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TAKE THE A-TRAIN


Nick Sharman is in traction, hospitalised for four months, and desperate for a distraction. Then Fiona arrives – a topless model for the tabloids who bullies him into convalescing in her flat in Camberwell…





After his last disaster-ridden case, Sharman has promised himself a quiet life. What he gets – almost the minute his leg is out of the plaster – is more trouble. Emerald Watkins, king of a black south London ‘firm’, has received a tip-off that he’s about to be arrested after a large stash of cocaine is found in one of his lock-ups. He wants Sharman to help his nephew Teddy find out who’s stitched him up.





As Sharman roams the urban mayhem of South London in search of his mystery man, he is in turn bribed, shot at and set up for a particularly gruesome murder… all in a night’s work.




[image: images]


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 was banged up for four months. Four months in traction at St Thomas’s, the police hospital, with a thigh bone chipped by a 9 mm short bullet. But only one policeman came and visited me whilst I was there. Socially at least.


At first I was in a room of my own. I think that was more to keep the press away than anything else. Lawyers paid. They paid me too. Mostly to keep me quiet. I’d been working on a case involving two sisters from a very wealthy family. They weren’t sisters really, but that’s another story. It had all ended rather messily at a building site in Hammersmith. One of the sisters was in an exclusive nursing home. Which is a polite way of saying she was bouncing her head off rubber walls at the cost of a grand a day in an upmarket mental hospital when she should have been in Broadmoor. But money talks louder than justice. The other had moved to Nassau, Bahamas and was permanently incommunicado. I was still in South London and the firm of legal eagles retained by the family had sent me a cheque of such gross proportions, with so many noughts on the end, that it was almost an embarrassment to deposit it at my bank. Almost but not quite. With the cheque came a letter asking me politely to forget the whole incident.


What incident?


After a month, everyone had forgotten who I was and the lawyers stopped paying, so I paid myself. I had the dough and it was a small price for privacy.


I’d had a lot of visitors, considering. Considering I was in a lot of pain from a busted-up leg that just refused to heal. Considering also that my temper was short and my bad moods were long, it was amazing that anyone at all came to visit, a second time at least. My mother came up a few times, and my ex-wife and daughter. My daughter was good, my ex-wife not so. She was large with child, huge in fact. The child wasn’t mine. Maybe that was one reason for my bad temper, maybe not. My ex-wife was due any time and loving every minute. I don’t think my daughter was quite so pleased. She brought me fruit gums. My daughter, that is.


I was visited by other friends too. Wanda the Cat Woman called in during the first week with a wine cooler stuffed with bottles of imported lager. She looked as luscious as ever, blonde, with a Brixton tan and a load of questions I wasn’t about to answer. She asked me if she could do anything for me.


There are a million answers to that; someday I’ll write them all down. I asked her to check out my flat and empty the fridge as I knew I was going to be in for a long stay. I gave her my keys and she told me she would. Finally I asked her to keep looking after my cat. She told me she would have done anyway. After she went I drank too much lager and got in a row with my consultant. I told him to go fuck himself, even offered him a lager bottle with which to do it. From then on I got treated by a regular doctor. I didn’t mind. The regular doctor was female and had warmer hands.


An old girl friend called Teresa dropped in from time to time but she was living down in Bristol so it wasn’t easy for her. Everyone brought something. That was my rule. If they wanted to come up to the tenth floor and watch afternoon TV, then they brought something for me. Shit, it was me that had to sit out the other twenty-two hours of the day when the visitors had split.


Charlie, the mechanic who looks after my cars, came in the second week I was there. He brought me some detective novels. Pretty good they were too. He thought I could maybe get a few pointers from them and stop myself ending up in hospital. I told him it could have been worse. I lined them up on the shelf beside my bed and admired their brightly coloured covers.


Des, who runs a bar in Covent Garden, popped in often during his quiet time in the afternoon and always brought a token bottle. My life fell into a routine pretty quickly. It worked out that I got a visitor every other day throughout the week. I’d sit with my leg up in plaster and traction and talk for a bit and eat grapes, and then I’d get tired and they’d leave. Then I’d run some movies through the little projector in my mind and get depressed and drink the presents I’d been brought and take a pill and sleep perchance to dream … aye, there’s the rub.


