don’t believe that this has nothing to do with finding Jamie. You think that detective man can help you.’


‘No, I don’t think he could,’ said Martha. ‘But Jamie is my husband. I’d like to know where he is and what possessed him to disappear like that.’


‘He was selfish and irresponsible.’ Sophie was incensed. She stomped down the hall heading for the door. ‘He couldn’t face a life of marriage, bills, endless routines and bringing up a child.’


‘Something’s weird about it all,’ Martha said.


Sophie stomped back up the hall. ‘You’re looking for a mystery where none exists. Jamie was bored. He’s a quitter, that’s all.’


Martha said, ‘Perhaps.’


She heard Sophie march to the front door and go out, and looked at her watch. ‘Twenty minutes.’


Sighing, Martha sipped her tea and stared at the cooker waiting for the cakes to be ready. It left her mind free to roam through what she now called the awful time. The black time.
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The Chip Thief


It had started when Martha had told Jamie she was expecting their second child. She’d thought he’d be delighted. ‘We’ll be a proper family – husband, wife and the regulation two children.’ She grinned at him.


He nodded. ‘So we will.’


They were eating lunch in a diner in Stockbridge. Martha’s treat – she’d started saving for this, sneaking small secret amounts of her weekly housekeeping allowance into her knicker drawer every week since missing her first period. This time she was going to do everything properly. This pregnancy was going to be beautiful. She’d be relaxed, glowing. Baby would arrive in the world smiling. She planned to move through her expectant months wearing soft, wafting clothes listening to Mozart and eating healthy things. She imagined herself an earth mother. Barefoot and pregnant. Clear-skinned and calm.


The wonderful, uplifting, remaining seven months would start with her telling Jamie her good news here in this place where rock’n’roll roared out and the walls were festooned with American heroes – Steve McQueen, Buddy Holly, Elvis, Paul Newman. Jamie loved it here. He loved everything American. He loved that his burger was served with fries and not chips. Never chips.


Unfortunately, Martha’s financial reckonings were wrong. Things cost more than she’d budgeted for, so she claimed not to be hungry and ordered a cup of coffee for herself. She smiled watching Jamie and Evie eat, almost enjoying the feeling of martyrdom. It was good to feel saintly about forsaking a meal so loved ones could enjoy a burger. Then again her stomach was making strange and embarrassing gurgling noises.


Jamie had bought a new Stones LP and seemed more interested in reading the sleeve notes than he was in Martha’s announcement.


‘You don’t seem very pleased.’


‘Of course I’m pleased. Who wouldn’t be? It’s great news.’ He smiled, a slight upward flicker of his lips. ‘I’m going to be a daddy again. Cool.’ He returned to the sleeve notes.


Not wanting an argument, she’d left it at that. Jamie lit a cigarette and watched a group of people at a table nearby. Martha followed his gaze. The people were probably the same age as she and Jamie, but looked younger. They had youthful confidence, were dressed to shock – jeans, cowboy boots, beads, T-shirts. One of the girls had a pink feather in her hair. She was rolling a cigarette and telling everybody she wouldn’t have a burger, she’d turned vegetarian this morning. This seemed to impress the group. Jamie nodded agreeing and pushed away his plate, disowning it. He had, however, finished the burger that had sat on it.


Wafts of patchouli drifted across to Martha. She absently picked up one of Evie’s fries and ate it.


The child wailed, pointing at her. ‘You ate my chip. It was my favourite. My best chip. And you ate it. I was savin’ it.’


Martha blushed. ‘Sorry.’ She pointed at the plate. ‘There are other chips. Look, there’s a good one. I think that’s the chief chip.’


Evie shook her head. ‘I don’t want the chief chip. I want that chip you ate.’ Red-faced and tear-stained, she pointed at Martha’s mouth. The place where the chip was last seen.


The patchouli group turned and stared at Martha. Harsh, accusing looks. She was a cruel mother. A chip thief. They were young enough to think they knew everything and young enough, also, to disapprove of anyone boring enough to have married and produced a child. They sneered. She cringed.


Bored by this drama, Jamie drew his cigarette along the base of his ashtray, looked at his watch. ‘Must go. Have to be back at work in fifteen minutes. Don’t want to be late.’ He pointed at Evie’s plate. ‘You shouldn’t have done that. I hate it when someone pinches my chips, too.’


Martha went to the counter to pay. And on her way back to the table glanced at the patchouli people. She heard one of them say that when she had children she’d let them do as they liked. ‘They’ll be free spirits. They’ll grow up with no hang-ups.’


Jamie had disowned her. He was outside, leaning on the wall, smoking another cigarette, acting aloof.


They walked up the road slowly, tiny steps at a young child’s pace, heading for Princes Street. Martha spoke about the new baby, the changes that were about to come into their life. It would be good for Evie to have a brother or sister. A boy would be wonderful, but in a way it would be handy to have another girl. ‘We wouldn’t have to buy new clothes. I think it’s cool to have a family while we are young. We can grow up with our children.’ She prattled on, not really looking at Jamie, just letting her thoughts flow. ‘We’ll have to get a bigger house in time. The kids can share a room at first but they’ll want their own space soon enough.’ She stopped, frowned. ‘What d’you think of Luke if it’s a boy? And Emma for a girl. Evie and Emma. Sounds good.’


Jamie stopped walking. Looked a bit panic stricken. ‘Shit. I’ve forgotten my LP. Left it back at the diner.’ He whirled round and started to run back. She watched him go, thinking that really he didn’t need to run so fast. His head was back, arms working like pistons. He was travelling. Something about the urgency in his voice and his sudden speedy departure upset Evie. She reached out, calling, ‘Daddy. Daddy!’


‘He’s only gone to get his record,’ said Martha. ‘He’ll be back.’ She leaned on the railings, looking into Queen Street Gardens. ‘I’d love a big garden,’ she said.


Ten minutes passed, twenty, half an hour. Where the hell was he? She decided to walk back to meet him, thinking he’d probably met somebody he knew and couldn’t get away. She would rescue him.


She turned the corner expecting to see Jamie coming towards her. The street was empty. As was the diner. Sonny and Cher were booming out on the radio, ‘I Got You Babe’. Martha stood in the doorway looking round. She couldn’t believe Jamie wasn’t here. ‘Did my husband come here to pick up an LP he’d forgotten?’ she asked.


The waitress said, ‘Yes.’ She pointed to the table where Martha and Jamie had been sitting. It had been cleared and wiped. ‘He left with his friends.’


‘What friends?’


The waitress pointed to the table the patchouli people had occupied. ‘The people there.’


Martha said, ‘Ah. Right.’ How odd, Jamie hadn’t mentioned that he’d known these people. He hadn’t said hello to them. Surely he would have introduced her. She went back into the street, looked to the left and right. Nobody there. She went back into the diner. ‘Are you sure he left with these people?’


‘Yeah, positive.’ The waitress looked offended at being doubted.


Martha looked round once more. But the place was definitely empty. She dipped and glanced under the table. Bobbed back up, caught the waitress’s eye and blushed. ‘He might have been playing a joke.’


The waitress shook her head. ‘No. No joke. He’s not here.’


Martha shrugged. She must have missed him. How odd. He’d probably gone back to work. He’d taken a different route. One he’d decided was quicker than the one they had been walking.


She caught the bus home. Spent the rest of the afternoon playing with Evie, dreaming about being a proper family – husband, wife and two kids like the people in her school reading book – and ignoring the raw churning in her stomach. Something odd and fearful had happened.


At six o’clock she started getting Evie ready for bed and put two lamb chops under the grill to cook slowly. Jamie usually arrived home at half-past. He’d sit Evie on his knee and read her a story. After that he’d slip out to his shed to check his record collection. There wasn’t space in their tiny living room for his hundreds of albums. Tonight, however, Jamie didn’t return at his regular time. Tonight he didn’t come home at all.


A miserable ache of a February night that Martha would never forget – the awful, awful night. The night of silence, her imagination in overdrive and a burning anxiety raging through her. She moved between the kitchen and the living-room window, staring out. Waiting for Jamie to appear. ‘Where the hell has he got to?’


