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Paint It Black


Nick Sharman – at last – is living a life of married bliss with his new partner (and ex-stripper) Dawn. The bad boy has settled down, and the booze and the drugs and the guns are but a happy memory – unlike his ex-wife Laura, now married to respectability.


Laura’s quite capable of shattering the idyll, but this time it’s serious – their fifteen-year-old daughter Judith, the real love of Sharman’s life, has gone missing. The police are looking, but have no leads. Laura fears the worst.


Sharman still has his own skills. But Laura’s call catapults him back into a world he should have left behind. And when he decides to right some wrongs in his own way, domestic bliss becomes a thing of the past – and Sharman, once again, finds himself playing for keeps.
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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.




author’s note:


I have had to take some liberties with the timings of footie matches and various festivals up and down the country. My apologies to all concerned.










‘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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For Robyn


1947–1995


I woke last night and spoke to you


not thinking you were gone.




part one


east of eden’s gate











The modern ecstasy; A dead man’s knell.


Macbeth
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Dawn and I were living the straight life when it started. As straight as we could, anyway. With our history.


We’d been married just over a year, and after Dawn had helped me on a case involving a dead rock star who wasn’t. Dead, I mean. We were just kicking back and letting the dust settle.


There was nothing stronger in the house than a bottle or two of German beer and some vodka. We had plenty of money and we spent it on eating out, going to the movies and generally having a good time. Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.


Then one Sunday evening my ex-wife called me up.


There were no preliminaries. ‘Are they there?’ she demanded.


‘Who?’ I recognise Laura’s voice straight away and I didn’t expect any endearments. But I thought a ‘hello’ would have been nice.


‘Judith and her little friend. Who else?’


‘Why should Judith be here?’ I asked. Bit slow on the uptake there, I give in. ‘And what friend? I don’t know who you’re talking about.’


‘Because they’re gone. Both of them.’


‘What? What do you mean?’


‘Aren’t I making myself clear? Judith has decided to take a little trip. God knows where. She left me a note. And I’m phoning you to find out if you’ve heard from her.’


‘No, I haven’t,’ I said.


Dawn looked up from the book she was reading. I told you we were living the straight life. We’d already finished the Sunday papers and completed the Observer crossword. She gave me a quizzical look.


I covered the mouthpiece of the receiver with one hand and said, ‘Judith’s done a runner. Laura’s checking to see if she’s ended up here.’


‘I thought she was just punishing me. I thought she’d be back by now,’ Laura went on, and her voice broke. I hadn’t heard that in a long time.


‘Slow down, Laura,’ I said. ‘Just tell me what’s happened.’


So she told me.


‘Judith’s got a new best friend,’ she said. ‘I don’t like her. I told Judith not to see her any more. She disobeyed me as she does constantly. Judith told me she had a rehearsal for the school play. She lied. She was off with her friend. Now they’ve both gone.’


‘Gone where?’


‘If I knew that I wouldn’t be telephoning you.’


Fair comment.


‘When?’


‘Friday night.’


‘Friday!’ I exploded. ‘Two days ago. And you’re only phoning me now.’


‘Don’t take that attitude, Nick,’ said Laura. ‘Don’t come on all aggrieved like some kind of perfect father. It won’t wash.’


‘OK, Laura,’ I said tiredly. ‘Have you informed the police?’


‘Of course.’


‘And you told them about me?’


‘Yes.’


‘They haven’t been here.’


‘I only told them this afternoon.’


‘Bit late.’


‘I told you, Nick. Don’t start all that. You don’t know what Judith’s been like lately.’


‘What has she been like lately?’


‘A little bitch. Fourteen going on forty-five.’ She paused. ‘You should hear the way she speaks to Louis and me.’


Louis is Laura’s husband.


Laura paused again. ‘She’s rude. Aggressive. Sarcastic. Just awful.’


A bit like me, I thought.


‘A bit like you, in fact,’ Laura went on, as if reading my mind. ‘Mixing with the wrong people.’


Again, a bit like me.


‘What kind of people?’ I asked.


‘Girls from the council estate. That’s who she’s gone missing with. One of them.’


‘Who?’


‘A girl called Paula. Paula McGann. A little cow. Older than Judith. A foul-mouthed little slut.’