I had a room with a river view. The corner window looked out over South London to Crystal Palace in one direction, and up to Battersea and across the river to Chelsea and beyond in another, and back round to Whitehall in a third. I could look at the river traffic, and the road traffic over Lambeth Bridge, and down Albert Embankment, and soon worked out that, if I closed the curtains three-quarters of the way around my bed and kept the curtains at the window open all day, I could get a twenty-four hour movie which beat the one in my head hands down.


So as the summer finished and autumn came I watched the earth turn through that window and the city change from green to brown as the winter began to lock in.


I’d sit in the dawn light, still drunk from last night’s sleepers, and listen to hospital radio through impossibly uncomfortable headphones and watch the spires and skyscrapers poke through the mist and wonder if I’d ever be able to walk the cold streets again.
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On the first Friday in October I was the last to hear that my ex-wife had given birth to a bouncing baby boy a few weeks before, and I realised that another episode of my life was irredeemably over. I also had a brand new visitor. I’d met her twice earlier during that fucked-up summer and if you’d asked me I would have doubted she would even remember my name. She was about five three or four and built so sweet you wanted to eat her underwear. Her name was Fiona. Just that as far as I knew, and she was a model for the tabloids and the wank magazine set.


She pushed open the door to my room around five p.m. when the late afternoon sun was angled across the bed and reflecting through the dark glass of the Moosehead bottle I was holding, making green spectrums across the ceiling. I’d just been given a shave, had my hair washed, and been changed into fresh pyjamas, and even though I say so myself I thought I was looking pretty attractive and she couldn’t have picked a better time to call.


‘Sharman,’ she said from the doorway, ‘you look like a big poof.’


She’d been a trifle abrasive when we’d met before so I wasn’t as taken aback as I might have been. I maintained my cool and said: ‘Oh, it’s you. Pull up a toadstool and sit down.’ It wasn’t great but it was the best I could do at short notice.


She was wearing one of those real short, tube mini dresses made of some clingy material that was so tight you could see where she’d nicked herself shaving her bikini line. It was teamed with dark tights and a Levis jacket that was distressed to the point of tears. Her hair was thick and dark and hung below her shoulders. It caught the sun and absorbed it, then freed it as reluctantly as a lover, and where the sun had touched were highlights of the deepest red.


She let the door close behind her and came over and hitched herself up to sit on the edge of the bed. Her skirt rode up her thighs and I hoped that no medical staff would turn up to take my blood pressure.


‘You never called,’ she said, fluttering her eyelashes. ‘You said you would.’


‘I haven’t had much time,’ I replied, gesturing at my plaster-covered leg. Was she stupid or what?


‘So I heard. But I still felt rejected. My maidenly juices began to dry up. It’s not often I ask guys to call me.’


‘Shit, Fiona,’ I said, and I think I fluttered my eyelashes too, ‘I didn’t know I had such power over women.’


She giggled. Normally I don’t like gigglers, but on her a squeaking door would have sounded good. ‘You sussed me out, Sharman, and you remembered my name too. You’re a real gumshoe, I can tell. Just like on TV. I get off on gory stories and I read all about you in the papers.’


Gumshoe, I ask you!


‘So you just popped in to see me? You’re lucky they didn’t toss you out on your backside,’ I said.


‘I spoke to a doctor, and he said visitors were good for you. You think too much.’


‘Let me guess,’ I interrupted. ‘In your maidenly way you convinced him that you were a defrocked nun bringing some comforts to my bed of pain.’


‘I don’t know about the defrocked bit,’ she said, ‘but I was visiting my dad and I thought I’d come and see you too.’


‘Your dad’s in hospital?’


‘No, he lives in one of the prefabs over the road, so I thought I’d look you up.’


‘I’m glad you did,’ I said. And I really was. So would you have been, believe me.


We kicked some conversational crap around the room as if we were old pals, which we weren’t, and even though she was an asset to the surroundings I kept wondering why she’d bothered. When we calmed down, and I started to get used to her thighs, she got to the real nitty gritty. ‘So tell me what happened,’ she said.


‘I’d rather not,’ I said back.


‘Modest?’


‘Hardly. It wasn’t one of my finest hours.’


‘You did all right, I heard.’


‘Not really.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It was a dumb thing to do, coming here. Christ, I feel like a fool now. I think I’d better go.’


‘No, don’t do that.’


She fiddled around with one of the metal buttons on her jacket and I drank some more beer and the sun moved further down towards the city skyline.


