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GUN STREET GIRL


It all starts when Nick Sharman’s eye is caught by a woman in a fashionable West End store. She is young beautiful and classy. And she is shoplifting. In a moment of gallantry, Sharman saves her from the indignity of being caught. The next thing he knows Elizabeth Pike is his client. One evening a few weeks before, her father, multimillionaire Sir Robert Pike, took his old service revolver and blew a hole in his head. Now the battle is on for control of his massive media empire. And someone is out to get his illegitimate daughter Catherine, a lovely young Australian with a chequered past. So Sharman has two women to protect. But from whom?





As Sharman swaps the grimy streets of south London for the glamour and glitz of Mayfair, it soon becomes apparent that what lurks beneath the surface is as slimy and sleazy as anything he’s encountered in Brixton. And twice as dangerous…
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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 features in Gun Street Girl, has starred in a Carlton TV series, played by 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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It’s funny how things start isn’t it? I wanted a new necktie – no ordinary tie, mind. I fancied a real silk job that looked like it came from a minor public school or an offshoot from the Tory Party. Something impressive that would turn heads.


I was up in front of a jury, see. Nothing serious as it turned out. Nothing that a good brief and a lot of dough couldn’t sort out. In fact, the morning I went out to buy the tie, I heard that the prosecution was shedding charges like cat’s hair in the springtime. It was all boiling down to illegal helicopter parking and trespassing on international flying space. The Civil Aviation Authority wouldn’t budge on that one.


So I went shopping for a tie in Bond Street and that’s when I first saw her. I didn’t know her name then, but I knew her game right off. She was doing a bit of up-market hoisting down South Molton Street. Now, I don’t mind hoisters, never have, they don’t do much harm – the losses go on the prices at the till. But most nicking from shops is done by the staff and that’s a fact, and as a rule most hoisters don’t get fisty when they’re captured. They recognise it as part of the game and go quietly if they can’t get away. Cut and run is their motto, or stand still for the nick. Not that there aren’t one or two with a Stanley knife up their sleeves, but then crossing the road is dangerous, or so they tell me. In fact some of my best friends do a bit, and I don’t mind admitting I’ve had the odd Blazer suit from a geezer in my local in my time.


I clocked her style after a couple of minutes. She was good, but not that good and I saw her stuffing a cashmere sweater into her tote bag in Brown’s. I just saw the sleeve doing a David Nixon before she flipped the top shut. It’s always strange to see someone on the hoist; it gave me a funny feeling, just like in the old days. You think: Gotcha! But you’ve got to pretend not to notice. That’s how it was, anyway; now I don’t care.


But old habits die hard and when she left Brown’s I sauntered out after her, just to see if any of the staff had seen what I’d seen and were going to do the old ‘Excuse me, madam, would you accompany me to the manager’s office’ bit. But she was off free and clear with no shop assistant following. She went across the street and into D-Mob. Not a good idea. They had security cameras fitted in there. I knew that for a fact; she obviously didn’t.


I followed her into the shop and started going through a rack of jackets. She swanned around the floor, ran her hand along a shelf and palmed a pair of cufflinks and slid them into her coat pocket. Then she went over to the leathers and I had a chance to study her closely. She was about twenty-five or -six and darkly beautiful with thick auburn hair and perfectly made-up white skin. She was wearing sunglasses and a long red coat with huge sleeves and big pockets, and carried a giant leather bag. All the better to stash the loot, Granma. She stood about five nine in her heels and looked as if she was worth a packet. It’s funny, but my mother always warned me about girls like that. West End girls she called them, and this one was about as West End as you could get. It was good camouflage but she was about to come unstuck. So I walked over to her and said, ‘I’d put them back if I were you, love.’


‘I’m not you, or your love, and I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ she said.


‘The two hundred nicker links in your pocket.’


‘If you don’t leave me alone I’ll get the manager to call a policeman,’ she said.


‘Go ahead. The jumper in your bag isn’t paid for either.’


‘Are you the store detective?’


‘No, but there’s a spy in the sky here.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Don’t look now, but above the changing room door there’s a little black circle. It’s a camera lens.’