‘I can see you welcomed her into your house with open arms.’


‘I did, too. Then she went into my purse and stole ten pounds.’


‘Big time.’


‘Don’t make fun of me, Nick. It wasn’t amusing.’


‘Sorry. You’re right. Have you checked the local hospitals?’


‘Of course. They’re not in hospital. They’ve run away. I told you she left me a note. They’ve probably gone to London. I imagined they’d call in on you while they were there.’


‘Why?’


‘Because Judith loves her daddy.’ Her voice rose. Then dropped again. ‘That’s why. You can do no wrong. And I can do no right.’


‘Don’t get bitter, Laura,’ I said.


‘Bitter . . . me bitter.’ She laughed with no amusement. ‘What do you know?’


I didn’t reply. Exactly. What did I know? ‘Have you got the note there?’ I asked.


‘Of course.’


‘Read it to me, will you?’


‘It doesn’t say much.’


‘That doesn’t matter. I’d still like to hear it.’


There was a pause, and I heard the rustle of paper being unfolded.


‘“Mum,”’ read Laura. ‘“I’m going away for a bit. With Paula. Down south probably. I’ve got some money. Don’t worry. I’ll be in touch. Judith.”’


‘That’s it?’


‘That’s it.’


‘What about the other girl? Paula. Did she leave a note too?’


‘I don’t think they’re very big on leaving notes where she lives. I doubt whether many of her family can read.’


‘Laura.’


‘I’m sorry. I’m just so worried. I phoned her mother. She didn’t seem very concerned. Probably glad to see the back of her. And you’re sure Judith hasn’t been in touch with you?’


‘Of course I’m sure. It’s hardly something I’d forget,’ I said.


There was a long pause. Laura had a strange note of sadness in her voice when she spoke again. ‘You’re not lying to me are you, Nick? I can imagine what they’d say about me. The Wicked Witch of the West’s got nothing on me, according to Judith. If they are there and they’ve convinced you not to tell me . . .’ She paused. ‘Just tell me. I’m so worried.’


‘I’m not lying, Laura,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t do that.’


‘Wouldn’t you?’


Of course that brought it all back. All the bad things. All the things that split us up. ‘Who the hell do you think I am, Laura?’ I demanded. ‘If Judith was here I’d tell you. I’d’ve phoned the minute she showed up. I’m not into scoring points. I’m as worried as you are.’


Dawn got up from where she was sitting in one graceful move and took the phone out of my hand like a relay runner taking the baton. ‘Laura,’ she said. ‘It’s Dawn. He’s telling the truth. Judith isn’t here. And she hasn’t been in touch.’


She paused and listened.


‘I’ll get him on to it right away.’ She gave me a sideways look. ‘If we hear anything I’ll make sure he phones you.’


Another pause.


‘All right, Laura. Goodbye.’ And she put down the phone. ‘Come on then, Nick,’ she said. ‘You know everyone who’s worth knowing. Get on it. Your ex is climbing the walls.’
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Before I could reply, the flat doorbell rang.


‘Cops,’ I said. ‘Pound to a peanut.’


‘Or maybe your wayward daughter and her friend.’


I looked through the window. Outside was a police panda. ‘Cops,’ I said, and went to answer the front door.


Standing inside the porch were two uniformed constables, a male and a female. They were both young and earnest looking.


‘Mr Sharman?’ said the male officer.


‘That’s me.’


‘I wonder if we could come inside. It’s about your daughter.’


‘Sure,’ I replied. ‘I just had my ex on the phone. Have you heard anything yet?’


‘No. We wondered if you had.’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Come on up.’


They followed me up the stairs, and I introduced them to Dawn, and the male officer told us that his name was Blair and the female officer was PC Hawkins.


‘Sandra,’ she said after I’d got them sat somewhere and Dawn had got the kettle on.


‘So,’ I said, lighting a cigarette and noticing a slight tremble in my fingers as I did so. ‘What’s the state of play?’


‘The usual,’ said Blair. ‘We’ve put Judith and Paula McGann on the computer. We’ve notified the officers who cover the railway stations and coach stations to look out for them. Your wife–’


‘Ex-wife,’ I corrected him.


