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Dead Flowers


Nick Sharman’s daughter Judith has returned to Scotland and nothing will tempt him back into the business again… unless it’s Ray Miller. Miller, a Lottery rollover double-jackpot winner, wants to find the wife who left him. This should be a simple task for Sharman, giving him easy money and evidence for Judith that he’s trying to get his life together.


When Miller’s wife, Sharon, turns out to be a whore addicted to heroin supplied by her pimp, Sharman’s fate appears to be sealed. The news of Miller’s new-found wealth has brought out south London’s worst villains, the most unpleasant of whom – Adult Baby Albert and Mr Freeze – decide the best way to get what they want is to use Sharon to prise it from Miller. And Sharman, the patsy, is primed to take the fall.




[image: illustration]


Mark Timlin has written some thirty novels under many different names, including best-selling books as Lee Martin, innumerable short stories, an anthology and numerous articles for various newspapers and magazines. His serial hero, Nick Sharman, who appears in Take the A-Train, has featured in a Carlton TV series, starring Clive Owen, before he went on to become a Hollywood superstar. Mark lives in Newport, Wales.




 


 


 


‘The king of the British hard-boiled thriller’


– Times


‘Grips like a pair of regulation handcuffs’


– Guardian


‘Reverberates like a gunshot’


– Irish Times


‘Definitely one of the best’


– Time Out


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


– Telegraph


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


– Arena
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I sent my love dead flowers
when I knew our love was dead
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We got to the pub in Waterloo where I’d arranged to meet Ray Miller at ten minutes before noon. His dark blue Aston Martin Vantage was parked on a meter outside. He was early. I knew he’d be early. He was keen to see me and hear what I had to say. We stopped opposite, maybe twenty yards up the street, on the right hand side. It was raining. Hard silver drops that looked like coins and bounced back off the black tarmac of the road. It always seemed to be fucking raining then. There were few people about in the deluge, even though it was a business day, and those that were, were anonymous under umbrellas or dodging from shop doorway to shop doorway as if wary of snipers. That was funny. Or maybe it wasn’t. ‘That’s the place,’ I said, pointing across the street. ‘That’s his car.’


The radio had been tuned into Capital Gold during the drive and Albert and Freeze had sung along to all the hits and more coming through the car speakers and didn’t improve them one little bit. But at least it showed they were enjoying themselves, which is more than I could say for myself. I hate the whole concept of gold stations. I detest the geriatric DJs and the computer-programmed records. Shit. How many times can you listen to ‘Good Vibrations’ before your brain rots?


‘Good. You’ve done extremely well, Nicky,’ said Adult Baby Albert, punching off the radio and looking through the windscreen that was dappled with water and made the world outside look lopsided. The wipers slapped back and forth like metronomes, and about every three strokes the rubber squealed on the glass and set my teeth on edge. ‘When he comes out we hit him hard.’ Then he turned his bulk in his seat and looked at me. ‘And you can watch your mate die.’


Not that Ray Miller was exactly my mate. In fact, not my mate at all. Just someone I’d met in the way of business. But I didn’t particularly want to see him wasted. Especially by this crew. Especially because of me. ‘Fuck off,’ I said.


Mr Freeze leant over the back of the driver’s seat and casually slapped me round the face with his gloved hand so that my nose started bleeding. ‘Shut up, cunt,’ he said in his horrible, raspy voice. ‘Or we do you too. Now.’


I was sitting in the back of a red Jaguar XJ6 with my hands manacled to a metal ring that had been clumsily welded to the side of the bodywork. I wasn’t the first to suffer this fate apparently, as there was a rusty red crust on the leather upholstery of the seat under the weld. I wondered what had happened to the owner or owners of the blood. Nothing pleasant, I was certain. The car smelt bad inside. Neither Albert nor Freeze were exactly big on personal hygiene, but it wasn’t just that. The motor stunk of fear. Old fear. It was ground into the carpets and upholstery like the smell of too many cigarettes that wouldn’t go away.


‘Speak to him,’ said Albert to me. ‘Get him out in the street.’


‘What shall I say?’ I asked, playing dumb.