She put Evie to bed, read her a story, and when she asked where her daddy was, told her he’d be home soon. Jamie would come, banging the front door shut, shouting apologies, the chill night air clinging to his coat. He’d laugh and tell her he was sorry, he’d had to work late and hadn’t time to phone her.


Eleven o’clock and still no sign. Martha sat in the living room, hands folded on her lap, nerves singing in her stomach and doom scenarios in her head – Jamie dead after being hit by a bus, Jamie suffering amnesia in hospital, Jamie attacked by thugs and lying bruised and bleeding and undiscovered in some park somewhere. She phoned every hospital in Edinburgh and, no, a Jamie Walters had not been admitted to any of them.


She phoned her mother, who told her not to worry. ‘He’ll have gone out to the pub with some workmates. He’ll come home blind drunk smelling like sin and begging your forgiveness. It happens. And, no, don’t phone the police. Not yet. You’ll both end up being embarrassed. Just remember men snore and men make stupid remarks and forget your anniversary and are annoying. And sometimes they go off on their own to do manly things like get drunk and pretend to be younger than they are. Just relax. He’ll be home soon enough.’


Martha had gone to bed unconvinced by her mother’s notions of Jamie’s whereabouts. She lay tense and listening for footsteps on the path outside. Nothing. And the night rolled on. At three in the morning she got up and made tea. She sat at the kitchen table listening to the night sounds of the house, waiting for daylight and for the world to start up again. The image in her head was of Jamie. ‘Shit,’ he’d said, ‘I’ve forgotten my LP. Left it at the diner.’ And he’d taken off running back to get it. The more she thought about it, the faster Jamie had run. Eventually, he wasn’t running he was fleeing. He was waving his arms and shouting, ‘Aaaah! No!’ It dawned on her that he wasn’t running back to the diner. He was racing away from her. Away from what she’d been talking about – the life they were going to live, the new child, the bigger house and more mouths to feed.


In the morning, after taking Evie to nursery, Martha looked in Jamie’s wardrobe. His clothes were gone. All that was left was a selection of white shirts. They looked lonely. They had nothing to do with the Jamie she knew. The rock’n’roll boy who’d driven their van, shared their music dreams. They were Jamie’s compromise shirts. The things he’d put on to go out to work at a job he’d hated. Something he’d done to pay the rent and put food on the table. She went out to the garden shed. The sweet herby smell lingered. Jamie’s dope. Martha knew all about his habit and didn’t blame him. She figured he needed the escape and smoking a little grass was something he had in common with the people whose music he loved. This morning that scent was all that remained of Jamie. His record collection was gone. Hundreds and hundreds of LPs. He must have been taking them away bit by bit for weeks. And Martha knew Jamie had left her.


The letter arrived the next day. Seven words. I’ve gone. Don’t look for me. Sorry.


‘For God’s sake, I know you’ve gone,’ Martha said. There was nobody around to hear. But speaking out loud helped. He hadn’t even written love Jamie. That hurt.


Later that day, Martha phoned Jamie’s work. He was under-manager at a Princes Street department store. She was told he’d handed his notice in last week. ‘Didn’t say where he was going,’ the girl on the end of the line said. ‘Sorry.’


Days later Martha miscarried. Sophie took her to hospital, and brought her back to her own house when it was over. ‘You’re best here where I can look after you.’ So Martha sat by the fire, pale and drained, hardly speaking. She was numb. Sophie looked after Evie, took her to nursery, and in the afternoon brought her home again. She brought Martha bowls of chicken soup and told her to rest. ‘You’re suffering from shock. It’ll pass. What you need is hot, sweet tea, soup and a bit of comfort.’


It was inevitable. Sophie suggested Martha and Evie move in permanently. ‘Well, you need to get on with your life. You’ll have to get a job and meantime you won’t be able to pay your rent.’ She sighed. ‘It’ll be company. We both need company.’


Martha got a job with a small publisher. She’d thought it would be a lively place to work. She’d meet interesting people, authors for example. But George McPherson only published dead authors whose work was long out of copyright. The books were usually about bird watching, rock climbing, geology and walking. Nothing that interested Martha; so, she was bored and lonely. George often worked from home, and she was the sole employee. A couple of months after she started at the company George joined his authors. His wife found him dead at his desk and a few days later told Martha she was no longer needed.


After that Martha found a job with a huge insurance company, working in the typing pool. Machines clattered round her, girls gossiped, bosses came and went flapping bits of paper. And Martha kept herself to herself. She arrived at nine, went home at five and rarely spoke to anyone. She didn’t make any friends. She refused to make friends. She didn’t trust people any more. And she didn’t want anyone to know her story. It was too shameful. Her husband had walked out. People would think it was her fault. She’d been a nag. Or frigid. Or both.


‘So, here I am,’ she said to the kitchen in Sophie’s house. ‘Back in the flat where I grew up. It looks the same. Smells the same. It is the same. I’ve changed. I’ve lost my sense of wonder.’ She sniffed deeply. ‘Talking of smells, the cakes are ready.’




5


You Should Be Dancing


On cue, twenty minutes after Sophie had left the flat, the phone rang. ‘Please bring the car. I can’t be bothered walking back home.’


Martha shoved her feet back into her shoes, heaved on her coat and took the car key from the hook marked B, in the hall. B for Beetle rather than C for car. Sophie thought her car deserved a small amount of recognition as she considered it to be more characterful than just a car.


The house looked out onto the sea, but the entrance was at the side. Sophie and now Martha and Evie lived on the upper two floors. The flat was large, draughty and badly in need of decorating. But that was beyond the family budget. Sophie covered the walls instead with paintings found in junk shops and collections of objects that she put together and framed – postcards, feathers found on the beach, withering flowers from her garden and selections of things she found interesting – a clipping from a newspaper alongside some Christmas wrapping and a few pebbles from the shore. She gave these groupings names that had no connection with what they contained – Yesterday’s Doubts, A Little Bit of Yearning, Waiting for Judas – and always refused to explain what was meant. Mostly because she didn’t know. The names were an assortment of words that had popped into her head.


The rain had stopped and a fresh wind was whipping off the sea. Martha pulled her coat round her as she walked up the path to the car. This rescuing of mother happened quite often. Sophie would set off striding towards Joppa. It was part of her good-health regime that she’d started when she hadn’t actually wanted to be healthy. She’d wanted to die, to join her husband, Martin. And to punish herself for being alive when he wasn’t. But she had responsibilities – a daughter who needed a mother.


So Sophie walked for Martha, though she hated it. It was purposeful but lonely. Before his death she and Martin had walked every evening. They’d discussed everything from politics to missing socks. They’d talked so much they’d always cover more ground than they intended and had sighed as they’d turned to tackle the long journey home. So walking brought painful memories. When they got too much to bear Sophie would phone home.


Martha drove up the High Street to where she knew Sophie would be waiting, at the end of the prom. She parked and joined her mother leaning on the railings, staring out at the sea.


‘Walking’s boring,’ said Sophie. ‘It’s a matter of putting one leg in front of the other and that’s all there is to it.’


‘Well, that’s easy,’ Martha said.


‘But you are just moving through the day. Air on your face is nice. But because you are only using your legs, your mind is free to think. It’s the thinking gets to me. I hate random thinking. It’s awful. No wonder philosophers are a bunch of fruitcakes.’


Martha said she didn’t think philosophers thought randomly and they weren’t all fruitcakes. ‘What do you think about?’


‘All the things you shouldn’t think about. Life. Loneliness. Grief. Sorrow. Regret. Stupid decisions.’


‘Goodness,’ said Martha. ‘No wonder you hate walking.’


‘And you. I think about you.’


‘You lump me in with all those awful things?’


‘I worry about you. You should be enjoying yourself. You should be going out at night mixing with people, not sitting at home with your mother. You should be dancing.’


‘I don’t want to dance.’


‘You’re living with regret. You’re hanging on to your past, hoping to find Jamie. Hoping he’ll come back. But he’s gone.’


‘I just want to know why,’ said Martha.


‘The why of it all is obvious. Jamie had an is-this-it moment. He looked round at the clutter of plastic toys and at you all tired and bedraggled after a day with Evie and at the little house you lived in and he thought, this isn’t what I planned.’