‘Is it bad?’ she asked.


‘What?’


‘The leg.’


‘No problem,’ I said, and gave her the benefit of my best profile as I put the beer bottle on the edge of the wheeled trolley parked at the side of my bed. ‘I fuck one of them up every couple of years just to get a month or two in bed.’ I rescued the Moosehead and put on a brave, nonchalant face.


I gave her my best profile again and assumed an expression that I hoped teamed steely resolve and boyish charm with just the hint of a sexy twinkle in my eyes. Macho and dependable was the impression I was trying to put over, but my leg chose that moment to give me a reminder that it was still there. I felt a grinding, stabbing agony shoot up my thigh, breathed out sharply, bit down on my lip and spilled the last of the beer down my clean PJs.


‘Shit!’ I said.


Fiona looked a bit worried and held my arm tightly. ‘Shall I call a nurse?’


I squeezed her fingers and the pain went as quickly as it had come. She smelled fresh and sweet. ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s not as bad as it was. I’ll be OK.’


‘Does that happen often?’


‘Not as much as it did, thank God.’


‘You’ve got beer all down yourself,’ she said, as if I needed telling.


‘There are some clean T-shirts in the cupboard over there. Would you mind?’


I wrestled my wet jacket off and rippled some muscles at her but I don’t think she noticed. She hopped off the bed and went over and got me a pale yellow T-shirt from on top of a pile of clean clothes. I slipped it on.


‘I brought you something for the pain,’ she whispered.


‘What?’


She was carrying a black leather shoulder bag just about big enough to take a kitchen sink and all the plumbing. She undid the flap and brought out an old tin cigarette box, so battered that the illustration of a sailor on the lid had worn off in places. I opened it. Inside were six neatly rolled joints. I could smell the dope in the heated air of the room. ‘Well, this is a pleasant surprise,’ I said.


‘Just a little gift.’


I stuck the box into my drawer under some paper tissues then leant over and kissed her on the cheek. Her skin was as soft as a May morning. I could have kissed her all day and half the night. She pushed me away. ‘Don’t get carried away, Sharman,’ she said. ‘It’s just a bit of dope, not the beginning of a better life.’


‘You might be surprised.’


‘I’m always prepared to be surprised,’ she replied, ‘but I’m usually disappointed.’


‘You and me both.’


‘So surprise me, and offer me a drink.’


I pulled a bottle of Becks from the wine cooler and she wedged the top against the metal bed post and popped the cap off with the palm of her right hand, catching the froth with her left thumb. She picked some scraps of silver paper from around the rim of the bottle and took a long swallow. ‘That’s great.’


I got myself one of the same and opened it in rather less spectacular fashion, using a bottle opener.


‘So what’s happening, Fiona?’ I asked.


‘Usual thing, earning a crust.’


‘Keeping in shape?’


‘That’s for you to say.’


Take my word for it, she was in shape. ‘Being good?’ I asked.


She shrugged. ‘Good-bad, but not evil.’


‘Same old grind?’ I asked.


‘You got it.’


‘It’s a wonderful life.’


‘Fuck me, Sharman, don’t tell me you’re coming down with a severe case of the moral vapours. I couldn’t stand that. After what you’ve done, showing off my tits is very small potatoes. I may come on like an airhead, but just because I didn’t finish my A-levels don’t take me for one, OK? I do all right.’


I looked at her in a different light after that little diatribe. And I think I liked her better too. She was right, after all.


She looked a bit miffed for about half a minute and sucked on her bottle like an alcoholic baby, but she soon relented.


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to take your head off.’


‘My fault,’ I said. ‘You were right.’


The atmosphere warmed up a bit after that.


‘So what do you do around here for laughs?’ she asked finally.


‘For laughs?’ I said. ‘Fiona, this is Saint Tommy’s, not the WAG Club.’


‘Oh, come on, you must do something.’


‘Well, the in-crowd gather in the day room and sometimes we organise a big card school.’


‘Heavy stakes?’


‘Major league. It’s been known for a whole box of matches to change hands in a single evening.’


‘Anything else?’


‘Now and again the anaesthetists have parties, down in the basement. The bloke who plastered my leg up took me down on a trolley.’


‘What goes on?’


‘The anaesthetists sample their own merchandise. They’re well out of order that lot. They’re all downer freaks.’


‘What happens at these parties then?’