‘You’ll think of something. Busk it.’


‘And if I don’t?’


‘We’ve still got the bolt cutters.’ He jabbed the redial button of the cellular phone he was carrying that I’d used to arrange the meeting with Ray Miller earlier, then stuck the instrument in my face. I didn’t need reminding about the cutters, or what Albert was prepared to do with them. They were under the front seat, their blades coated with same muck as the leather beside me. Somebody’s blood. Somebody’s life. And it would be mine unless I did what they said.


Ray answered on the first ring and, like the coward I was, I did as I had been ordered.


‘Sharman,’ I said.


‘Where are you?’


‘Right outside.’


‘Is Sharon there?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


Albert made a wind-up sign with his finger. ‘We’ve got to talk, Ray,’ I said.


‘I’m waiting for you,’ he replied.


‘Not in there. Out here.’


‘Is something wrong?’


‘No. It’s fine. Come out. I’ll pick you up.’


‘OK,’ he said and cut me off. I felt like Judas.


I looked over the road. The door to the pub opened and Ray appeared. He was wearing a mackintosh that made him look twice his size.


‘There he is,’ said Freeze, and Adult Baby Albert tossed the phone in Freeze’s lap, reached under his coat and pulled out the Hämmerli .22. Freeze restarted the engine as Ray stopped at the kerb looking for me.


He scoped the street through the downpour looking for my car, as Freeze snorted, slapped the Jag into gear, put his foot down hard on the gas and with a scream of rubber from the drive wheels drove straight across the road. He slammed on the brakes a moment later and the big car rocked to a halt on its springs as Albert rolled down the electric window, poked the silenced target pistol through the gap and calmly fired three times. I saw the bullets whack into the material of Ray’s coat and the expression of surprise on his face as he staggered back and fell on the wet pavement where the rain lashed down on to his still body. Freeze hit the accelerator again and the big motor fishtailed away, leaving Ray lying there, almost before anyone noticed what had happened.


‘Well done, Albert,’ said Freeze, as the car skidded round the first left-hand corner we came to, almost clipping a post office van parked there. ‘One more under the belt.’


‘You bastards,’ I said as I fought to keep from sliding on to the floor. ‘You didn’t give him a chance.’


‘You were the one spoke to him on the phone,’ said Albert. ‘You stitched him up to protect your own skin. But it’s not going to save you. You still have to die.’


I said nothing. He was right, of course.


‘See, Freeze,’ Albert went on, ‘people will do anything to hang on to a few more precious moments of life. Anything. Betray. Lie. Cheat. Steal. Humanity. I have no time for it.’


‘That’s obvious, you fat sack of shit,’ I said.


Albert leant round again and pointed the gun at my head. ‘Shut up, Nicky,’ he said, ‘or you won’t even live another minute.’


I shut up and watched the rain outside the car as we sped down the Old Kent Road and, not for the first time, wondered why the hell I did what I did.
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It was raining when it all started, and it was raining when it all ended. It rained a lot that spring and summer, although every time I turned on the TV, or switched on the radio, or picked up a newspaper, there were dark warnings of drought and global warming. But it seemed to rain a lot to me. Maybe I was in a parallel universe. Come to think of it now, I’m sure I was. It was the strangest time I’ve ever known, and believe me I’ve known some. Dark days of storms and floods and people who had stepped from a nightmare. And other people too. Decent people who needed my help, and the ones who saved my life.


Take my friend Charlie, for instance.


Charlie the mechanic who’d become Charlie the used-car guy and had supplied me with a long stream of motors over the years, some of which had ended up in the great used-car lot in the sky, mainly, sad to say, due to my carelessness, and the way I earned my living. If you could call it living.


One afternoon a couple of months back he’d given me a call.


‘If this is about my outstanding bill—’ I said.


‘Forget the bill,’ he interrupted.


‘What? Permanently?’


‘No. Not permanently. Just temporarily. I need to talk to you.’


‘What about?’


‘I can’t tell you over the phone. You doing anything tonight?’


‘Nothing special.’


‘How about a bevvy?’


‘Sounds OK. Where?’