‘But we were in love. We were settled.’


‘Oh, settled.’ Sophie flapped her hand, shooing settled away. ‘Don’t be daft. Nobody’s settled. Well, Evie is. But she’s seven. That’s when you’re settled. You’re loved, but you take it for granted. You know what’s going to happen from day to day. And on good days you might get a warm plate of custard and bananas with melty brown sugar on top. It’s all you want. But once you are grown-up that’s it for being settled. You go crashing into love. Unsettled. You marry. Unsettled. Then you find yourself in a house somewhere having to clean up, wash socks and underpants and worry about paying bills. Unsettled. You have a child and it’s all guilt and more worry. Unsettled. Your child grows and grows and becomes a teenager all the while you’re getting older and wrinklier. Unsettled, very unsettled. Martha, my girl, the state of being settled doesn’t exist. It’s a myth. Accept the truth.’


Martha held her breath, waiting for more. Once her mother got going, expounding, dishing out opinions, she was hard to stop.


‘I blame the fairy tales. All that once upon a time and happily ever after. It’s implanted early and people believe it. And it’s nonsense,’ Sophie continued.


Martha sighed. ‘Still, I think about Jamie. I wonder about him. We were childhood sweethearts.’


Sophie snorted. ‘Exactly. He’d only had one girlfriend, who became his wife. Not enough getting to know the opposite sex. He should have played the field when he was young. But he didn’t, he followed you around like a love-struck puppy.’


‘He didn’t,’ said Martha. Wind from the sea swept the hair from her face, pushed round her. She gripped her coat and huddled into it.


‘He did, too. That boy was born forty. He was too sensible. I knew he’d end up working back to sixteen and start being silly. Unlike you. You were silly at seventeen, and did the stupidest thing of your life.’


‘I don’t think it was that stupid,’ said Martha.


‘No doubt you had your fun, got up to all the mischief Jamie went off to find. I think he was jealous of your naughty past.’


Martha thought about that. ‘Maybe he was.’


‘You should move on with your life, you should stop all the wondering and accept what happened.’


But Martha couldn’t stop wondering. In her head she visited the awful time daily. She was sure Jamie’s disappearance was her fault. She’d been hard to live with, demanded too much, hadn’t shown him enough love. And she couldn’t stop looking for him. On buses she stared at crowds in the street searching for that one familiar face in the sea of faces. She regularly walked the length of Princes Street scanning the people she passed. She stared at the crowd while watching football matches on television, always hoping that the assembly of familiar features she was endlessly looking for would suddenly appear and she might shout, ‘That’s him. I saw him.’ She often imagined what she’d do if she came across him in a pub or making his way along the same street as she was making her way along. ‘Oh, there you are,’ she might say casually. Or, ‘Where the hell have you been?’ They might kiss. He might come back to her and things would be as they’d been before. This, she knew, couldn’t happen. He’d walked out on her without telling her where he was going, indeed, without telling her he was going. After such a thing, it would never be the same again.


Sophie patted her arm. ‘You should put all the hurt behind you.’


Martha looked out at the sea, huge waves galloping in, white horses and the wind slicing spray off their crests. She set her face against the chilly blast, a grimace. ‘I like watching the waves. All the shapes they make, there’s a rhythm to it. It’s endless.’ She put her arm round Sophie. ‘You’re wrong about the job. Working at the insurance office, I’m a dogsbody. My only prospect is the chance to become a slightly more important dogsbody. I could even rise to be the most important dogsbody. But if I stay there it’s a dogsbody’s life for me. Besides . . .’


She wanted to say she thought it time to join the world again. She’d been numb for so long. And there was a lot going on – music, men in purple shirts and velvet jackets, long-legged girls in short skirts, people crying out for peace and love, protests, films. Oh, everything was happening and passing her by. In this new job she might see a bit of life.


‘Besides?’ said Sophie.


‘Besides, I’m getting a headache. I think it’s this wind. It’s cold.’


‘In which case, we better get you home. If that’s true. I don’t think it is. I think your besides is something else that you don’t want to talk about.’ She waved away whatever it was Martha was about to say. ‘Don’t argue. I’m right. I’m always right. I don’t get pleasure from this. In fact being constantly right is a burden.’
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All the Missing People


Nine o’clock Monday morning Martha stood at the door of Charlie Gavin’s office wearing her best work outfit: a slim black skirt, crisp white high-collar shirt and black stiletto heels. She fancied she looked like the perfect efficient secretary. The office, however, was locked. She wrestled with the door handle. She knocked. Nothing. She looked up and down the street. No Charlie.


Ten minutes went by, twenty, thirty. She looked at her watch, paced, stared up and down the street. No Charlie.


It started to rain. Pulling up her coat collar, Martha ran to the café across the road and ordered a cup of coffee. She sat watching the doorway to the office through the rivulets streaming down the window, debating if she should give up and go home. In the end, she decided against it. Turning up, disappointed and damp, so soon after leaving would give her mother an opportunity to launch into her I-told-you-so routine.


Sophie wouldn’t say the actual words. She’d express her smugness in the way she moved, put on the kettle, stood waiting for it to boil with her back to Martha. Her silences were always more crushing than anything she might say. No, thought Martha, I’m not going home. She’d wait in this café, and if Charlie Gavin didn’t show up, she’d spend the day wandering the streets till five o’clock. Then she’d return to the flat and tell Sophie she’d had a wonderful day and the new job was fascinating.


She clasped her cup in both hands, eyes fixed on the door across the road. Of course, if this continued, she’d have to wander the streets every day. She planned to take the bus to Princes Street, find a murky backstreet café and sit drinking coffee while writing job applications. That would be the thing to do. Sophie need never know her shame.


The girl who’d served her traipsed from behind the counter to the jukebox and put on Martha and the Vandellas’ ‘Dancing In The Street’. It was the third time she’d played it. ‘I love that song,’ she shouted to someone who was working in the kitchen. ‘It’s wild and free, just like me.’ She jiggled in time to the music, waved her arms over her head and sang along. Martha cringed. The record stopped. The girl put it on again. Martha’s shoulders tensed and rose in horror. There was nothing like loud music and a young girl shouting, ‘Wild and free, just like me,’ to make a tense nervous woman tenser and more nervous.


A man, short, middle-aged and paunchy, definitely not Charlie Gavin, stopped outside the office door. He tried opening it, twisting the handle this way and that. He banged furiously with his fist. Peered through the letterbox. Finally kicked the door a couple of times before walking off.


Martha thought, Goodness, perhaps my mother was right and I will be dealing with lonely hearts and losers. Sometimes very angry losers. She wondered if she should have gone across to the man and explained in her best secretarial tone that Mr Gavin had been delayed and could she take his telephone number so Mr Gavin could get in touch? But considering the force of the two kicks, she thought not. So far, this had not been a good day.


At last, at ten-fifteen on the dot, Charlie Gavin slid into view. He was on a red bicycle with a deep wicker basket attached to the handlebars. His trousers were neatly tucked into bicycle clips. He rode slowly and appeared to be talking to himself. Murphy, the cocker spaniel, trotted along the edge of the pavement, looking up at him from time to time. Perhaps adoringly, or perhaps, like Martha, he thought Charlie Gavin a little bit outré.


Martha heaved her coat from where she’d draped it over the back of her chair, went to the counter and paid for her coffee and all the while watched Charlie as he got off his bike, removed the clips from his trousers, propped the bike against the wall and searched his pockets for his keys. All this was mundane. But the meticulously precise way he conducted the routine held Martha’s interest. Meanwhile, the dog waited, eager no doubt to get on with his busy day of snoring and farting on the sofa.


Halfway across the road, Martha’s relief turned to rage. When she finally stood beside Charlie, she didn’t say a polite good morning as she’d planned. Instead she snapped, ‘Where the hell have you been?’


Charlie turned, slapped his forehead. ‘Oh, Christ. I forgot.’


‘You forgot I was coming?’


‘No. I forgot to tell you I don’t get to work till quarter past ten. Sorry.’