She couldn’t resist and looked up, and frowned.


‘Smile,’ I said. ‘You’re on candid camera.’


‘And who are you?’


‘Well, right now whoever is looking at the screen figures I’m either your accomplice or I’m trying to chat you up.’


She was very cool, I’ll give her that. ‘And are you?’ she asked. ‘Trying to chat me up?’


I smiled. ‘No, I don’t think so. Maybe another time. But I am a detective, private.’ I reached into my pocket, gave her my card. ‘I don’t care what you do but I used to be on the force and I do know that the people who own this shop always prosecute. From the look of you, you don’t want that sort of publicity, so I’d put the cufflinks back or pay for them, okay?’ She didn’t say anything in reply so I simply added, ‘Have a nice day.’ And I left her and walked out of the shop.


In the street a big, handsome gorilla in chauffeur’s livery loaded down with parcels and plastic bags clocked me straight off. He caught my eye and held it. I nodded and brushed past. No one came after me so they must have thought I was only chatting her up after all. Perhaps I was. I never got the tie but I did get off at the Bailey a week later and went back to work.
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Two months went past before I spoke to her again. It was the third morning of what was to become the hottest summer since records began. Business was not good and I was sitting on a ticky tacky swivel chair behind a scarred desk in a steamy room in a town that was slowly dissolving like a grease spot on a hot stove. I sat and massaged my bad foot with my bad hand and listened out for trouble with my good ear.


I was alone in my office except for a little black and white neutered tom cat called Cat in memory of his mother. He was fast asleep with his head nearly in a saucer of water I’d put down for him less than an hour previously and which was already coated with a film of dust and contained the remains of a suicidal blue bottle.


I sighed, got up, changed the water, disturbed the cat, who meowed then went back to sleep again. I fell back into my seat and lit a Silk Cut king size and I saw the car draw up outside. It was a black Rolls-Royce limousine, 1989 model, stretched, but not indecently so. You couldn’t have fitted a swimming pool into the back but there was probably room for a reasonable-sized jacuzzi. I watched it glide past my office window and I thought it was going to go on for ever. The black mirrored windows were closed tightly and I imagined the interior cool and dark from the air-conditioning. I levered myself up from the comfort of my chair and went and checked it out. The first thing that struck me about the car was that it was so clean. On that dusty morning the cellulose shone like a new razor blade. The second thing that struck me was the number plate. RP2, it read, which led me to believe that whoever owned the machine had a better one at home. It was an interesting thought.


The arrival of the limo even brought the local lads out of the pub on the corner for a squint and when they saw who disembarked they stayed for another and another.


The driver’s door swung open smartly and a chauffeur in full black livery, including peaked cap and gaiters, hopped out and ran round to the passenger side. He was big and young and too handsome for his own good or my liking, with dark curls fighting to escape the restriction of his hat. His face was familiar, but I couldn’t place it right away. I could remember the days when I had his energy, when I could hop because I wanted to rather than because I had to, and I kicked my bad foot against the door frame just to let it know I hadn’t forgotten.


He gave the chaps gathered by the pub door a disdainful glance and flung the rear door open. He stood to attention, then extended his right hand to help his passenger alight. Out of the back of the vast, shining car stepped the hoister from South Molton Street and I suddenly remembered where I’d seen the chauffeur before.


That day she was dressed in black from head to toe, and her hair was bound tightly in a severe bunch at the back of her neck, pulled so tight that she almost seemed to be punishing the skin on her face. And the face itself, beautiful, but different under the same pair of shades she’d worn before. She stood for one moment with her hand on the driver’s arm and whispered something to him. Then she made straight for my door.


I watched her take the few steps from the car to my office and the temperature in the room went up another few degrees. I opened the door for her and stepped back as she crossed the threshold. ‘Hello again,’ she said. ‘I need your help.’
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‘Hello again yourself.’ I directed her to the hard wooden chair on the window side of my desk. I went round to my own chair, sat down, pulled a foolscap pad in front of me and fumbled a pen out of the top drawer. In the short silence that followed I gave her the once-over.