He reddened. ‘Sorry. Your ex-wife, Mrs . . .’ He consulted his notebook. ‘Rudnick. Has supplied us with an up-to-date photograph of your daughter. We have photos of the other girl too. Copies are being made. We’re checking hospitals, hostels, shelters. Anywhere where two girls who’ve run away might end up. But there’s a lot of places between Aberdeen and here that they might go. If indeed they have come to London. The note she left mentioned “down south”, I believe.’


I nodded.


‘Like I say. That covers a lot of ground.’


I nodded again.


‘But your ex-wife thought they might turn up here.’


‘They might. But they haven’t yet.’


‘If they do, you’ll be sure to inform us?’


‘You’ll be the first to hear.’


‘I hope that we are.’


At that, I knew that he knew who I was and wasn’t very happy about it. Tough shit. I wasn’t best pleased myself, but I had to live with it.


There was a moment’s strained silence as the copper and I looked at each other.


‘Jack Robber sends his regards,’ said Sandra Hawkins to relieve the tension.


I looked at her. ‘Inspector Robber?’ I said. ‘You must be from Gipsy Hill.’


She nodded.


Inspector Jack Robber was the closest thing I had left to a friend on the force. Christ knows why. We’d been webbed up in a couple of cases together. I hadn’t heard from him for a while, and the last time we’d spoken he’d told me he was jacking the job in and going to live by the sea with his sister.


‘I thought he’d retired,’ I said.


‘He decided to spend a few more months in harness,’ said Sandra.


‘Couldn’t face moving to the seaside,’ I said. ‘Under his sister’s thumb.’


The policewoman smiled. ‘Something like that,’ she said.


‘Send him my best back.’


‘He said that he’d do anything he could to help,’ she went on.


‘Tell him thanks. I need someone like him on my side.’ And I blimped her colleague again. ‘I just hope the pair of them will turn up soon.’ And for the first time since Laura had phoned I felt the full significance of what was happening and what the consequences could be for two young girls on their own, out there somewhere, unprotected from the loonies who stalked this once benign country of ours. ‘What the hell does Judith think she’s doing?’ I said.


Neither of the uniformed police answered. It was an impossible question.


Dawn brought the tea. When she gave me mine, she put her hand on my shoulder for comfort. It wasn’t much help, but it was something. We all drank in silence.


‘You’re a private detective,’ said Blair, after a moment.


‘That’s right.’


‘You’ve been in some trouble.’


‘I attract it.’


‘I hope you’ll keep out of this.’


‘No chance. If there’s been no news by tomorrow, first thing, I intend to get very involved.’


‘We’re the professionals, Mr Sharman.’


‘And she’s my daughter.’


There wasn’t much they could say to that, and the two police officers finished their tea and left. I sat on the sofa, picked up the phone and made a few calls.
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First of all I called Laura back. She picked up the phone before I heard a ringing tone my end. ‘Any news?’ I asked.


‘No.’


‘I just had the boys and girls in blue here. They seemed to think I had Judith and her mate hidden away somewhere.’


‘I think I overreacted when I spoke to the inspector here.’


‘You must have. Did you really think I’d have them here for more than a minute without letting you know?’


‘I didn’t know what to think. I’m sorry, Nick. I was frantic.’


‘It’s OK. I don’t blame you. I know how you feel.’ I lit another cigarette. ‘Anything could happen to them . . .’ I didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need it and nor did I.


‘They’ll be all right, won’t they?’ Her voice was little more than a whisper.


‘Christ, I hope so, Laura.’


‘Can you do anything?’


Things had to be bad if she was asking for my help.


‘I can try. I’m going to make some calls. Get a few things rolling this end. Call me any time tonight if you hear anything at all. I’ll do the same to you.’


‘I don’t want to wake you–’


‘I’m not going to get much sleep, Laura. If I had any idea where they were I’d be out now looking. But we mustn’t panic. We need to conserve all the energy we’ve got . . .’ I hesitated. Once again I knew she didn’t need it, but it had to be said. ‘I dealt with a few of these sorts of cases when I was in the job . . .’ I hesitated again. ‘It could take time.’


I heard Laura sob at the other end of the line and for the first time in years I wanted to hold her.


‘Laura. I didn’t mean to upset you. We’ve just got to take it an hour at a time.’ Jesus. Me and my big mouth. ‘Is Louis there?’ I asked after a moment.