Tapping his nameplate as he passed, he wheeled his bike into the corridor, propped it against the wall and, once again, rummaged through his pockets for the key to the inner door. ‘They’re not in my key pocket.’ He patted his left-hand jacket pocket. ‘I always keep my keys in here.’ He gave her a pocket review. Patting a pocket and telling her what he kept in it. ‘Keys, wallet, comb, notebook, pen, dog biscuits, hanky, loose change and various sundry things not listed but sometimes necessary. A pen knife, for example.’


Martha said, ‘It’s good to be organised.’


He nodded. Pulled the key from the back pocket of his trousers, announcing, ‘Wrong pocket.’ And opened the door.


They tumbled into the office, dog first. It barged towards the sofa, leapt up and twirled, pummelling the cushions preparing for a day’s hard snoozing. Charlie looked round, checking that everything was as it had been when he’d left the place on Friday evening. Martha went to her desk, removed the cover from the typewriter and started to look through her desk drawers.


There were the usual things – typewriter ribbons, a couple of erasers, a stack of headed notepaper. In one drawer was a small book A History of Jazz and inside was a note: You will need this. In another drawer was a half-finished report with another note: You will have to complete this. I’m off. Other drawers contained books, knitting patterns and a selection of chocolate bars.


‘Did Mrs Florey give you much notice when she left?’ Martha asked.


‘God, no. She came in one morning and said she was done working here. She was off. And that was that. Whoosh, she was gone.’ He spread his arms and shrugged. ‘Who knows the workings of the Florey mind?’


Another drawer contained a harmonica.


‘Was Mrs Florey musical?’


‘Yes,’ said Charlie. ‘I’d say she was.’


There was a letter in the bottom drawer. The envelope was addressed to Whoever gets my job. The note inside was brief:




Please take care of Charlie. I love him, I really do. But I’ve had enough of lonely hearts and lost souls. I’ve paid my dues and now I’m off to see a bit of the world. It’s been out there waiting for me for a long time.


Charlie has his little idiosyncrasies but he’s not as daft as he looks or acts. And please forgive Murphy his indiscretions.


Sincerely


Rosa Florey.


PS I hope you find your lost one. I know you must be looking, otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting at this desk working for the kind of pay he’ll be offering.





Martha looked up at Charlie. He was carefully slipping an LP out of its sleeve, finger in the hole in the middle, thumb on the edge, and putting it onto a small record player on the shelf beside his desk. Louis Armstrong burst into the room, a joyous sound. ‘Louis in the mornings,’ Charlie said. ‘It’s too early in the day for Dizzy Gillespie. Might do some Rolling Stones later.’ He started to bop in the small space between his desk and the window, moving his head in time to the music. He stopped. Whirled round. Pointed at Martha with both hands, two fingers outstretched. A gunfighter’s pose. ‘My God, we forgot the bacon rolls. It’s ten to eleven. We’re five minutes late. You get them. Money in the petty cash box. I’ll make the coffee.’


Ten minutes later, they were in the kitchen, a small, snug space, painted pale green and immaculately clean. Charlie had laid out two blue-and-white patterned plates and matching cups. The place was filled with the thick dark aroma of fresh coffee. He poured.


‘Good coffee is the stuff of life. I have to go to the Italian deli up Leith Walk for this.’ He bit into his bacon roll. ‘Perfect. You have to get the right balance of tastes in your mouth. Roll, bacon and coffee.’


Martha agreed. Noticed it was after eleven o’clock and, so far, no work had been done.


‘Do you know,’ said Charlie, ‘I had to go across to that café and show them how to make the perfect bacon roll. They used to undercook the bacon. It was flaccid. Bacon crispy, bread soft and a small amount of slightly melting butter, what’s so hard about that?’


‘Nothing,’ said Martha. She wrestled with the mental image of him behind the counter wearing a large apron, waving a spatula and pronouncing on the importance of crispy bacon. ‘Actually, while I was waiting for you, a man came to your door. I was going to speak to him, but when he started kicking the door, I changed my mind.’


‘Good thinking,’ said Charlie. ‘What did he look like?’


Martha shrugged. ‘Middle-aged, smallish, dark hair, a bit of a pot belly, cheap suit.’


Charlie said, ‘You could be describing anybody. In fact, if it wasn’t for the dark hair and cheap suit, you could be describing me. I don’t have a pot belly either, come to that.’


Martha said, ‘Nor are you smallish. So it couldn’t have been you.’


‘No. But when observing people, you’ve got to look closely. It’s all in the details.’


Martha said she wasn’t a detective. ‘I wasn’t aware I should be looking for details.’


‘You have to be careful,’ said Charlie. ‘Sometimes people get upset. You know, when they’ve been happily missing and I find them and bring them back to the world they thought they’d left behind.’ He sipped his coffee contemplating this. ‘So,’ he turned to Martha, ‘who is missing with you?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Martha answered too quickly. And flushed.


‘Yes, you do.’


‘How do you know?’


‘You kind of twitched when you asked me about my work. And, you’ve left a well-paid job to come and work for me for buttons. A bit like Mrs Florey. Except she worked for nothing.’


‘She did?’ said Martha. ‘Why?’


‘I found her sister and she couldn’t afford my fee. After she’d paid it off, she just kept turning up for work. Said it was somewhere to go.’ He put down his cup and pulled a hanky from the appropriate pocket to wipe his hands. ‘So, it’s not your mother, you live with her. It’s not your daughter. Your father’s dead. You’ve no sisters or brothers, so who is missing? Your husband?’


Martha was shocked. ‘How do you know all that about me?’


‘I checked up on you.’ He was lying. Sheena at the newsagent’s had updated him on Martha’s life.


‘That’s not very nice. In fact, that’s horrible. Why did you do that?’


‘I needed to know who was coming to work with me. Checking up on people is what I do.’


‘It’s my husband. He ran away. I don’t know why for sure. It’s a bit of a mystery.’


Charlie finished his coffee and carried the cups to the sink. ‘I don’t believe in mysteries. I don’t do mysteries. I gather facts and present them to my clients. They decide what to do with them. Your husband probably got scared.’


‘What of?’


‘Living the life he was living and never doing the things he dreamed about – going to California, riding a camel across a desert, seeing the sun come up over the Taj Mahal. Making love to a beautiful woman with the surf crashing over him. Becoming a cowboy. That sort of stuff. He got to the point where, yes, it was scary to go but even scarier to stay.’ He sniffed. ‘Unless, there is another reason and you know what it is, but you’re keeping it to yourself because you’re ashamed.’


Charlie said she should get on with the report Mrs Florey had left in her desk.


‘Just write it up from my notes,’ he told her. ‘Then, perhaps, you could take a look at the filing cabinets. Mrs Florey had her own system. She put everything under degrees of tragedy.’


Martha spent the rest of the morning typing the report. Charlie set and lit the fire before running a carpet sweeper over the rug and dusting his desk and shelves. After that, he put on another Louis Armstrong LP, carefully removing the first one and replacing it in its sleeve. He took off his jacket, draped it over the back of his chair and settled down to work, scribbling furiously in his notebook.


Every time the phone rang, Charlie would look at Martha. ‘Who’s that on the phone?’


Before picking up the receiver, Martha would say she didn’t know. Then she’d slip into her perfect secretary routine. ‘Good morning, Charlie Gavin’s office, who is calling?’


The caller would tell her their name. Martha would repeat it and glance at Charlie. He’d wave his arms in the air, shaking his head and mouthing no, no, no. Unless it was Brenda or Art, in which case he’d pick up and say, ‘What now?’ He’d listen then give appropriate instructions. ‘The plunger is under my kitchen sink.’ Or, ‘No, you fry the onions first.’


‘Who are Brenda and Art?’ Martha asked.


‘They stay at my place.’


‘Lodgers?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘Nah. They just stay.’


When Martha asked Charlie why he didn’t take his work calls, he told her, ‘Not on a Monday morning. It’s too early in the week for dealing with broken lives. I need to warm up to get ready to cope with life’s absurdities. Anyway, I was working yesterday. I work most days. So Monday is sort of my Sunday.’


‘What are you doing at the moment?’