‘The one I went to,’ I said, ‘they poured twelve bottles of Sainsbury’s cheap gin into a hip bath and passed ether through it until it turned blue. Mix it with juice to kill the taste and you’ve got a dynamite cocktail. Makes a Killer Zombie look like choccy milk. I fell off the trolley on the way back and the geezer who was pushing me never noticed.’


‘Sounds good. Are they going to have another one soon, I’d like to go?’


‘Don’t know about that,’ I said. ‘Anyway, I’m not sure that I can trust the medical staff of this establishment with a girl like you.’


‘Why not?’


‘The junior doctors don’t get enough sleep as it is.’


‘Get out of here, Sharman,’ she said, but I knew she liked it.


‘It’s true.’


‘Flattery – I knew I was right to come! Shall I come again?’


‘I don’t know about that,’ I said, ‘I’m kind of exclusive these days. But you could, I suppose.’


‘Your enthusiasm kills me.’


‘Infectious, isn’t it?’


‘So shall I come by and see you again?’ she persisted.


‘Of course, I was only kidding.’ Sure I was. How many other topless models were dropping in? If you’ll excuse the expression.


‘As long as I don’t ask questions about the sisters of mercy.’


I nodded.


‘So you do want me to come back?’


‘Yeah, I give in. You’ve got me, Fiona. I’m hooked.’


‘It never fails. I just wear this dress and men drop like flies.’


We had another bottle of lager each and after a while she asked me if I was married, and I told her that I wasn’t. Then I asked her if she was, and she told me that she wasn’t either, and did she look like she was? And I told her that she didn’t and asked her if I did, and she told me that I had the look, and bit by bit I told her the whole sorry story and felt better for it.


‘So there you go. I’m all alone now with no one to call my own,’ I said at the end.


‘Tough.’ I was glad she didn’t give me any fake sympathy.


‘Especially on long cold nights,’ I said.


‘So advertise in the lonely hearts column.’


‘I did already.’


‘No good, huh, Sharman?’


‘The worst. They all wanted to make an honest man out of me,’ I said.


‘Impossible, I’d say.’


And we smiled at each other, then laughed out loud. I felt good for the first time in months.


‘When are you getting out of here?’ she asked after a bit.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘A month, six weeks maybe.’


‘Where do you live?’


‘Tulse Hill.’


‘How are you getting home?’


I shrugged. ‘I don’t know,’ I said again. ‘I’ll get a lift somehow, there’s plenty of time.’


‘I’ve got a car.’


‘Are you volunteering?’


‘Maybe.’


‘I’ll owe you one if you do.’


‘One what?’


‘Dinner, maybe.’


‘A date?’


‘If you like.’


‘Jesus, Sharman, but you’re hard work. I’ve been angling for a date since I came in here. I thought I was going to have to do handstands to get your attention.’


‘Hardly,’ I said. ‘But I warn you, if you go out with me you have to be careful.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s a walk on the wild side every night with me.’


‘Sounds interesting.’


‘Stick around and I’ll show you.’


‘Like when you get your Zimmer frame delivered.’


‘The minute it arrives.’


We talked for a bit longer, then she told me that her old man was expecting her for something to eat. All of a sudden I felt lonely for the first time since I’d come into hospital, and in a way resented her for making me so.


‘Something wrong?’ she asked.


‘I’m sorry you’re going.’


‘I’ll be back.’


‘Soon?’ I asked, and felt pathetic as soon as I said it, but she looked pleased.


‘Sure.’


‘Great.’


‘So get some sleep,’ she said.


‘Sure,’ I said again.


She leant over and kissed me and it went on longer than it should have done. I got a faceful of hair that smelt of Silvikrin and made me think of being out of hospital and all sorts of other things I thought I’d stopped thinking about.


When she pulled away her face was pink, my favourite colour. She jumped down off the bed and got her things together.


‘Hey!’ I said as she was leaving. She paused in the doorway, holding the handle and sort of halfway out of the room.


‘What?’


‘Thanks for the visit. I appreciated it, really.’


‘My pleasure,’ she said, and blew me a kiss with her free hand.


She went out and the door closed behind her and the room wasn’t as bright as it had been when she was there.
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I smoked the joints, and they did help the pain, fleetingly, but that’s the way life goes, I’ve discovered.


Fiona came and visited me a lot after that. I really didn’t know what the attraction was, and didn’t care much either. Then in the first week of November my consultant deigned to grant me an interview.