‘Yes.’


‘Can I have a word?’


‘Hold on,’ she said.


I heard the phone go down with a bang and voices in the background. Then the receiver was picked up again and a male voice said, ‘Hello.’


‘Louis. Nick.’


‘How are you?’ As if he could give a shit.


‘Could be better,’ I said. ‘This is a bad do.’


‘You don’t need to tell me that.’


I knew that I didn’t. But I still felt a tinge of resentment towards old Louis. He was the one who ended up with my wife and daughter, and now one had vanished and the other sounded like she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.


‘Yeah. I know,’ I said.


There was a long pause.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said finally.


‘You don’t have to be. These things happen. I just wish I’d known that things had got so bad.’


‘What would you have done?’


‘Probably nothing. I’m not pointing fingers, Louis. I’m not apportioning blame. I don’t have that right. I’m as much to blame as anyone. Probably more so. All that matters is that we find Judith and her friend safe and well. We can do any sorting out that needs to be done after that. I’m only sorry that Laura thought that I might know where they were and not tell her.’


‘She was upset.’


‘I know. Listen. If you hear anything overnight, let me know, it doesn’t matter what time it is. I probably won’t get much sleep anyway. If I don’t hear from you by morning, I’ll call again. And naturally if I hear anything I’ll get right on to you.’


‘OK, Nick,’ said Louis. ‘I’ll put you back to Laura.’


There was another pause, then Laura spoke again. ‘Nick,’ she said. ‘She will be all right, won’t she?’


‘Course she will,’ I said reassuringly, or at least I hoped it was reassuringly.


Laura wasn’t convinced. ‘You just read such dreadful things . . .’


‘Don’t worry. She’ll be fine. She’s probably hanging out at a mate’s.’ But even as I said them, I knew how empty those words were.


‘No,’ said Laura. ‘She’s gone.’


‘Then we’ll get her back.’


‘I hope so.’


‘Count on it. Call me if you hear anything and I’ll do the same.’


‘All right, Nick.’


‘And don’t worry.’


More empty words.


‘Goodbye,’ said Laura, and she put down the phone.


I stood holding the receiver until Dawn took it out of my hand and put it back on the cradle.


She gave me a drink and I got back on the dog. Next I called Gipsy Hill police station. Jack Robber was in, as he always seemed to be. I don’t think he’s got a home to go to. He answered the phone on the first ring.


‘Robber,’ he said.


‘Nick Sharman,’ I said back.


‘Sharman. I’ve been expecting a call from you. I’m sorry to hear about your trouble.’


‘Thanks. I’ve just had a pair of your officers here.’


‘It’s usual in cases like this.’


‘I don’t think PC Blair was too enamoured with me.’


‘Did you expect him to be?’


‘It’s not me I care about. It’s Judith. And her friend. And their safety.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning, I hope that the way you lot feel about me won’t affect the way you look for them.’


‘Don’t be stupid. It’s not your girl’s fault who she’s got for a father. We’ll look for her the same way we’d look for any missing kid.’


‘Jesus, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘This is starting to get to me. There’s no news, I suppose.’


‘Not so far. And I’m keeping an eye out for anything that comes in.’


‘I appreciate it. Will you call me if you hear anything? Anything at all, and any time.’


‘I will.’


‘Thanks, Mr Robber.’


‘Don’t bother . . . and Sharman . . .’


‘What?’


‘Don’t go going off half cocked. Keep out of this. Leave it to us.’


‘That’s what Blair said.’


‘And what did you say?’


‘That if I don’t hear anything by tomorrow, I’m going to start looking for her myself.’


‘You’ll be wasting your time. If we can’t find her . . .’ He didn’t finish the sentence.


‘I can’t just sit here doing nothing.’


‘I know, son,’ he said. He’d certainly never called me that before.


‘I thought you were up for retirement.’ I changed the subject.


‘Still am. I’m just hanging on as long as possible.’


‘Frightened of your sister?’


‘You’ve never met her. If you had you’d be frightened of her too.’


‘And you a big strong copper.’


‘She’d frighten the Marine Corps.’


‘Listen,’ I said, ‘I’d better get off now. Just in case . . .’


‘Sure. And try not to worry.’


I knew he meant well but they were just more empty words.


‘I’ll try,’ I said, and put down the phone.