‘Making my weekly list. Records to be played on different days. Beatles tomorrow and a bit of Van Morrison, Miles Davis on Wednesday, then as we approach the weekend Nina Simone and a splash of Ella Fitzgerald finishing with Charlie Parker and Billie Holiday on Friday. What d’you think?’


‘Sounds fine,’ said Martha. What else could she say? Matching music with the days of the week was new to her.


‘Good. Now I’ll get on with the sandwiches. A list of the week’s fillings. What’s your favourite sandwich?’


She stopped typing and considered the question. ‘Roast chicken. I like it when the chicken’s still warm, with just a touch of mayonnaise and some lettuce. Or just plain tomato, thinly sliced with a dribble of olive oil and pepper.’


He frowned, thinking about this. ‘Good sandwiches. Of course, it all depends on the bread.’


‘Absolutely,’ Martha agreed and continued typing. Thomas Markham (75) disappeared 20th March 1967. Found 28th February 1969.


‘Could you take a letter to go with that?’ said Charlie. ‘It’d be good if we could get it in the post tonight along with an invoice.’ He coughed. ‘It’s to Mrs Patterson, Thomas Markham’s daughter. Just say, here’s my report and invoice and I hope she finds everything satisfactory. And tell her not to worry, and her father is well and would like to hear from her. Yours sincerely, Charlie Gavin.’


‘You want me to write the letter, then?’ said Martha.


‘Well, put all that stuff in, but nicely. Remember you are writing to someone who has been confused, worried and probably guilty.’ He got up, whistled and jerked his head towards the door. ‘C’mon, Murphy. Time for a walk.’


He leaned on the doorpost. ‘Lives in suspension. People going through their daily routine, work, meals, sleeping, and all the time they’re waiting. And they don’t always know why this happened. Why the person they’re waiting for went away. So be kindly.’ He left.


Came back again. ‘Just write the letter you’d like to get from someone like me.’


Martha waited. Called out, ‘Remember to tap the nameplate.’


‘Tapping has been done,’ Charlie replied.


She went out into the passage. ‘Why do you do that?’


‘It’s lucky.’


‘You’re superstitious?’


‘Only slightly. But why risk the wrath of the unlucky gods when a tap will keep them at bay. To tap or not to tap. I choose to tap.’


Martha shrugged and went back to her desk.


She pulled some files from the filing cabinet hoping to get an idea of Mrs Florey’s kindly writing style. To Mrs Hutchinson whose husband, a bank manager, missing for four years and found living in a cave on a remote Scottish peninsula, she wrote: Please don’t worry about him, he is warm and quite comfortable. He has built some amazing furniture from driftwood. He claims to have found peace watching the sky and combing the beach at low tide. I know you must be puzzled by how he has chosen to live. But, please, when you think of him, think of him kindly.


There was an escapee teenager, a serial runaway who’d regularly been brought home, drunk and shouting abuse, by the police. Her final bid for freedom had been successful. She’d disappeared. Charlie had found her in a convent training to be a nun. Mrs Florey had written to her parents: Your daughter has found her soul and is serene in her new vocation. You must be proud. Hold her kindly in your thoughts.


On and on it went. In file after file there were people whose friend, husband, wife, lover, mother or father had either turned up in the oddest of places or had swapped one ordinary suburban life for another ordinary suburban life. Mrs Florey told them all to be kindly when thinking of or contacting their lost ones.


Martha closed the files and sat, hands folded on the top of her desk, wondering. How had Charlie done that? How had he traced a wild child to a convent? What made him suspect a bank manager might be living in a remote cave? He’d said people left trails, there were clues to their present in their past.


She visited long gone conversations she’d had with Jamie. And found them to be empty. They’d spoken about what was on television tonight. What had been on television last night. The neighbours. Evie. They’d talked a lot about their daughter. But before she’d come along, had they had deep conversations? Martha didn’t think so. Now she thought about it, Jamie had never revealed any secret longings and ambitions. In fact, he hadn’t spoken much at all. She’d done all the talking. She’d prattled. He’d flicked through a newspaper saying, ‘Oh,’ and ‘Right,’ and ‘Hmm.’


Jamie had spent his free time in the garden shed. At the time Martha had thought that’s what men, well, married men, did. They also did manly chores like unblocking the sink, mending fuses and anything that required going up a ladder. She, being a woman, cooked, did the washing, ironed, and chose the curtains. The more she thought about it, the more she doubted her marriage.


They’d both been role-playing, an easy, unexciting husband-and-wife routine they’d picked up from magazines and sitcoms. They’d hardly communicated. They’d become boring. Not even halfway through their twenties they’d embraced being Darby and Joan. They could have sported matching beige cardies and fleecy-lined slippers.


Martha put her hand to her mouth. My God, if she’d realised all that at the time, she’d have run away, too. Of course, she’d have taken Evie with her.


She typed out the letter telling Mrs Patterson that her father was now living in Manchester with his new love, Eleanor Harris. She’d been a barmaid at the pub where Tom drank and played dominoes. Your father claims to have found domestic bliss Martha wrote. She looked at the photo Charlie had taken of the couple. They were sitting on a green-and-gold striped sofa. He wore pale trousers with a green shirt and yellow tie and seemed to blend in with his background. Why, he was almost camouflaged. He was smiling a small smile. He looked a little tired. Eleanor Harris, face heftily made up, thighs bulging from a red mini skirt, beamed and glowed. Martha thought, Oh well, good luck to them.


She wondered if Jamie had found bliss with a similar woman. A floozie, her mother would call her. She sighed. All this wondering was getting hard to bear. She was beginning to understand what her mother meant about thinking. It wasn’t worth the pain.


Thomas has instructed us to tell you that he’ll be in touch when he is ready to talk.


We hope you are pleased with our work in finding your father. And please, when you think of him, be kindly.


Yours sincerely


Charlie Gavin.


She put the letter on Charlie’s desk for him to sign. Paused and looked at his lists. Along with the lists of music and sandwiches for the week, there was a list of shirts he might wear, a list of possible suppers, a list of chores, a list of people to meet and phone calls to make and a final list: Things I dread: weak milky coffee, not having clean socks, the small man, people reading my lists, stop it, Martha. She blushed. He’d doodled squiggles and odd comments down the side of the page: What if . . . could be. Ah, Jesus wept. Sore days and sorry days. The things people do. Of course I couldn’t take the small man – he is too bitter, too disappointed. But we’re all disappointed one way or another. People have to forget themselves and then become the person they wanted to be all along. Except me, I have to forget myself in order to become the person I ought to have been. It’s hard.


Still blushing from having been caught out snooping, Martha returned to her desk and was sitting upright, typing furiously, when Charlie returned with the dog. It took up its place on the sofa. He smiled to her, said nothing about his lists, signed the letter and told her he was going out for the rest of the day. ‘Stuff to do.’


On Mondays he shopped for groceries and visited his aunt’s grave. He couldn’t break his routine. He was a man of habit. He just didn’t want Martha to know that.


Two minutes after leaving, he was back standing in the doorway patting his pockets, mumbling, ‘Keys, notebook, pen, cash, hanky. Yes. OK. Right. I’m off.’


Seconds later, he stuck his head round the door. ‘Put the guard in front of the fire if you go out.’


Martha said she would. He shut the door. Opened it again. ‘Is the gas off?’ Martha said it was. He told her once more he was going and shut the door. Martha waited. But no, this time Charlie seemed to have made it to the street and was finally on his way.


She spent the afternoon sorting out the filing cabinets. There were three of them, all stuffed with files labelled by Mrs Florey. She’d had her own take on filing, proving to Martha that Mrs Florey had her own take on life. Cases were placed in alphabetical order. But it was an alphabetical order based not on the names of the people Charlie had been looking for, but on Mrs Florey’s opinion of them and their tragedies – A for awful, agonising and adorable. B for boring and beautiful. On it went through D for disastrous, H for hippies, I for I can’t believe how stupid people can be, J for jolly nice outcome. Among the files labelled S were stupid people, sorrowful people, sweetie pies and stinkers. T was divided into sub-sections of tragedy – abominable tragedy to unbelievable tragedy and weepy tragedy and wince-making tragedy. The stories the files revealed were of people who had run away because of debt or some kind of shame. And escapees who felt driven to slip away from unhappiness and start a new life.