He stood over me, his acolytes behind him: the female doctor who’d looked after me, a houseman, a couple of vague students and several nurses with different shades of uniform and shapes of hats. ‘We’re going to let you out early,’ said my consultant. ‘We’ve done all we can here. Stay in bed for three weeks at home then come back and we’ll take the plaster off. It’s just healing time you need now.’


‘And you could use the bed,’ I pointed out.


‘Of course we can always use an empty bed. It’s just a waste of your money staying here. Have you got someone to look after you?’


I shrugged as much as you can in traction. ‘I guess.’


‘Fine.’ He rubbed his perfectly clean and manicured hands together. ‘As soon as we’ve cleared you out, a physio will come up and teach you how to use the crutches, then you’re free to leave.’


I interrupted. ‘I know about crutches.’


‘The physio will have to be convinced.’


I tuned him out and lay back. ‘Bring on the physios then.’


Fiona came to visit that evening and I told her I was free to go home.


‘Great!’ she said. ‘Do you still want a lift?’


‘Yes, please.’


Wanda had cleaned up and closed down my flat and brought my keys back. I gave them to Fiona and she went off to check the place out and get some food in and put the heating on. She was back within a couple of hours.


‘You can’t stay there,’ she said briskly.


‘Why not?’ I asked. ‘I live there.’


‘There are too many stairs for you to get up and down for a start, and there’s no bath. You can’t be in plaster and use a shower. And if you stay there someone will have to come and look after you, and the place is far too small for two.’


‘So?’


‘Come and stay at my place. It’s got three bedrooms and I can look after you with no bother.’


‘Haven’t you got anything to do? No work, I mean.’


‘Sure, but it’s not nine to five. I can fit you in.’


‘Sounds good.’


‘Unless the lift breaks down.’


‘What?’


‘I’m on the twenty-seventh floor.’


‘How many?’


‘Twenty-seven,’ she said proudly.


‘Where the hell do you live then?’


‘Tower block. Top floor, babes, but it’s great when you get there.’


‘Does the lift break down often?’


‘Often enough.’


‘And if it does?’


‘Piggy back for you, son, but don’t worry – I’m sure it’ll be all right.’


‘Not a good idea. I’d sooner be home.’


‘Cooking for yourself and drowning in your own dirt?’


I thought about it for a moment, the advantages and the disadvantages. ‘OK, Fiona,’ I said. ‘You’ve talked me into it.’


‘There goes that old enthusiasm again.’


‘Sorry, I was just thinking.’


‘Dangerous thing to do, Sharman. Cut it out, will you?’


‘I’ll try.’


The next morning she picked up my suitcase and an overnight bag and a couple of plastic carriers. You stay in hospital for sixteen weeks and you start to acquire stuff you don’t want to leave behind. Clothes, books, all sorts of shit people had brought me and I wasn’t about to dump. Fiona was dressed in a thick brown leather jacket with a fur collar over a big sweater that reached halfway down her thighs, and woolly leggings tucked into high-heeled boots. Around her neck she wore a long scarf striped black and white. ‘Christ!’ she said as I passed her the bags and stuff, ‘this lot weighs a ton.’


A couple of nurses had come in to say goodbye. One had brought me my take-away drugs: pain killers, sleepers, etc. I thanked the nurses and apologised, I hoped sincerely, for any trouble I’d given them. They were all smiles but I knew they’d forget about me by shift end. That was OK, I expected them to. It was the nature of the job.


I used both crutches and pushed myself along beside Fiona, past the open wards, through into the waiting area and out to the lifts. It was strange to be mobile again, even in a limited way; strange to see people uninterested in my welfare.


We descended in the big lift that smelt of old food down to the lower ground floor and out to the car park. ‘I’m over there,’ said Fiona.


I’d never thought to ask what kind of car she had, but I guessed as soon as I saw it sitting in its slot. It was an acid yellow Spitfire – with the roof down. The weather outside was cold and getting colder. ‘You need to put the hood up,’ I said.


‘There isn’t one. It got slashed a month ago and I haven’t had it replaced.’


‘What happens when it rains.’


‘I get wet.’


‘Lovely,’ I said. ‘I suppose that explains the kit.’