Finally, I called my old mate Chas, a journalist who now works for a big Sunday tabloid out of Wapping and who was best man at Dawn’s and my wedding. He’s helped me out on a couple of cases in the past and is about as close to a real friend as I’ve got. He was at home. I explained what had happened.


‘Sorry, mate. That’s a bastard,’ he said. ‘What can I do?’


‘Anything.’


‘I’ll see if I can get something into the daily paper about it.’


‘That’s what I’m scared of. I’m worried that they’ll dig up my past again.’


‘It goes with the territory.’


‘It might make things worse.’


‘If it does, it will anyway. At least I might be able to do a damage limitation.’


‘Yeah.’ I wasn’t totally convinced.


‘Look. It’s my day off tomorrow, but I’ll shoot into the office and see what I can see. I’ll get back to you. But if you hear anything first, let me know.’


‘I might not be around tomorrow. If nothing turns up tonight I’ll probably fly up to Aberdeen in the morning.’


I saw Dawn raise her eyebrows.


‘Will Dawn be around?’ asked Chas.


‘Yeah.’


‘Then I’ll check in with her.’


‘Do that, Chas. And thanks.’


‘Don’t thank me. I haven’t done anything yet.’


‘Even so. Thanks.’


‘OK, Nick. And take it easy.’


‘When don’t I?’


‘You want a list?’


‘No.’


‘Right. See you soon.’


‘You will.’


And we both hung up.


‘Will you go to Aberdeen?’ asked Dawn when I’d put the phone down.


‘If there’s no news by tomorrow. It’s a place to start. Don’t mind, do you?’


‘Course not. Don’t be silly. I’d do the same in your shoes.’


‘And you don’t mind staying down here and holding the fort?’


She shook her head.


‘Thanks, love,’ I said. She came over and sat next to me on the sofa and put her arm round my shoulder. ‘Are you going to get some sleep?’


‘I’ll stay here,’ I said. ‘Try and take a nap. I need to be close to the phone.’


‘Then I’ll stay too.’


And she did.
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I didn’t get much sleep. I was too edgy. And by seven I was up, showered, shaved, dressed and drinking my first cup of coffee. At three minutes past I called Laura. She answered on the second ring, so I assumed there was no news and that she hadn’t slept much either, but I asked anyway.


‘Nothing,’ she said.


‘Right. I’m coming up.’


‘There’s no need . . .’


‘Isn’t there? I think there is.’


‘She’s probably closer to you than to here.’


‘But at least I can get a better idea of what happened. It’s a start.’


‘The police–’ Once again I didn’t let her finish her sentence.


‘Sod the police,’ I said. ‘I’m coming. I’ll see you later this morning.’


Then I phoned London airport. BA did a walk on, walk off shuttle service and I could buy a ticket at the airport. Dawn drove me straight over. By nine-fifteen I was on a plane and just before eleven I walked through the main entrance of Aberdeen airport and grabbed a cab.


I’d never been to Laura and Louis’s place before and I was impressed. It was a big, ranch-style house in its own grounds just outside of town. There were three cars parked on the U-shaped drive. A Volvo estate, a Golf GTI and an official-looking dark blue Ford Sierra bristling with aerials that just screamed Old Bill.


I let the car go and walked up the wide, grey stone steps to the front door that looked like it had been pinched from the House of Usher. I rang the bell and Louis opened the door. I hadn’t seen him for a couple of years and he wasn’t weathering early middle age well. Too much money and booze in general and too little sleep over the weekend in particular, I guessed. He was dressed in baggy jeans, a white polo shirt and a navy blue cardigan. He was putting on weight, especially in the face, and his hair was grey and thin-looking. It made me feel loads better.


‘Hello, Nick,’ he said. ‘Long time.’ He didn’t offer to shake hands and nor did I.


‘Louis,’ I said.


‘You’d better come in.’ As if I’d travelled all that way to stand in the porch and communicate by semaphore.


He stood back and I entered the wide hall, moodily decorated in muted colours. ‘Laura’s in the lounge,’ he said. ‘That way.’