Like I said, she was dressed all in black, from the tiny pillbox hat with a short veil that perched on the pulled-back hair, down to the wickedly pointed stiletto-heeled shoes she wore on her narrow feet. It was expensive black. Even without the car she’d arrived in I would have seen that. In spite of the unaccustomed heat she was wearing a suit – a costume, my Auntie Roz, who is eighty if she’s a day, would have called it. Costume was a good description. It was cut tight to emphasise her figure. The jacket was short, bolero length, and double-breasted over a pencil-slim skirt that reached just below her knees and had a long split up the back seam. Under the jacket was a black silk blouse buttoned severely to the neck. She wore black stockings on her long, slender legs. Over her shoulder she carried a big, fat, soft leather handbag that screamed Gucci. She wore no jewellery.


Finally she broke the silence. ‘What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘Now let me guess. You’ve been nicked and you’ve come to me for a character reference?’


‘Not very funny, Mr Sharman.’


‘It wasn’t meant to be funny. What is all this?’


She took off her sunglasses. Her eyes were the most exquisite shade of blue I’d ever seen, the colour of Forget-Me-Nots. And beautiful, even enamelled with grief as they were. Free of make-up and full of tears and slightly puffed. If anything, the naked sadness in her eyes made her more attractive. The cool rich exterior and the terrible sadness within. She was in mourning and on her it looked good. She crossed her legs and the sound of silk on silk was like bated breath. ‘You’re staring, Mr Sharman.’ Her voice was barely a sigh.


‘It’s not every day a beautiful woman comes to see me. I wonder if you’d mind elaborating.’


‘Of course,’ she replied, and hesitated.


‘Yes?’ I prompted.


‘You don’t know who I am, do you?’


‘No.’


‘My name is Pike.’ She put her sunglasses on my desk. ‘Elizabeth Pike. My father was Robert Pike.’ She started to cry. She opened her handbag and felt around in it until she found a black-edged handkerchief which she pressed to her already bruised eyes.


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘RP2, Sir Robert Pike.’


‘You know then,’ she said between sobs.


‘I know that he’s dead.’ Her sobs got deeper. ‘I’m sorry.’ I stood up and went and perched on the edge of the desk in front of her. ‘Do you fancy a drink of anything?’ I asked. I knew I did.


‘No, thank you.’


I offered her a cigarette from my packet and she accepted. As I lit first hers and then another for myself, I ran what I knew about Robert Pike through my mind. It was quite a lot. He had been that sort of man.


Sir Robert was an entrepreneur, the millionaire owner of a vast publishing empire. He started off delivering newspapers in the thirties and ended up owning them in the eighties. Newspapers and magazines, followed by TV stations, a football team, record companies and other media and leisure-orientated businesses, with branches in property, transport and so much else it would make your head spin. He was rich, stinking rich, and seemed to enjoy it.


He was a man who spent the money he earned. He was a great collector. He bought paintings by old masters and new talent alike. He had a huge library of first editions, from Charles Dickens to twentieth-century writers like Mailer and Ian Fleming. He was also reputed to have one of the most valuable collections of American comic books in the world. Plus he amassed houses in all sorts of exotic locations, where he entertained other rich and famous men. But his favourite hobby, above all others, was collecting rare cars. He had more concourse-condition automobiles than you could decently shake a stick at.


He had managed to amass his great fortune and still remain virtually unknown to the public. He did not like publicity, even though in the scheme of things publicity liked him. The one and only scandalous part of his past, the sudden appearance of a previously unknown illegitimate child who had lived all of her life in Australia, had the great man’s lawyers papering the walls with enough writs to keep the courts busy for years. The story vanished from his rivals’ headlines almost as quickly as it had appeared.


So when Robert Pike took his old Webley service revolver and stuck it in his mouth and pulled the trigger a couple of weeks previously, you would have been hard pressed to miss the story. The verdict had been suicide. Pretty reasonable under the circumstances, I would have thought. This time the story had been plastered all over the press with no danger of litigation. His own papers canonised his memory; the papers that belonged to the other press lords dug the dirt.