She looked down at herself and giggled. The giggle still worked and I smiled, against my better judgement. I was wearing a maroon sweater with a shawl collar over a pale lemon Oxford cotton shirt and ancient 501s with the left leg chopped off to accommodate my cast. I wasn’t dressed for the Arctic.


‘I brought a coat for you to wear. It’s in the boot.’ She dropped my stuff and opened the boot, pulling out my blue Crombie and shaking out the creases. ‘I got it from your flat.’


‘I can’t wear that and use these,’ I said petulantly, referring to the crutches. ‘Fucking hell, Fiona!’


‘Now don’t get difficult,’ she said. ‘I know it’s a drag, but it’s only a ten-minute drive and the fresh air will do you good. Your face looks like a fish belly.’ She cracked up.


I gave her another thin smile and leant the crutches up against the side of the car, put on the coat and thanked Christ for dry weather.


The car was too small for me and the plaster cast, even with the passenger seat way back. Eventually I wedged myself in and gathered the skirts of my coat and the remains of my dignity around myself. With my crutches sticking out of the back seat, we set off.


She drove like I guessed she would, flat out. She pushed the needle of the rev counter into the red in every gear, and the small engine and the tyres protested like hell, but she never let up.


We drove straight to Camberwell. Halfway there she pointed out the three high-rise blocks that stood looming over Kennington Park.


‘I live in the nearest one,’ she shouted over the roar of the engine and the wind. ‘You’re in luck. The lifts are working today.’ She downshifted and overtook a grey Mercedes on the inside coming up to the lights at Kennington Cross. The transmission clunked in disgust. She turned and looked at me and added, ‘At least, they were.’


‘Watch the bloody road!’ I said.


‘Don’t worry, you’ll be all right.’


I looked through the slipstream and felt my eyes tear from the force and thought how beautiful she looked at that moment, with her face animated and her hair tossed by the wind. ‘I hope so,’ I yelled. ‘Or else I’m camping in the lobby.’


‘You wouldn’t last five minutes,’ she said, and her laugh was ripped away by the wind.


We pulled up in the shadow of the tower block. Fiona dragged my stuff out of the boot and I dragged myself out of the cockpit.


‘I’m going to park the car,’ she said. ‘Won’t be long.’


‘Where do you leave it?’


‘I’ve rented a garage since I lost the third hood in four months.’


‘You were lucky to get one round here.’


‘I wore a very short skirt when I went looking,’ she said. ‘Now the guy who rents it to me wants to be my special friend.’


‘I bet he does!’


‘Free parking.’


‘And?’


‘And I’d rather pay double. Wait here. I won’t be two minutes.’


She was four but I didn’t care. Even under the shadow of that brute of a building it was good to be out in the world again. She came trotting back, chest heaving. Even under all that leather and wool it was quite a sight. ‘Come on,’ she said, gathered up my stuff and set off. I followed her through the filthy glass doors. The place was graffiti heaven. It was freezing cold and someone had pissed in the corner. It smelt like a zoo. There were a bunch of kids, black and white mixed, huddled together in one corner around a beat box. The volume was turned all the way up and the cheap speakers distorted the sound to mush.


‘Damn!’ I said.


The kids perked up when we came in. I guessed we made good sport. They started making comments – plenty of ‘fucks’ and ‘cunts’ and ‘shits’, all laced together for maximum offence. There were some mentions of my crippled state. Fiona pulled a face and shook her head when she thought I might say something back. Eventually the lift came. A couple of the kids made as if to join us and keep up the game. It was my turn to shake my head then and slide my right hand down its crutch to make a crude club. The kids were young enough to take the hint, just. Another couple of years and who knows?


The lift doors closed behind us and I relaxed against the wall. There was more graffiti inside. It made the interior of the cage oppressive and tight like a prison cell. It smelled like one too, like the lobby, like a shithouse, and I wondered how this girl managed to live here all the time.


‘For God’s sake, Fiona!’ I said.


‘Hard to lets,’ she replied. ‘I queued for two days and a night on a cold pavement outside the town hall to get this place. I’ve put too much effort in to let a few little sods like that frighten me away.’


‘Not so little.’


‘Anyway, it’s your fault, you look like a copper. It’ll be all right once we get inside the flat.’


‘Does that happen often?’ I asked.


‘No, not really. It’s the weather driving them inside. I get some wolf whistles and dirty talk but I ignore it.’


‘And what happens if it’s more than talk?’


‘My dad taught me some moves.’


‘Like?’