At the back of the final file, at the bottom of the third cabinet, after Z for zealot (there was only one, a man who’d taken to living on the streets and spent his days standing on corners shouting about the end of the world, which he claimed was nigh), was a huge bundle tied with dark blue ribbon and labelled Nope Not Telling. These files, as far as Martha could tell, were details of searches that had been successful. But Charlie was keeping the results to himself. For the record, these people were still missing.


It took Martha all afternoon to empty the cabinets and sort the files into alphabetical piles on the floor. Every so often, she’d open a file and sit on the rug reading it. It was strange comfort to find people who, like her, were struggling with rejection, loss, upset. And were walking through a new silence, staring at the phone, watching for the mail, caught in a time of waiting.


By four o’clock her back ached. She sweated and cursed and told the dog how awful this was. He looked doleful, but interested. Three times Charlie phoned. Was the gas definitely off? Would she remember to post the report and the invoice? Would she please take the record off the turntable and put it back in its sleeve. Carefully.


The man was a worrier.




7


The Smell of a Mother


By half-past five she was done. In her last job she’d have been entitled to overtime. She doubted that would happen at the Be Kindly Missing Persons Bureau. She didn’t think she deserved any extra cash. She’d done an awful thing – turned a gentle and whimsical filing system into something ordinary and boring.


‘That’s what I did with the songs,’ she told Murphy. ‘I took the sting out of them. I have a sweet voice. My “Away In A Manger” made ’em weep at the Sunday school nativity play. But it did nothing for “Great Balls Of Fire”. I wasn’t cool. No soul. I wanted to be a wild-haired boogie queen, a woman whose voice could make grown men weep. But there’s nothing rock’n’roll about me.’ She sighed, put on her coat. ‘My old friend Grace, now.’ She nodded to Murphy. ‘She was in the band. She could belt out a song. She’d shut her eyes and tell the world about love, loss and loneliness like she’d been there and back many times. What the hell was that about? She was good-looking and rich. She had it all. Where did that pain come from? God, she could sing the blues.’


She checked the gas was off, made sure the guard was firmly fixed in front of the fire, took the record from the turntable and, without touching the grooves, put it in its sleeve. Then she switched off the lights and stood at the door patting her pockets. ‘Keys, gas off, fire guard on, record player off, record put away. I’m turning into Charlie.’


She locked the door and out in the street tapped the nameplate. Walking home she scolded herself for being boring. She’d been a boring leader of a rock’n’roll band. Nothing original. No wild clothes. Didn’t write our own songs. Couldn’t even play our instruments very well. Except Grace. Then I got married and I was a boring wife. Keep your marriage alive, it says in magazines, by wearing nothing but a suspender belt and black stockings when your husband gets home. I never did that. And if I had, I doubt Jamie would have noticed. Or he’d have asked me if I wasn’t a bit chilly with no frock on.’


She stopped. ‘Murphy.’


The dog. She couldn’t leave it there alone. How could a man so concerned about checking the gas was off forget about his dog? Cursing, ‘Bloody man, bloody filing cabinets, bloody dog, bloody, bloody, bloody,’ she stamped back to fetch Murphy.


The dog looked unsurprised to see her. He lifted his head, yawned and settled back to sleep. Martha found a leash in one of the kitchen drawers, clipped it on Murphy’s collar and said, ‘C’mon then, let’s go home.’ Murphy jumped from the sofa and trotted out the door at her side. She stopped, patted her pockets. ‘Keys. Gas off. Fireguard on. Record player off.’ Out in the street she tapped the nameplate and set off once again for home.


They’d gone a few yards when Martha became aware of a squeak of unpolished shoe, the soft squish of thick rubber sole on pavement, steady steps behind her. She was being followed. It didn’t bother the dog much, but it bothered her. Ignore it, she told herself, walk on, don’t turn round.


But she did turn round. Persistent footfalls behind her were annoying and frightening. ‘Are you following me?’


‘Yes.’ It was the small man. The one she’d seen this morning banging and kicking Charlie’s door. The one who was listed among Charlie’s dreads.


‘Well, stop it.’


‘No.’ Up close he didn’t look so small. He reminded Martha of a bull – densely muscled. He was unkempt, his trousers crumpled, his tie stained. Here was a man who cared nothing for himself. And nothing for other people. ‘I know who you are.’


‘No, you don’t.’


‘You work for him. I saw you going in there with him. And,’ pointing at Murphy, ‘that’s his dog.’


Murphy growled. A deep throaty rumble that took him by surprise. He looked up at Martha. Was that me? Did I do that? He sat down to consider the matter.


‘He found me,’ the small man said. ‘I was happy where I was with the life I had. Nobody knew me. I was a constant stranger.’


‘And that made you happy?’ Martha thought this an odd admission. Surely it was better to be among friends, familiar faces – people who knew you and forgave your quirks, absurdities and faults, people who may even love you.


‘Of course it did. Nobody criticised me or looked down at me. They didn’t know who I was and they didn’t care. Then Charlie found me and told my wife where I was. She dragged me back home.’


‘Why don’t you just disappear again?’


‘As if. My wife won’t let me out of her sight. She phones my work every morning checking I’m there. My boss thinks it’s hilarious. Everyone’s laughing at me. I can’t go to the pub without her. I can’t go anywhere without her. Except work. All the neighbours know what I did. I ran away. They’re talking about me. Charlie Gavin did that.’


Martha said, ‘Goodness.’ She looked round. ‘So where’s your wife now?’


‘At home, looking at the clock, wondering where I am.’ He dug into his pocket and brought out a small handful of change. ‘That’s my money. That’s what I get every day for fares and lunch. It’s like being at school again. She’s got nothing to worry about. I’m not going anywhere. How far would I get with this money?’


Martha surveyed the coins and said, ‘Not far.’ She turned and walked away. He followed.


‘Go away,’ Martha shouted.


He kept on walking behind her, shoes squeaking.


‘Go away or I’ll call the police.’


Still he followed. ‘Charlie didn’t take me. He takes others. But not me. I was left to cope on my own.’


Martha turned. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Rooms and silences. Her and me staring at one another. She hates me for going and not saying I was going or where I was going to. Just upping and leaving. I hate being there in that house. She feels rejected. She’ll never forgive me.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Charlie Gavin’s not sorry. If he was he’d take me. What’s wrong with me that he won’t take me? Tell me that.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘You people, you think you’re doing good. But you’re not. You’re ruining people’s lives.’ He jabbed his finger at her, shouted, ‘Bastards.’


Martha walked on. Didn’t turn, didn’t reply. She rounded the corner, and ran. Handbag banging on her hip, heels clicking on the pavement, the dog pounding along beside her, ears flapping. He was enjoying this. She didn’t stop till she reached home. She burst in, slammed the door and leaned against it, panting.


After she’d recovered, she opened the door, stuck her head out and surveyed the street. Nobody.


She went upstairs, took off her coat and draped it on the post and went into the kitchen.


Sophie was at the cooker, working on her latest Elizabeth David recipe. ‘Where the hell have you been? It’s after six.’


‘Working,’ said Martha.


‘You’re all hot and sweaty.’


‘I ran home.’


‘Why?’


‘I was late.’


Sophie spotted the dog. ‘What’s that?’


‘Murphy. He’s a dog.’


‘Where did you get it?’


‘He’s Charlie’s.’


‘And what’s he doing with you?’


‘I brought him home rather than leave him at the office. I thought he’d be lonely.’


‘So, on your first day you work till after six and you take pity on your boss’s abandoned dog and bring it home. What sort of job is that?’


Martha shrugged. ‘One that pays?’


‘You’re being taken advantage of.’


‘What else was I to do? I couldn’t just leave him there.’


‘Of course you could. He’s not your responsibility.’ She took a bowl from the cupboard, and spooned some of the stew she was cooking into it. ‘Does he eat boeuf bourguignon? It’s got wine in.’


Martha said she’d no idea what the dog ate, ‘But judging from his digestive indiscretions, he eats anything.’