Then it suddenly came to me where else I had seen Elizabeth Pike. Sir Robert’s funeral had been big TV news just a few days ago. Looking at her now, in front of me, holding her tear-stained handkerchief, I remembered seeing her then, being supported by a male relative as she entered Westminster Cathedral for the memorial service, but it hadn’t clicked. I also remembered a stunning blonde at the ceremony, described as Sir Robert’s other daughter.


‘I saw you on TV,’ I said. ‘At the funeral.’


‘Congratulations.’


I felt as if I was going down the wrong road. What the hell do you say? Did you enjoy the service? Did they serve ham or tongue in the bridge rolls at the do afterwards? ‘I didn’t recognise you,’ was all I said.


‘No, I didn’t pinch the altar piece.’ Her tone was dry. She dragged the smoke from the cigarette deep into her lungs and expelled it in one long, blue plume.


‘Miss Pike,’ I said, ‘if you need my help, I’ll do what I can.’


She nodded.


‘So tell me about it.’


‘Where do I start?’ she asked.


‘The beginning is usually good.’


‘The beginning,’ she repeated, like a child, as I went back to my chair. ‘Yes, that is a good place.’


And so she started. ‘It began a long time ago, before I was born, actually. My father had an affair with one of the women who worked for him. Her name was Joanna Bennett, with two ‘t’s. She became pregnant at about the same time as my mother was pregnant with me.’


Inconvenient, I thought.


‘My father offered to pay for Joanna to have an abortion,’ Elizabeth Pike continued. ‘She refused. She insisted that she loved him. He couldn’t bear the thought of any scandal besmirching the family name. He thought it would kill my mother. It probably would have. My father was a very honourable man, or so he thought.’ Her face twisted slightly at that. ‘His idea of honour was to push the poor woman off to Australia. I tend to think he was just an uptight bastard who couldn’t bear to have his good name dragged through the divorce courts. That would really have besmirched it. Times were different then, even if they did call them the swinging sixties.’


‘You didn’t like your father?’


‘I didn’t say that, but you’re right, I didn’t much. But he changed after my mother died and I did get to like him, and now I miss him. Maybe it really was her he was trying to protect all along.’


‘When did she die?’ I asked.


‘Five years ago. In Australia, of all places. She was on holiday and drowned in an accident on the Great Barrier Reef. She’d always wanted to see it, but Daddy just refused to set foot over there. We always said it was because of Murdoch. We know better now.’


‘We?’


‘My brother and I, Mother too, but of course she’s not here now to know anything.’ She paused sadly. ‘Anyway, where was I?’


‘Your mother died in Australia.’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘And?’


‘And my father changed. He told us about our half-sister Catherine. It was a hell of a shock. She’s the same age as me, and I had no idea she even existed. Then I met her.’


‘How old were you then?’


‘When I met her? Twenty-one.’


‘And she was in this country?’


‘Yes, she just arrived one day not long after my mother’s death. She had no relatives in Australia, no one close at all. Apparently she and Joanna had lived like gypsies, moving from place to place since she was born. They always lived in hotels. My father made Joanna an allowance, a generous one at that, but she’s never got over being banished. That was one of the conditions my father made, you see. She must live in Australia and never ever return. Apparently she loathed the place. She was an English rose who just dried up in the heat, and she took to drink.’


‘To keep her moist,’ I said.


Elizabeth Pike looked at me from under thick, dark eyelashes. ‘You’re a cynic, Mr Sharman. I expected as much.’


‘I’m glad I didn’t disappoint you. What were the other conditions?’


‘There were two more. The fact of the child must never be made public, and Joanna was never to get in touch with my father again, or else the deal was off.’


‘But he made it public himself, if I remember rightly.’


‘He allowed it to be made public,’ she corrected me. ‘He said he wanted to stop living a lie. But as I said, he’d changed, mellowed, and by then both the women were dead of course.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Go on with the story.’