‘Army things, plus a little extra. I told you he was in the SAS, didn’t I? I can take care of myself.’


‘I hope so,’ I said. ‘But don’t worry, I’m here now.’


‘That’s a relief,’ she said, and I suppose standing there propped up by two bits of metal tube and plastic and rubber I wasn’t exactly as reassuring as I might have been.


The lift shuddered upwards. It seemed to take forever on its journey. The floor indicator was history. It had been ripped away from above the door and just two bits of bent wire and some battered numerals were left. A couple of times the lift faltered and seemed to be on the verge of giving up altogether and I thought sourly that I might spend most of my first day of freedom being jacked up or down a lift shaft by the fire brigade. Fiona stayed cool so I assumed the lift’s behaviour was nothing out of the ordinary.


After what seemed like an hour we ground to a halt and the doors slid open with a screech of protest. We walked, or in my case limped, on to a half clean hallway with a door at each end and another jammed half open, leading on to the stairwell. Fiona turned left and dumped my bags in front of her flat. The door was painted sick green and held a security peeper and three key holes. It was battered-looking and someone had tried to get a blunt instrument between door and jamb. The scars on the paint looked fresh.


‘My dad fitted a metal door,’ she explained proudly. ‘And the locks and the dead bolt. The spy hole and the letter box can be locked from the inside.’


‘He’s handy, your dad.’


‘You’d better believe it, and my brother too. So be careful, Sharman, or they’ll come and get you.’


‘I never argue with the military.’


She juggled a set of keys from the pocket of her leather jacket and took an age to open up. What she’d do if anyone came after her whilst she was trying to get through that bank of security I didn’t ask, but I wasn’t happy. I thought I might talk to her father or her brother about it.


The front door opened on to a short hallway with a door each side. At the end was a steep open stair-case. ‘It’s a maisonette,’ she said. ‘Kitchen on the left.’ She threw open the door and I registered a clean white kitchen with a blind pulled down over the window. ‘Living room on the right, but it gets a bit noisy sometimes at night. The people downstairs are party animals, so I don’t use it. It’s all right – upstairs you can’t hear a thing.’ She opened that door and let it bounce back on itself and I had a glimpse of a huge empty room with dark curtains drawn across a wall-width window. ‘Can you manage the stairs?’ she asked. ‘Here, give me your coat.’


I leant the crutches against the wall, shrugged out of the Crombie and handed it to her. I fitted my arms back into the crutches and heaved myself up a dozen stairs and into a hall that turned back on itself at the top.


‘Bathroom,’ she indicated.


It was a medium-sized room with towels folded neatly over a rail and only one pair of tights hanging over the bath. She pulled them down, felt them for dampness, seemed satisfied and brought them with her. ‘I cleaned up for you. It was in a bit of a mess.’


I backed out awkwardly.


‘Bedroom one,’ she said. ‘I use this as a living room.’ Another door opened on to a darkened room, curtains closed again. It was furnished with a two-piece suite that looked expensive, and a TV and video on a trolley with wheels.


‘Bedroom two.’ Another dark, empty room. No furniture, especially no bed.


‘Bedroom three.’ I was getting tired as she showed me a huge room with a built-in wardrobe and dressing table, both dominated by a massive bed – and I mean massive, fully eight feet by six. Even though I estimated that the room was twenty feet square, with a high ceiling, it was dominated by the bed. It had a padded headboard and no baseboard and was covered by a colourful duvet. Fiona ignored it.


‘This is the biggest window,’ she said, and walked in and drew back the curtains.


The wall seemed to be all glass. Outside was a balcony, maybe three or four feet deep, and after that nothing until the hard concrete twenty-seven storeys down. I couldn’t believe that anyone would step out on to that exposed ledge. Beyond the balcony was the view. I’ve never seen one like it. I looked out over the park to the Elephant and the river beyond, and counted seven or eight bridges. I could see right over the City of London to the hills beyond. The city appeared to fill the room. We seemed to be floating over the rooftops as if in a dream.


The place was silent until Fiona slipped a catch and slid the window open. I could hear the city then, the noise of eight million people and their cars, and the wind whistling around the roof like a mad thing, even though down below in the street the day had seemed quite still.


‘Christ!’ I said. ‘That is a view.’


‘I closed all the curtains in the flat so I could surprise you,’ she said. ‘But just you wait for night time.’
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