‘You know that little bar in Brixton. Back of the town hall.’


‘Sure I know it.’


‘I’ll be there round seven.’


‘OK, Charles,’ I said. ‘I’ll see you there.’


I got to the bar at the designated hour; Charlie was sitting at a table in the raised area at the back listening to Count Suckle on the sound system and staring at Sheryl Crow on the big screen TV with the sound turned down. I got two bottles of Bud from the bar and joined him. He looked unhappy, all wrapped up in his sheepskin coat like a teddy bear who’d just been abandoned by its owner. ‘Hello, Charlie,’ I said, plonking a beer bottle down next to its twin in front of him and hauling out my Silk Cut. ‘What’s new? You look pissed off. Did you get beat up on a deal for a nearly new Range Rover Vogue?’


‘You won’t believe me if I tell you,’ he said, tearing his eyes away from Sheryl and clinking bottles with me.


‘Try me,’ I said.


‘It’s difficult, Nick.’ The record changed to a live BB King cut. Someone in the bar had great taste in music, if a lousy taste in TV.


‘It is about my bill, isn’t it? Look, I’ll give you a postdated—’


‘Will you shut up about your bloody bill.’


‘It’s the first time I’ve ever heard you say that.’


He put one hand to his forehead and sighed and I knew something was up but couldn’t for the life of me think what it could be. ‘Is it Ginny?’ I asked. Ginny being Charlie’s wife of many years. ‘The kids?’


‘No. Yes. Sort of.’ He sighed again.


‘Or none of the above,’ I said, trying to lighten his mood. ‘What is it?’


‘Nick. I reckon you’re my best friend.’ It’s weird when people say that sort of thing. I’ve always thought of Charlie as a good mate. But not my best friend, if you know what I mean. I was flattered, but a little alarmed. I had a horrible feeling he was going to tell me he was dying of some sort of terrible disease. ‘And I’ve got no one else to talk to,’ he continued.


Christ. Here it comes I thought.


He took a big breath. ‘See. I’m gay, Nick.’


It went right past me the first time. I thought I’d misheard. ‘Do what?’ I said.


‘I’m gay.’


‘That’s what I thought you said. It’s a wind-up, right?’


‘No wind-up.’


I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Charlie,’ I said, ‘I’ve known you how long? Twenty years? More? I went to your wedding. I’ve seen your kids grow up. Now you’re telling me you’re gay. I don’t believe it.’


‘Why not, Nick? Can’t you handle it?’


BB King faded out and ‘Rocket 88’ by Jackie Brenston thudded on. I had to try and get a copy of this tape. ‘You’re serious,’ I said.


‘At last.’


‘I don’t know what to say, Charlie. How long have you known?’


‘Since I was about eight years old. But I’ve only admitted it to myself over the last year or so.’


‘You’re not having an affair?’


‘You sound shocked, Nick. How many affairs did you have when you were married to Laura?’


‘That was different.’


‘Why? Because they weren’t with men.’


There was no answer to that. ‘Are you?’ I asked again and lit another cigarette.


‘No.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘Don’t be fucking stupid, Nick. What do you think the problem is? I want to have an affair. That’s the problem.’


‘With anyone in particular?’


He shook his head. ‘No. I’m not stupid, Nick. I know the risks. All the risks. Want another drink?’


‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘Jack Daniel’s and Coke. Large one. In fact, make it a triple.’


He got up and went to the bar, I listened to Jackie Brenston and then Otis Redding and Carla Thomas’s version of ‘Knock On Wood’ after him.


When Charlie came back I said, ‘Does Ginny know?’


‘Christ no. Can you imagine?’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Nor do I.’


‘So what are you going to do?’


‘Get drunk with you.’


‘Bloody good idea,’ I said.
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We did get drunk that night. Drunk like the old times when we didn’t have a care in the world except where the next drink was coming from.


‘What am I going to do?’ Charlie asked me sometime through the fourth large Grouse he was drinking by then.


‘What do you want to do?’ I asked.


‘Stop living a lie every day.’


‘Jesus, Charlie,’ I said. ‘We all live lies some of the time. Some of us all of the time.’