‘Digestive indiscretions?’


‘He farts.’


‘Not after my food, nobody farts over my cooking. I wouldn’t let them. It’s just not polite.’


Sophie put the food on the floor and invited the dog to eat. He did, following the bowl as the force of his enthusiastic eating and licking sent it scudding across the floor.


The noise brought Evie to the room. ‘A dog. I’ve always wanted a dog.’ She flung her arms around him. Held him to her.


‘Hello, Mum.’ There was cynicism and disappointment in Martha’s voice. ‘How are you? Did your first day go well? It’s nice to see you.’


Evie stared at her and said, ‘Hello, Mum. How are you? Did your first day go well? It’s nice to see you.’


‘Thank you,’ said Martha. ‘The day was good. Busy but I coped.’ She was still cynical.


Evie tired of the joke, turned to Murphy. ‘Coming to play?’ She headed for the living room. The dog followed.


‘Perhaps,’ Martha sighed, ‘if I had a thick coat and long silky ears my daughter would adore me.’


‘Not if you farted,’ said Sophie. ‘You can set the table. And wash your hands first. And tell me about your day.’


Martha sighed. ‘I arrived early. I typed a report. I sorted out the filing cabinet. Had a good bacon roll in the morning. That was it.’


‘No adventures, then? No tracking down a missing person and bringing happiness to lost souls?’


Martha shook her head and mentally revised her report. I wasn’t told the proper starting time, I sat in a café listening to a song that upsets me, I ruined a sensitive and genuinely interesting filing system, I got chased by an embittered scary man and I learned my daughter prefers slightly smelly cocker spaniels to me. This day so far hadn’t been enthralling.


Charlie arrived as they were sitting down to eat. Sophie let him in. Martha heard him take the stairs two at a time, asking if the dog was here. He burst into the kitchen, spotted Murphy lying at Evie’s feet and sighed. ‘There you are.’


The dog came to him, leaned on his leg and sighed in return.


‘You should have left him in the office,’ Charlie said to Martha. ‘He doesn’t mind. He knows I’ll come for him.’


‘She should do no such thing. A dog doesn’t like to be left alone in the dark. He worries.’ Sophie pointed towards the sink. ‘Well, wash your hands. You can’t eat after you’ve been touching an animal.’


Charlie said he was fine.


Sophie said, ‘We can’t eat with you looking on. Murphy’s had his share, now it’s your turn. Martha, fetch Mr Gavin a plate and a knife and fork.’ Turning to Charlie, she said, ‘Sit down and eat. You look like you need feeding.’


Charlie obeyed.


‘So,’ said Sophie, ‘tell us about yourself, Mr Gavin.’


‘Charlie, I prefer that name.’


Sophie asked, ‘You find people?’


Charlie took a forkful of food and nodded.


‘And how do you do that?’


‘Follow the trail.’


Sophie told him to help himself to veg and asked what sort of trail missing people left.


‘They leave hopes and daydreams and wishes with the people left behind. They have old haunts I can visit. It’s interesting the paths people follow.’


‘I suppose it is,’ said Sophie. She concentrated on her food for a while before saying, ‘You’re not married Martha tells me.’


‘No,’ said Charlie.


‘Have you ever been?’


‘No. It’s a huge step getting married. I don’t know if I could do it. It’s so final, a big commitment. There’d be someone else constantly in my life. I wouldn’t be free. I like to know I can do what I want when I want.’


Sophie said, ‘You’re sounding just like a man.’


‘I am a man.’


‘No reason to sound like one. Marriage is lovely. It’s warm and comfortable. And it’s wonderful to have someone next to you in bed every night. Someone you can heat your cold feet on. You should try it.’


Charlie shook his head, smiled and told Sophie he didn’t believe her.


‘Oh, marriage is a good thing,’ said Sophie. ‘I enjoyed the companionship. But I’ll admit it is messy. You become entwined with your spouse. Close, sometimes too close. There are stains you wish you didn’t know about and gurgling noises from the bathroom. But these things can be endearing in one you love. Still, there is a certain loss of identity. You become a couple; suddenly you are two people instead of one. I found I had “Martin and” in front of my name. I was Martin and Sophie on Christmas cards and invitations. It takes getting used to.’


Charlie said it was definitely not for him.


‘Will you stop asking questions?’ said Martha. ‘This isn’t the Spanish Inquisition. Evie, stop giving the dog your food.’


‘He’s hungry,’ said Evie. ‘He just told me.’


Charlie smiled to her and started playing his finger and thumb drum solo on the table, chewing in time to the music in his head.


‘That’s a fine bit of drumming,’ said Sophie. ‘Do you play?’


‘No, I wish I did. I love music. Do you play?’


‘No,’ said Sophie. She pointed at Martha. ‘She does – very well, in fact. The piano.’


‘And the guitar,’ said Evie.


Charlie knew this, but didn’t want Martha to know he knew. ‘You didn’t mention that.’


Martha shook her head. ‘I didn’t think it relevant.’


‘Oh,’ said Charlie, ‘everything is relevant.’


‘Yes,’ said Evie, forking food into her mouth, ‘it was the guitar that led my mother to doing the stupidest thing she ever done.’


‘That’s enough,’ said Martha. ‘Charlie doesn’t want to know about all this.’


‘Yes, I do,’ said Charlie.


‘See,’ said Evie, ‘my gran says working for you is the second-stupidest thing my mum done. On account of the bad pay and such like. But the stupidest thing she ever done was when she went to play in the band.’


‘Band?’ said Charlie. He acted interested. He knew all about the band.


Martha said, ‘Evie, that’s enough.’


‘Yes,’ said Evie. ‘She got a place at university to study chemistry but she never done that, she went off with the band instead. They were rubbish and they all argued all the time. That was the stupidest thing she ever done.’


Martha blushed and groaned. She stared down at her food, too embarrassed to bother correcting her daughter’s grammar. She was aware of Charlie staring at her, aware, too, of the silence at the table. She rummaged through her mind, searching for something to say. The subject needed changing.


Evie came to her rescue. ‘What’s the Spanish Inquisition, anyway?’


Another thing that happened today, Martha thought. I discovered that no matter how old you get, your mother and also your child can always embarrass you.


All this passed by Charlie. He barely noticed the undercurrents and unspoken fears and doubts going on at the table. He was dining with two mothers and mothers fascinated him. He wondered about them. In the street and in cafés and shops he watched them. He longed to be on the receiving end of their kindness, toughness and caring. He’d never been part of a family. He didn’t know the smell of a mother, hadn’t been held close. There had been a time when he’d answered a horse or a puppy or a red bike when asked what he’d like more than anything in the world. The real answer had been a mother. He wanted one. He knew he had one. Ella had told him she was dead. But he’d discovered she was out there in the world somewhere leading her life. It didn’t include him.


At this table there were two whole mothers eating and laughing and bickering and they didn’t know how special they were. They had changed nappies, baked scones, bathed cuts, clapped at first steps, taught an infant to speak, picked up toys, washed clothes, played games, sung lullabies. How amazing that was. Oh, how he wanted one for himself. If he’d had one he’d have led a different life. He’d be a different person, with friends and someone to love and maybe a child of his own. He ate his beef and marvelled.
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The Ukulele


Sophie always claimed that if she hadn’t bought that bloody ukulele the stupidity would never have happened. It hadn’t even been a proper ukulele. It had been a plastic toy – beige at the front, pale blue at the back.


It arrived in Martha’s life in 1956 when she was fourteen. Two huge things happened then: her father, Martin, died and she heard Gene Vincent singing ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’. Everything changed. Martin, a carpenter by trade, had fallen from a roof, broken his spine and neck, and died instantly.


Sophie stopped communicating with everyone she knew. She was bent double with grief and shock. Her eyes sank into her head and dark rings developed round them. Sometimes she’d open her mouth to speak and nothing would come out. She moved slowly, going through her daily routine. Get up, make breakfast, see Martha off to school. And after it all was done, she couldn’t remember doing it. She’d go back to bed and lie looking at the ceiling, empty of thought, empty of feeling. Numb. The truth of her situation was too grim to face. She’d lie until Martha was due home from school, then she’d will herself to get up and clean a little and prepare supper. It was months before she emerged from her grief. By then she was sure her daughter was lost to her. She didn’t recognise Martha’s ordinary teenage behaviour.