She collected her thoughts. ‘Yes, Joanna died in 1982 and Catherine disappeared for a time. There was some trouble with drugs, she went off the rails. She was desperately lonely and scared. Daddy kept paying the allowance into Joanna’s bank, for Catherine, you understand. He arranged it so that she could draw the money, but it wasn’t touched for ages. And then she turned up out of the blue, one day in London.’


‘Quite a surprise.’


‘It was, Daddy nearly threw a fit. He’d never even seen her. Thank goodness she was discreet, and clever too. It was a hell of a job to get to him. All sorts of crazy people try. When you’re as rich and powerful as he was, everyone wants a bit of you, a bit of your time. I think that people thought something would rub off, some bit of his magic.’


‘Or some bit of his cash,’ I said. ‘Sorry, I’m being cynical again.’


‘I’m getting used to it. Apparently she got friendly with one of Daddy’s secretaries, found out where he’d be one evening and turned up.’


‘Didn’t her mother have a contact number or address?’


‘Oh no. No contact under any circumstances.’


‘So what happened then?’


‘Daddy fell for Catherine, literally. He helped her financially – she wanted to be an actress – and bought her a house, although in the end she virtually moved in with us.’


‘Very generous,’ I said. ‘But you told me he’d never seen her. What proof did she have that she was who she said she was?’


‘Everything. It’s all still at the house in Daddy’s safe. Birth certificate, medical and school records, although she didn’t go to school much from what we can gather – she got her education the hard way – her mother’s death certificate and the record of all the payments Father made to her. She also had a scrapbook of anything she had ever found about Robert Pike. That really did it for Daddy. The fact that although he ignored her, she thought enough about him to collect stories about him. Anyway, no one knew about her but Daddy. She could hardly invent herself.’


‘So she could have blown the gaff on the old man at any time?’


Elizabeth Pike’s eyes flashed with anger. ‘Please don’t call him that.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and I was. ‘But she could have.’


‘She didn’t need to. He wanted to help her. He felt guilty about neglecting her and, besides, she’s charming as well as gorgeous. You’ll see.’


‘I already have,’ I said.


‘What?’


‘Seen her.’


‘Where?’


‘On TV.’


‘Of course.’


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘There are a couple,’ said Elizabeth Pike. ‘Since my father died, Catherine has changed.’


‘How?’


‘I don’t know exactly, but I think she’s scared.’


‘Of what?’


‘I don’t know, she won’t say.’


‘You said “a couple”.’


‘I was coming to that. I’ve been through my father’s records with the accountants. His personal financial records. He was paying Joanna Bennett out of his private bank account, you see, to keep the payments secret. He was paying someone else in Australia too.’


‘Who?’


‘Someone called Joseph Lorimar.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘What sort of payments?’


‘Regular large payments, larger than he made to Joanna.’


‘How much and for how long?’


‘They started in 1970. At the time, it was ten thousand a month.’


I whistled. ‘That was a lot then.’


‘It was, and they increased. The last payment was for fifty thousand pounds.’


‘When was that?’


‘The same month that my mother died.’


‘And then?’


‘Nothing.’


‘How was the money paid?’


‘By banker’s draft to the National Bank of Perth. I had some enquiries made. Apparently Lorimar opened the account with a small deposit. The money that my father paid in was withdrawn from various branches of the bank in cash. Not in large enough amounts to cause a stir. No one remembers Lorimar. The official who opened the account is dead. The account is still open but hasn’t been used since the last withdrawal.’


‘So who is Lorimar?’


‘As far as I can ascertain, he doesn’t exist. I’m sure there are people by that name in Australia, but I can’t find any trace of the man who opened that bank account.’


‘And the last payment coincided with the death of your mother?’


She nodded.


‘Just as a matter of interest, where was Catherine when that happened?’


She looked at me and her eyes widened. ‘You can’t think … It was an accident. My mother went out on a charter boat. It hit a submerged wreck. Everyone on board died. You can’t think that Catherine had anything to do with it. That’s ridiculous.’


‘It was only a thought, Miss Pike,’ I said.


‘You have a suspicious mind, Mr Sharman.’


‘I am paid to have a suspicious mind. And my suspicious mind asks me why you care so much about your half-sister.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Exactly what I say,’ I said.