He didn’t answer that one.


After a few more drinks, which mostly we swallowed in silence, he seemed to cheer up a bit. Or maybe I was misreading the situation. I was matching him glass for glass, and I’d long ago lost count of how many we’d sunk.


‘You know what, Nick,’ he said after a bit.


‘What?’


‘I can’t tell you.’


‘What?’


‘Jesus, but it’s strange.’


‘What? Come on, Charlie, spit it out.’


‘I reckon I’d rather be a lesbian,’ he said.


‘What?’ I said again through the alcohol fumes. ‘You want a sex change now?’


We both laughed. ‘No. Don’t be fucking stupid. I just reckon of all the options it’s the best one.’


‘Why?’


‘Easy,’ he replied and ticked the answers off on his fingers.


‘One. You get to eat pussy and get your pussy eaten. That must be like a blow job. What do you reckon?’


I admitted it had never crossed my mind.


‘Right. Two. You get to play with tits. Now that can’t be bad.’


‘You’re not sounding very gay to me so far, Charlie,’ I ventured.


‘I know. But don’t forget I’ve been pretending to be straight for more than thirty years. Some of it must rub off. Right?’


I agreed he had a point.


‘Then you can admit to liking dick, ’cos you’re a woman. Right?’


I nodded.


‘Where was I?’ he asked, looking a little confused and calling to the bar for another round.


‘That was three, I think,’ I said.


‘Right. Three. No, four. There’s no shame in being penetrated. Right.’


I was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable, but nodded agreement nevertheless.


‘And you don’t have to get into all the macho shit that men have to. You can just lie back in silk knickers and chill out.’ The young woman who delivered our drinks gave us both an odd look which he didn’t see.


‘It’s a point of view,’ I said when she’d gone.


‘But not one you really agree with.’


‘No.’


‘I thought not.’


‘You are what you are, Charlie,’ I said.


‘That’s just the point.’ He thumped the table. ‘I’m not.’


‘You’ll always be my mate though,’ I said.


‘Will I? Look at you. You’re as embarrassed as fuck.’


‘It’s just a shock, that’s all.’


‘Is it?’


‘Sure it is.’


‘What am I going to do, Nick?’ he asked. ‘Come out and fuck up my family or carry on like I’m doing and feeling as miserable as sin all the time.’


‘I can’t help you with that one, Charlie,’ I replied. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Not half as sorry as I am. I could always kill myself, I suppose.’


‘That’s bollocks and you know it,’ I said. ‘Don’t give me that crap or I’ll lose my patience.’


‘Always there with an understanding word, eh, Nick?’ he said, and I could see the misery in his face but to my detriment I ignored it.


My lack of understanding would come back to haunt me.


And that’s more or less where we left it. I couldn’t help Charlie, but I could help the next person who came looking for me. Or at least I thought I could, and if it hadn’t been for what Charlie had told me, and what happened later, maybe I never would have.
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I’d just got back from Aberdeen and reopened the office when I met Ray Miller. I’d been visiting my daughter, Judith, who was living in Scotland with her solicitor’s family until she decided what to do with her life. She was a rich girl now, or she would be in a couple of years’ time when she reached her majority. Her deceased mother and stepfather had seen to that when they perished with her little half-brother on a freezing day just before the previous Christmas at O’Hare airport in Chicago. But right now she was getting ready to do her GCSEs. Then she’d decide if she wanted to do ‘A’ levels, or Highers as they call them up there, and maybe go on to university. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Or decide if maybe she’d move back down to London with me, or maybe she wouldn’t. She wasn’t too sure. Not about that, and not about a lot of other things. And after what she’d been through I couldn’t blame her. One thing was for sure. It was better that she stayed away from me for a while. I wasn’t even certain that she loved me any more, not after what she’d had to do to save my life. Kill a man. Not that he was much of a man, and for sure he’d’ve killed me if she’d let him live. And then her afterwards. After he’d had his fun with her. Because he was that kind of man. But she’d lost something that day, and if it included her love for me, so be it. I knew that I loved her, loved her more than life itself. But like so many other women I’d known and loved, and who’d loved me back, she was better off without me. When I’d left we’d held each other tightly at the airport, but I didn’t know when or, quite frankly, if I’d ever see her again.