He pointed to the left and I walked through another wide door into a room that resembled a set decoration for a BBC production of Vanity Fair. All regency stripes and uncomfortable straight-backed armchairs. Not much like the place Laura and I had shared during our marriage, or where I lived now for that matter. No wonder Judith had done a runner. Louis didn’t come into the room. Maybe his and Laura’s marriage was in a particularly bad shape, or maybe it was just a bad time. Or maybe it was me.


Laura was sitting on the arm of a sofa smoking a cigarette. That was new. A big, burly geezer in a black Burberry was sitting in an armchair balancing a cup on his knee. Laura stood up as I went in.


‘Nick,’ she said, and came over and embraced me briefly. I hadn’t seen her for over a year either, but she looked pretty good, although the cigarette and the tremor in her voice as she’d spoken weren’t good signs. But then maybe that was me again.


‘Any news?’ I asked.


‘No. This is Inspector Todd. He’s from the local station. Inspector, this is Nick Sharman. My ex-husband. Judith’s father.’


The geezer in the mac nodded, but that was all.


I directed my next question to him. ‘You’ve heard nothing at all?’


‘No. But we’re working on it.’


‘Do you want a coffee, Nick?’ asked Laura.


‘Please. Then I’d like to see Paula McGann’s parents if that’s possible.’ I looked at Todd as I spoke.


‘Why?’ he asked.


‘Because they might know something.’


He shrugged. ‘And it’s parent by the way. Her mother, Margaret. The old man left about a year ago. We’re trying to trace him, but no luck. She thinks he might be on a rig. But we’ve drawn a blank so far.’


‘Bloody people,’ said Laura, and left the room.


‘She’s not taking this too well,’ I said.


Todd put his cup on a spindly-looking table and got up. He was about my height, but much bigger built, and the raincoat he was wearing added to his bulk. As I looked at him, I thought that I wouldn’t like to meet him in a detention cell on a dark night. Or at high noon for that matter.


‘No,’ he said. ‘But you must have seen that kind of reaction before. You were in the Met, weren’t you?’


‘That’s right.’


‘I spoke to a couple of people who knew you. Know you.’


‘And?’


‘And this is my ground. I don’t want you trampling all over it.’


‘I’ve come up here to find out what happened to my daughter, Inspector,’ I said. ‘That’s all that matters to me. Your sensibilities don’t have anything to do with it.’ It was a stupid thing to say and I regretted the words as soon as I’d uttered them.


‘You’re not in London now, Sharman,’ he said. ‘My sensibilities have everything to do with it. I sympathise with what’s happened, but don’t mess me around or you’ll be in trouble.’


‘OK, Inspector,’ I said. ‘Fair enough. This whole deal is doing me in. I’m sorry. I’ll try and keep my mouth shut from now on.’


He nodded, and seemed to relax a little. I didn’t know who he’d spoken to or what he expected. Me to draw a revolver and shoot out the china figures on the sideboard, maybe. Or challenge him to an arm wrestle to see which of us was toughest. Whatever it was, he was going to be disappointed.


‘So what can you tell me about Paula McGann?’ I asked instead.


He walked over to the window. ‘See those?’ he asked, and pointed his finger.


I followed him to where he was standing and looked in the direction that he was pointing. Over the roofs of the houses across the wide road opposite, the top storeys of a couple of tower blocks could just be seen in the distance.


‘Yeah.’


‘The Grace Darling Estate. That’s where the McGanns live. It’s about as different from here as could be. The people who live in those blocks may look down on these houses, but the people who live here look down on them more.’


I knew the deal. It was the same in Dulwich.
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Laura came back with my coffee. I drank it and smoked a cigarette. In the time it took me to smoke that one, she lit four and stubbed them out again. I felt sorry for her, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to communicate that, so I just shut up.


When my coffee was done, Todd offered me a lift to the McGann residence. I accepted.


All three of us walked out to the blue Sierra. I told Laura I’d be back soon. Todd told her he’d be in touch if he heard anything, but that she could call him at any time. I thought that was decent of him. He and I got into the motor. He started it and we pulled away leaving Laura standing in the driveway looking like a little girl whose puppy just died. I knew how she felt.


Todd steered the car down some increasingly mean streets until he pulled up outside a semi-detached house in a row of identical semis with that certain air of neglect that tells you they’re council houses where the tenants haven’t taken up the right-to-buy option.


‘Twenty-two,’ he said, nodding in the direction of the most dilapidated house in the street. ‘That’s Maggie’s place.’