‘You don’t know her. I care as much about her as anyone else in the world. She is part of my family, and my family is the most important thing to me.’


The room went silent except for the sound of cars rushing down the main road.


‘So what do you want me to do?’ I asked.


‘I want you to protect Catherine and try to discover what’s bothering her. To try and find out why my father died. To dig around for anything that will explain what happened. I want the truth.’


‘The truth sometimes hurts.’ I knew that for a fact.


‘The truth can also set you free,’ she said. There was no arguing with that. ‘And now we’ve got the clichés out of the way, can we get back to business? My father died under mysterious circumstances and no one is prepared to do anything about it.’


‘I’d hardly say mysterious. Unusual maybe, tragic certainly. If I remember rightly the coroner’s verdict was suicide.’


She looked as if she was going to spit in my eye. ‘You read the papers.’


‘I could hardly have missed it. I read one owned by your father.’


‘Late father.’


‘Sorry.’


‘Which one?’ she asked.


‘The one with the long words and no half-naked women on page three.’


‘A snob, Mr Sharman. It hardly goes with the surroundings.’


I looked around my shabby office and then back at her. Her grooming, even in mourning, made the place, and me, for that matter, look even more shabby. ‘Not all of us,’ I said, ‘were fortunate enough to be born with money and privilege and still do a bit of hoisting on the side.’


‘Rude too,’ she added. ‘I’m glad you can afford to be so cavalier with prospective clients.’


‘I can’t, but I am,’ I said. ‘I choose my clients with care.’ Which I patently don’t.


‘A rugged individualist.’


‘So I’ve been told.’


‘That’s exactly what I need.’


‘Why not use your own people? I imagine a company as big as Pike has its own security force or can tap into one of the big boys for help. And anyway, surely Australia is the place to start.’


‘I’ve got nothing to go on but intuition. The authorities are convinced that Daddy killed himself. And the Australian end dried up with the last payment to Lorimar. I used our people to get the information I’ve given you. Banks don’t give that sort of information readily. And you’re wrong, Mr Sharman, anything that’s happening is happening here, in London.’


‘So get your people here on the job.’


‘I don’t trust them to do it properly.’


‘But you trust me?’


‘You saw me shoplifting and didn’t turn me in, you helped me.’


‘That’s hardly a recommendation.’


‘And I read about your trial in the papers.’


‘Nor is that.’


‘I don’t know. You came out of it all right. You’re honourable, and you’re not bribable.’


‘Everyone is, you’ve just got to find the right bribe,’ I said.


‘And you finish the job,’ she went on as if I hadn’t spoken.


‘There is that, I suppose,’ I agreed drily.


‘Well?’


‘Go to the police.’


‘The police wouldn’t be interested. They’d simply go along with what the coroner said.’


‘That’s fair enough,’ I replied. ‘I’d expect that they would. But you say differently.’


‘I know differently.’


‘How?’


‘I just do,’ she said stubbornly, and I supposed that in her world, when she said something it became true. I felt like telling her to join the rest of us in the real world. But like she said, she was a prospective client and she had money, so I let it ride. Like a jockey.


‘Your father was rich,’ I said.


‘An understatement,’ she replied.


‘Who inherits?’ I asked.


‘Who knows?’


‘You mean you don’t?’


‘My father was very good at keeping secrets. He kept a daughter hidden for over twenty years. He wasn’t an old man and his will was his own affair. Pike Publications will always remain in the family, that I know for certain. Other than that only my father and his solicitor knew. The reading is the day after tomorrow.’


‘Why so long after the funeral?’ I asked.


‘David had to fly to the States immediately and it couldn’t be read without his presence.’


‘Breaths are bated,’ I said.


‘You could say that,’ she replied with the certainty of someone who would never be short of money.


‘Did he leave a note?’ I asked. ‘I can’t remember one being mentioned.’


She shook her head. ‘No, no note.’


‘That is strange, most suicides like to leave a last few words. But then I suppose he lived by words. Maybe he was right out of them.’