I stroked her blonde hair in the quiet of the airport terminal as geezers in kilts and other geezers in big white Stetson hats passed by us. ‘I’m going to miss you,’ I said.


‘I’m going to miss you too, Dad.’ At least she hadn’t started calling me Nick yet.


‘Are you sure you’re all right with the Condies?’ That was the name of her solicitor’s family.


‘Course I am.’ She said it with the kind of tone that made me feel stupid.


‘And you don’t need anything.’


‘Nothing at all.’


Not even me, I thought. ‘You’ll call me,’ I said.


‘Don’t I always?’


She did, as a matter of fact. Either on Saturday afternoon or Sunday night. But I knew that sometimes it was more of a duty than a pleasure, and sometimes she had little to say so the lines just hummed in my ear. ‘Sure you do,’ I said. I couldn’t think of anything else to say and they called my flight for the second time.


‘You’ll miss your plane.’


‘No I won’t.’


‘Dad, you’d better go.’


I picked up my battered leather bag. ‘OK then.’


‘OK’


‘Good luck with your exams.’


‘Thanks.’


I kissed her and she looked so much like her mother I almost broke up. ‘Come visit,’ I said.


‘I will.’


‘’Bye then,’ and I touched her hand, turned and walked away. At the gate I looked back, but she’d gone. Children. Who’d have ’em?
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So I went back to work. Well, I wandered down and sat in my office and read the paper every day. I had a few quid in the bank so I wasn’t desperate to get out on the mean streets again. In fact, I could quite happily have stayed indoors for the rest of my life catching up on old comedy shows on satellite TV. But I knew how Judith felt about me wasting my time, so I reckoned I had to at least make an effort. I still cared about what she thought of me, and I knew I always would.


Then on the afternoon of the second Tuesday I was back, after a liquid lunch in the pub opposite, I got a new client.


He turned up in a dark blue Aston Martin Vantage on that year’s plate that made every other car in the road, and probably the whole area, look like trash. He parked it up outside my office, helped a small boy out of the passenger seat, checked the number on the door, and came right inside. It was pouring with rain that afternoon and sheet lightning lit up the streets and thunder boomed so loudly I thought the roof might cave in. As they hustled across the pavement I noticed that the man limped. Join the club, I thought.


He was small and tough-looking, wearing grey sweats and brand-new Reeboks that were dappled with wet spots from the weather. The boy was pretty and blond with big blue eyes. I assumed they were father and son, and the boy must’ve got his looks from the other side of the family. ‘Are you Nick Sharman?’ the man asked as he wiped rain from his face and closed my office door behind him. He had an estuary accent, close-cropped hair and a nasty rash across his nose. He looked a bit like Aldo Ray, if anyone in the world remembers what Aldo Ray looked like. I told you. I watch too much TV.


‘That’s me,’ I said, although I wished I could deny it, and almost did for a second. I sensed trouble, but I don’t always trust my senses. You’d think I’d’ve learned by now.


‘My name’s Ray. Ray Miller. I need your help,’ he said. Coincidence. The Ray bit.


‘Sit down, Mr Miller,’ I invited. I’m always polite to people who drive that much motor car. And, incidentally, look that tough.


He did as I bade him, perching the boy on his knee where he wriggled like a monkey for a bit before he settled down and looked at me with those big blue eyes. ‘You’re the private detective,’ he said. The man, that is, not the boy.


‘That’s right,’ I replied. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I’m looking for my wife. I want you to find her for me.’


Another missing person, I thought. Another load of grief.


I’m getting too old for that lark.


‘Have you been to the police?’ I asked.


‘Sure. I went there when she left. They told me she was a big girl and could do what she wanted. I made them take down her details but they never got back to me.’


‘Salvation Army?’


‘Do me a favour. She wasn’t off to live rough or in a hostel.’


Right then I didn’t ask what she did leave for. That would come later. Right then I was still looking for reasons to make him go away and leave me alone.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know if I want to take on a complex case like yours.’


‘Why complex?’ he asked.