The front fence, this side of the square of mud that an optimist might call a front garden, was bowed with the weight of the three young children leaning against it. The front gate was missing, and a rusty tricycle sat on the narrow concrete path that led to the front door.


‘Want me to come in?’ asked Todd.


‘No,’ I replied.


‘Probably best,’ he said. ‘We’ve never been popular in that house. Shall I wait?’


‘No thanks. I’ll find my own way back. It’s not far.’


‘Good luck then.’


‘Cheers,’ I said. ‘I expect we’ll talk again.’


‘Expect so,’ he replied, and I got out of the car and waited as he put it into gear and drove off.


The three kids looked at me and I looked back.


‘You live here?’ I asked.


No response.


I shrugged, and walked through the gap where the gate should have been and up the path, avoiding the tricycle, and on to the porch.


There was no bell, so I knocked hard on the paint-stained translucent square of glass set into the door.


A dog barked somewhere in the house.


I looked back at the kids who had turned and were regarding me steadily, as you might someone who’s just stepped out of an alien spaceship.


I turned round and knocked again. The dog barked once more and I heard a woman call out to it, then a figure appeared behind the glass and the door opened.


The woman who answered my knock was small, barely five foot tall I guessed, and pretty much the same wide. She was about thirty-five with long brown hair, and she wore a tight jumper and jeans that didn’t suit her figure. Her face was bare of make-up and showed signs of recent tears. In one hand she held a cigarette, in the other a chocolate biscuit.


‘Mrs McGann?’ I said.


‘Aye.’


‘My name’s Sharman, Nick Sharman. I’m–’


‘Judith’s daddy,’ she said, and her face split into a grin, which lit it from within, and for a moment I saw the attractive young girl she must once have been. ‘I’ve heard all about you. Come on in.’


She held open the door and I walked into the hall. If I’d expected the interior of the house to match the exterior, I was wrong. It was spotless. And although the carpet may have been a bit thin in parts, it was obviously regularly hoovered.


‘Come on through, we’re in the kitchen,’ she said.


I followed her down the corridor into a fair-sized kitchen which was as clean as the hall. In one corner was a dog basket filled with a pooch who was as fat as his mistress. He looked up at me through the one eye that wasn’t hidden by a greying fringe, growled softly, then decided I wasn’t worth worrying about, closed the eye, yawned and went to sleep. At the huge kitchen table that dominated the centre of the room sat a girl of about fifteen, with a cup of tea in front of her and a chocolate biscuit of her own, which she popped into her mouth as I entered.


‘This is Clare,’ introduced Margaret McGann. ‘One of Paula’s pals. She’s come round to keep me company. This is Mr Sharman, Judith’s daddy.’


‘Nick,’ I said.


‘Nick,’ echoed Paula’s mother. ‘Sit down, will you.’


I did as she said and she sat opposite me. ‘Are you all right, Mrs McGann?’ I asked.


‘Call me Margaret,’ she said.


I nodded. ‘Margaret,’ I said.


‘As well as I can be with what’s happened. When I get hold of Paula I’ll tan her backside, big as she is.’


I turned to Clare. ‘Do you know Judith well?’


She shrugged. ‘Fairly.’


‘Do you know where they are?’


She shook her head, then said, ‘I’d better be off, Mrs McGann, I should be at school as it is. But I was worried about you.’


‘You’re a good girl, Clare,’ said Margaret. ‘Better than my own. Be off with you now, you don’t want to be getting into trouble with the headmaster.’


Clare smiled at her, then me, got up and went through the kitchen door into the back garden and round the side of the house.


‘School,’ said Margaret McGann bitterly. ‘What a waste of time.’


‘I don’t think Judith’s mother would agree with you on that.’


Margaret McGann looked up at me through the fall of her hair. ‘Oh, your Judith’s different. She goes to a good school. The girls round here go to a dump of a comprehensive that’s rotten with asbestos and should have been pulled down years ago. The teachers haven’t got a clue and hardly ever last longer than a term. There’s drugs sold like sweeties, and if the girls get to be sixteen without getting pregnant it’s a miracle.’


And I thought I was cynical.


Margaret McGann offered me a cup of tea from the huge enamel pot that sat on the top of the stove. I accepted gratefully. It was strong and sweet, just the way I like it.