Martha was lonely, monosyllabic and angry. Only Gene understood. He was out there in the world, singing songs just for her. She knew this from the way he gazed at her from his picture on her bedroom wall.


‘Where are you going?’ Sophie would ask.


‘Out,’ Martha would reply.


Their conversations rarely amounted to more than this, till the night Martha spotted the guitar hanging in a shop window. After that it was all she could talk about. It was the first object of lust in her life.


At school Martha belonged to a small group of friends – Patricia, Laura and Grace. In fact, Grace was, in Martha’s opinion, a hanger on, always slightly apart, listening to rather than joining the ardent conversations about Gene Vincent and Elvis Presley. They also discussed classmates they hated, boys they fancied, their mutual loathing of physics, films they wanted to see, and Jamie Walters, who had a crush on Martha. Gene was their passion, though. Patricia wanted to meet him and chat about important things like did he believe in God? Laura wanted to be held in his arms and feel the warmth of his lips as he whispered undying love to her. Not Martha. She wanted to be Gene Vincent. She wanted to strut about a stage, a guitar slung round her neck as she sang moody songs about loneliness, love and death.


The night of the red guitar was bitterly cold, early December. Martha and her mother were returning home after visiting Sophie’s sister, Lou. Nine-thirty in the evening, they were at the bus stop in Haymarket waiting for the number twelve bus. The music shop was behind them. Martha turned, saw the beautiful thing – dark red and glistening – hanging in a rack of guitars in the window and was filled with instant longing. It was the answer to her prayers. It could make her life complete. This was exactly the kind of guitar Gene would play.


At the time she was wearing a green tweed coat with a velvet collar, shiny black shoes and white ankle socks. On her head a green pixie hat with a pom-pom – clothes chosen as suitable for a fourteen-year-old by her mother. But in her heart Martha wore blue jeans, white T-shirt and beaten-up leather jacket.


She’d clutched her mother’s arm, pointed at the object of lust in the window and said, ‘That’s what I want for Christmas.’


Sophie laughed. ‘That’s not the sort of thing a girl should have. Guitars are for boys.’


‘Why?’


‘Because they just are.’


The bus arrived. Sophie and Martha climbed aboard, found their seats and travelled in silence. Sophie worried about money. Martha dreamed of the red guitar.


Of course, at the time Martha had no idea of the serious dip in her family’s finances since her father’s death. He’d been a respected craftsman, but not well paid. The family got by. Any spare money they’d had was spent on Martha. It bought her clothes, paid for her trips to the swimming pool and her weekly piano lessons. Martin and Sophie had great plans for their daughter. She was quiet, studious, did well at school. They planned for her to be the first in the family to go to university. She’d be a doctor, a lawyer, a professor. Who knew? But whatever it was, it would be well paid and important. She’d have letters after her name.


Now, there was no money for luxuries, certainly not for a gleamy red guitar. So, not wanting to disappoint her daughter, Sophie bought the ukulele. Well, it was guitar-shaped. It would have to do. Having to do was how things were.


On Christmas morning, Martha hid her feelings. She didn’t cry. She didn’t throw the hideous toy across the room. She smiled at her mother and thanked her. But oh, the disappointment. It swamped her, gripped her throat and the pit of her stomach. She’d hoped, wished and prayed that the red guitar would be waiting for her, glinting in the Christmas tree lights. Well, this was rock’n’roll for you. A lot of woes and tears before you hit the top. How was Sophie to know a plastic ukulele was not the sort of thing an aspirant rocker could be seen carrying around? It did nothing for Martha’s rendition of ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’.


Still, by the end of Christmas Day, Martha had mastered several chords and could accompany herself as she sang a rather sweet and tinkly version of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.


Sophie knew that this rock’n’roll thing would not go away. Her daughter was hooked. She cursed the ukulele, wishing she’d bought Martha her first proper lipstick and a copy of Catcher in the Rye. All she’d done was fan the flames of Martha’s longing to play the music she loved. ‘Bloody ukulele,’ Sophie thought.


Martha now knew that she’d have to buy the guitar herself. She supposed Gene and Elvis did the same. She took a paper round. Up at six in the morning, out into the dawn facing biting winds, rain and, from time to time, fresh, glistening air and a watery sun sparkling on the sea. Jaw set, Martha would stride up and down garden paths, ramming papers through letterboxes, thinking red guitar, red guitar.


She’d been a sickly child, prone to colds and flu. As winter deepened and February with its thick sea mists and drenching rain rolled round, Martha was regularly laid low. She ignored her health. Sophie could not. Unable to watch her daughter, sweating, fevered and coughing, go out into the pouring weather, Sophie would say, ‘Go back to bed. I’ll do your round for you.’ She’d stamp the streets, cursing with every step, ‘Bloody ukulele. Bloody ukulele.’


Nine months later, Martha had fifteen pounds, an accumulation of earned money, pocket money, birthday money and money she’d cadged from her mother and various relatives. This was a huge amount, enough, Martha was sure, to buy the red guitar, extra strings and all sorts of guitar accessories. She left her job and took the bus to Haymarket.


In the shop she slapped her savings on the counter, pointed to the guitar and told the man she’d have it. He looked at the small pile of notes and change, then at her, shook his head and told her the object of her desire cost seventy-five pounds. ‘But I have got a beauty, just the thing for you. Fourteen pounds.’ He disappeared into the back shop and returned with an old, battered yellow guitar. ‘I’ll be sorry to see this go. But I know you’ll give it a good home.’


She took the guitar, held it. Glanced up at the beauty she’d fallen in love with, then at the scratched and worn instrument she’d been offered. This was a bitter blow. But holding the guitar, knowing she could have it, take it home, was a little bit thrilling.


‘Been around the block a bit,’ said the salesman, nodding at the guitar, ‘but that’s what you want. It’s been played. Lovely tone to it. And it came all the way from Memphis. Bluesman touring the country brought it in. He needed a bit of cash for whisky. Almost wept when he parted with it. The sound you’ll get from that guitar will lift your heart. You could say it’s run in, playing smoothly.’


Martha said, ‘Gosh.’ This was her first encounter with salesmanship and she was overwhelmed.


‘I’ve been saving it for the right person. That’s you.’


She took it.


Over the next few weeks Martha’s life centred round the guitar. It was her only topic of conversation. She mastered three chords. Flickering her fingers to her friends, she demonstrated them. Her real talent wasn’t making music; it was talking about making music. She enthused so much it wasn’t long before it became the thing in her small clique to own a guitar. Laura was first to get one for her Christmas. Patricia pleaded with her folks to buy her one. But they refused on account of having bought a drum kit for her brother. He’d bashed at it for several weeks then abandoned it. Patricia’s new passion was, they said, a passing phase. She’d get over it. She didn’t. She took up the drums and spent her evenings battering them in the garage where they’d been put out of the way.


Two guitar players and a drummer – why, it was the beginning of a band. The three practised in Patricia’s parents’ garage on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday nights. They strummed, bickered and made a dreadful noise, but, as Sophie said, they were out of the way, she didn’t have to listen to the din, and the new passion was keeping them away from boys. They called themselves Vinnie (after Gene Vincent) and the Vixens. They were sure they were cool.


Grace had joined the group at school break-times, but never went out with them on their trips to the cinema or the local chip shop. She was the child of affluent parents who kept her busy with after-school activities – riding lessons, swimming lessons, dancing class and classical guitar tutoring.


It was this last that interested Vinnie and the Vixens. They cultivated Grace, offered her swigs of their Vimto and bites of their Mars bars. She was welcomed into their break-time discussions about rock’n’roll, if fat chips were tastier than small crispy ones, and the general loveliness of Gene Vincent. Being in a band, they told her, was the best thing in the world. Vinnie and the Vixens were going to be famous one day. ‘Of course,’ Martha said, ‘we are playing the stuff we want to play. We’d never sell out and become commercial.’
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