‘I can think of no reason why he might kill himself.’


‘You’d be surprised by the reasons that finally make people do it. The last straw can be a very tiny thing.’


She looked over at me and started to cry again, and I realised I was stamping all over her life in my size tens. I went round the desk and squatted awkwardly by her and took her hand. It was a lovely hand, I noticed, with only a single chewed thumbnail to mar it. I could have held it for a very long time. She was trembling and I squeezed her beautiful fingers. ‘I’m sorry if talking about it is making it worse. I’ll do what I can to help, but there’s a lot more I’ll have to know. Can I get you something?’


‘Another cigarette and perhaps some coffee.’


I stood up and handed her another Silk Cut. I prepared two mugs of instant in my little back room. When I took the coffee through she had stopped crying. I lit myself a cigarette too and sipped at my drink. It was disgusting. I could see that she agreed but was too polite to mention it. I liked her for that. Then the cat woke up and jumped onto her lap. I told her to shove him off but she wouldn’t, even when he dug his claws into her expensive skirt and, from the look on her face, the expensive legs beneath. I liked her for that too.


‘By the way. How do you know about all this?’ I asked after a moment.


‘What?’


‘All the details about Catherine and her mother.’


‘From my father. In the end he didn’t mind talking about it. I think he found it was a relief in a way. And from Catherine herself. We’ve become great friends, although she doesn’t like talking about her early life much. It was tough.’


‘But your father never mentioned the other payments. The Lorimar payments?’


‘No, they only showed up since he died.’


‘Who found your father?’ I asked. I hoped that it hadn’t been her.


‘Our butler, Courtneidge,’ she said without self-consciousness, as if everyone had a butler.


‘Forgive me, but I forget, where was this?’


‘In his study.’


‘No, where’s the house?’


‘Our town house, in Curzon Street.’


‘Who else was in the house at the time?’


‘Our two maids, Miranda and Constance, and Cook. Everyone else was out.’


‘Who is everyone else and where were they? I’m just interested,’ I added quickly to forestall any more comments about my suspicious mind.


She thought for a moment. ‘Catherine was at the theatre with Simon. He’s our cousin. He’s a house guest at the moment. Vincent – that’s our chauffeur – drove them. I was at dinner with a friend.’ She reddened slightly and I felt a twinge of jealousy for the lucky man. ‘And David, that’s my brother, was at a publishing function with his wife Claire.’


‘How long have your servants been with you?’


‘Courtneidge for ever. He joined Daddy just after the war when he started to make money. Cook came to us ten years ago at least. Miranda and Constance have been with us for a couple of years and Vincent started driving Daddy just a few months ago when his other driver left.’


‘I see, everyone accounted for. That’s good.’


‘Do you think that Daddy might have been murdered?’


‘I don’t think anything, yet, but you seem to.’


‘I don’t know what to think. My head aches when I do think about it. I want you to look into it. Will you take the job, please?’


How could I refuse? ‘You’re convinced something is going on, aren’t you?’ I asked.


She nodded.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll see what I can do. No promises, you understand. You might be all wrong about this. When would you want me to start?’


‘I want you to start right now, today. And I want you on hand twenty-four hours a day. You can stay at the house. There’s plenty of room. You’ll be comfortable, I guarantee.’ She went from pleading to bossing in the wink of an eye. Rich people, see.


‘No so fast,’ I interrupted. ‘I can’t just drop everything. I have arrangements to make.’


‘What kind of arrangements?’ she asked, as if I was just sitting around with nothing to do but jump at her command. Which I was in a way, but she didn’t have to know that.


I nodded towards my cat who was lying comatose on her lap. ‘That kind of arrangement, for one thing. I can’t just dump the poor little bugger on the street. I have a friend who’ll take care of him. Why don’t I sort myself out and meet you tomorrow?’


‘Because there’s an important reception we have to attend tonight. I want you there to nose around for information.’


‘Reception?’ I asked, smelling a free drink or ten.


‘Yes, we’re going to the launch of our new magazine. It’s called Cause Célèbre, a sort of glossy mix of Interview and Ritz.’
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