‘So where do you think they are, Margaret?’ I asked, when she placed the thick, white china mug in front of me and accepted a cigarette from my packet. ‘Our daughters.’


‘God knows, Nick,’ she said. ‘If I had a clue I’d tell you. Judith’s always on about her daddy the private detective. She’s got a scrap book full of clippings about you.’


I didn’t know that.


‘I thought it wouldn’t be long before you turned up to try and find her,’ she went on.


‘That’s why I’m here,’ I said. ‘I thought I might be able to help.’


‘You trust the coppers about as much as I do, is that what you mean?’


I pulled a wry face. This woman was no fool. ‘That’s about it,’ I agreed. ‘But I could use some help myself. I don’t really know where to start. Not up here.’


She stubbed out her cigarette in a ‘Glasgow Smiles Better’ ashtray. ‘I don’t know where they are, Nick, as God is my judge. If I did, do you think I’d be sitting here greetin’ into my tea?’


I think she meant crying.


‘I didn’t even know what to tell the police. They must think I’m a shocking mother. Not that they think much of any of us round here. And my Gordon – my husband. If you could call him that. He was always in and out of the station. Drunk. Not that the kids have ever been in trouble. Not up until now that is.’ And her face dissolved into tears again. ‘What kind of mother doesn’t know where her daughter is?’ she said through sobs.


I left my chair, went to where she was sitting, knelt down and put my arms round her shoulders.


‘Exactly the same as Judith’s mother. She’s as much in the dark as you are. She thought Judith might be with me.’


‘In London?’


‘That’s right. My wife’s down there at home now, just in case Judith gets in touch.’


She dried her eyes on the tea towel I handed her and I went and sat back down again.


‘I heard all about your wedding. Judith was so excited,’ said Margaret McGann.


‘I know. So was I.’


‘That’s good.’


All this was very nice, but it wasn’t going to get baby a new bonnet.


‘Does Paula have a boyfriend?’ I asked.


‘No one special. She knocks about with the lads from the estate, but she wants someone better. Not that I blame her, mind. If I’d’ve had any sense I would have got someone better myself, and not ended up here bringing up four bairns on my own.’


Then I asked the question that I didn’t want to ask. ‘What about Judith?’


Margaret McGann looked at me and laughed. ‘Lord no. Judith was an innocent, Nick. Compared with my girl anyway. No. She has more sense. She wants a career. To move south and catch a boy with some brains himself. The lot round here are as thick as planks. The ones from the estate and the ones from the posh end.’


I had to smile at the way she described Laura and Louis’s neck of the woods.


‘Do you mind if I have a look at Paula’s room?’ I asked.


‘Paula’s and young Maggie’s you mean,’ she said. ‘They share.’


‘Whatever.’


‘Course you can. It’s upstairs. I’ll show you.’


Which she did. It seemed to be a typical teenager’s bedroom. Untidy. With clothes, tapes, magazines and school books everywhere. And posters of current pop stars on the walls.


‘The police have been through the place twice already,’ said Margaret McGann. ‘They found nothing.’


Nor did I.


We went back downstairs and Margaret McGann made me another cup of tea, we smoked two cigarettes each and I left. I walked back past the three kids who were still leaning against the fence, who studied me again like the strange species I must have appeared to them, and in the direction that I thought Laura and Louis’s place was. When I was half a street away from the McGann house I heard someone call my name and I looked round.




[image: Illustration]


It was Clare and a couple of her pals. Girls of about the same age, all dressed in similar, baggy, brightly coloured clothes, where a big feature was a baseball cap worn backwards.


I waited until they caught up with me.


‘How ya doin’?’ said Clare.


I shrugged.


‘This is Dottie. This is Maria,’ she said, introducing her pals, but not indicating which was which.


I nodded at them.


‘We wanted a wee chat.’


‘I’m listening,’ I said. There was something up, and I wanted them to tell me what, without any prompting.

OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Gras-Italique.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/FrutigerBQ-Roman.ttf


OEBPS/Images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ch5.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
mark

paint it
black

The Eleventh Nick Sharman Thriller






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
mark
timlin

paint it black

The Eleventh Nick Sharman Thriller

NO EXIT PRESS