‘It’s a big town, Mr Miller,’ I replied. ‘What makes you think I can do it?’ I just wished he’d disappear so that I could get back to the newspaper and, if I wanted a challenge, do the quick crossword.


‘I dunno,’ he said. ‘I asked around. I’ve got a few mates local.’ I just bet he had. And I was willing to bet they weren’t nice ones.


‘Where do you come from then?’ I asked.


‘Essex. Romford. But I’m moving.’


Not a bad idea, I thought, but I said nothing. Essex people are very proprietorial about their county. ‘So tell me,’ I said, ‘about your wife.’


Though really, all I wanted him to do was get back into his expensive car, head east for Essex and never bother me again.


The boy finally managed to slide off his father’s knee and went and stood in the doorway, jiggling from foot to foot and clocking the real estate outside through the silver rain that kept falling as the lightning flashed and the thunder roared. But he didn’t flinch. Just kept looking. I liked that. ‘You stay in here, Liam,’ said Ray. ‘Don’t get wet.’ Then to me. ‘He’s nearly four. Terrible age.’


‘I’ve got a girl,’ I said. ‘Teenager. Believe me, it doesn’t get any better.’


‘So I’ve heard.’


‘Tell me about your wife,’ I went on, once we’d got that little bit of personal history sorted, and I knew he wasn’t going to go away.


‘She left me just over a year ago; came to south London I think.’


‘Why did she leave?’


‘Money problems. And the boy. She couldn’t cope.’


‘Money problems,’ I said. ‘What? Couldn’t you afford to valet the motor that week?’


He looked over his shoulder, out of the rain-streaked window, at the Aston Martin that sat at the kerb like a beast waiting to be woken from a long sleep and kill a few peasants.


‘That was then,’ he said almost shyly. ‘This is now. I had a result. A good result.’


I cocked my head in a listening pose.


‘Lottery,’ he explained. ‘All six numbers on a double rollover week.’


‘How much?’ I asked.


‘Me and someone else split twenty-four million.’


‘Twelve million,’ I breathed as if he couldn’t do the sum.


He nodded. ‘So you see, my money problems are over now, and I want Sharon back. Me and Liam. We both want her back. So’s that we can be a family again.’


I thought about families, and my lack of one, and I couldn’t fault him on that.


‘Please help me,’ he said. ‘Us.’
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‘Your wife’s name is Sharon,’ I said. More for something to say than anything else. I was thinking that maybe I should start doing the lottery. I imagined what I could do with twelve million quid. Open a branch of my office in Mayfair maybe.


‘That’s right,’ he replied.


‘So tell me about her.’


‘She’s a lot younger than me. Only eighteen when we met. A party girl. We started going out, then I asked her to marry me. I was surprised when she said yes. Then she got pregnant with Liam. That’s it really.’


‘Except she left you.’


He nodded.


‘So how old is she now?’


‘Twenty-six, but she doesn’t look it. Or she didn’t. I’ve got some photos of her.’ He went into the pocket of his sweats and brought out a Kodak folder that he put on the table.


I picked it up and squinted inside. There were a dozen prints taken at different times. She was good-looking, blonde, a bit tarty, but looked like a laugh, if that was what you wanted. And she did appear young. And Liam had got his features from her. Right down to the big blue eyes. ‘She’s a real looker,’ he said.


‘I see what you mean,’ I replied. ‘When were these taken?’


‘About fifteen months ago.’


‘So what happened?’


‘I’m a builder. Contractor. Or I was. I started my business when I got out of the army. That’s where this happened.’ He slapped his leg. ‘Falklands. I was in the paras. NCO. First into Goose Green. I collected a few ounces of shrapnel in my leg and was medivacced out. Just as well I was wearing a flak jacket, otherwise I wouldn’t have made it out at all. As it was, my war lasted precisely twenty-nine minutes.’ He laughed at that, but there wasn’t much humour in it. ‘I kept the jacket as a souvenir, along with my limp. And a few medals, of course. Young and stupid, Mr Sharman. Young and stupid. I got a medical discharge and a few bob. Not much, but enough to get started in the trade. Conversions mainly. Things were all right at the beginning. More than all right, as it goes, so I expanded. Took on more men and bought some development land and started putting up new houses. The eighties. Remember them?’ I remembered them, but not with fondness. ‘But the recession hit and I went broke,’ he went on. ‘Had to lay the boys off. That was the worst bit. Me and Sharon had a flat in Romford. Only a small one. I’ve just sold it. Made a bloody profit too. Talk about money going to money.’ He gave another mirthless laugh. ‘But it suited us at the time. You see I ploughed all the capital back into the business. Then one day it was gone. The lot. So I was on the dole. I didn’t like that. I prefer getting my hands dirty, but there was no work. She was OK when she was pregnant. It pulled us together really.’ He looked round at Liam and lowered his voice in deference to him, but I don’t think the kid was listening. He was more interested in studying a half-drowned pigeon with one leg hopping across a puddle in the pavement. ‘But he can be a bit of a handful. She couldn’t cope. I got a few foreigners away, doing the work myself. For cash, you know.’


I knew.


‘She started leaving Liam with her mum and ...’ He paused and looked a bit sick.


‘Yeah?’


‘She started going down the clubs again. That’s where I met her. The Hollywood.’


‘Other blokes?’ I asked.


He looked round at the boy again, then looked back at me and nodded. ‘It wasn’t her fault,’ he said sadly. ‘She’s not a bad girl. Just easily led. She likes a good time and I couldn’t give it to her. Couldn’t afford to. Not then.’


I wondered how many times I’d heard that or something similar before?


‘And then one day she didn’t come back,’ he continued.


‘Rough,’ I said.


‘But now I’m buying a new place. Out past the M25. In the country. It’ll be good for the boy. Her mum’s moving in to look after him. Christ, I’ll get a nanny if Sharon wants one. A cook.’


‘A butler,’ I said.


He checked to see if I was taking the piss. ‘If she wants one. I’m rich, and I want you to find her.’


‘What exactly makes you think she’s round here?’


‘She was knocking about with one particular fella.’


‘That makes it complicated. If it’s love.’


‘She can’t love him. She loves me.’


Sure, I thought, they always do. And how many times had I heard that one before too? ‘Who’s the bloke?’ I asked.


‘His name’s Chris Grant,’ he said. ‘She used to go clubbing with a bird called Melanie. She told me about him. He’s something in the pub trade down the Old Kent Road.’


My heart sank at that bit of information. The Old Kent Road is a bit like south London’s answer to Dodge City before Wyatt Earp and his brothers moved in to clear it up. And the pubs there are a bit like the Last Chance Saloon, only with CD jukeboxes.


‘What kind of something?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘Dunno. She was a bit vague. Runs one, owns one, works in one. Whatever. But then that’s your job, innit? Finding out.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m getting a bit old for trolling around the Old Kent Road boozers. The average age of the punters has dropped to about fifteen down there.’


‘But they still say you’re the best.’


I’d love to meet this mythical ‘they’. Perhaps they’d write me a reference so’s I could get a nice, quiet, steady job with no stress and that fitted my personality. Like cleaning cars, maybe. ‘I don’t know,’ I said again. ‘I’m just looking for a quiet life.’


He changed tack then, and appealed to my better nature. ‘If not for me, Mr Sharman, at least for Liam. He misses his mum something strong. Every night he asks for her, and I can hear him crying himself to sleep.’


At that I gave in. Next he’d be telling me about Liam’s kitty-kat who had been off his milk since Sharon left. ‘All right, Mr Miller, I’ll try,’ I said, putting up my hands in surrender. ‘But I ain’t cheap.’


He laughed, shook his head and reached into his pocket again. This time for a brown paper envelope. ‘There’s five grand there,’ he said.


‘That’s a lot of dough,’ I said back. I was feeling better already.


‘Do you know how much interest I make on twelve million every week?’


I shook my head.


‘Enough to pay for you for as long as it takes. Longer. If you need any more, let me know.’


‘I will, but I can’t guarantee anything,’ I replied. ‘A year’s a long time. Even if I find her, she might not want to come back.’
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