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CHAPTER ONE Route 66?



It was so early even the central heating was quiet. I checked the luminous hands of the clock, and cancelled the alarm before it detonated. 5.24 a.m. I lay staring up into the darkness listening to the night. Outside, London was as quiet as it ever gets; just the odd bird confusing the sodium street glow for dawn and the hum of an occasional car, someone home too late or up too early. Like me. In a small town halfway across the Wiltshire Plain a young girl was sleeping, dreaming, no doubt, of her day in the big city. I thought of the miles between us. Then I thought of the money and hauled myself out of bed.


The place was like an icebox. I considered a hot shower, but with no hot water consideration was all it got. I pulled on jeans and a cute little thermal vest, followed by a sweater and a pair of woolly socks. Designer Oxfam, that’s me. Passing the telephone, I fantasized about dialling Frank’s number and letting it ring a couple of dozen times, just to give him a head start on the weekend.


But he’s sharper than he seems and he’d know it was me. Well, who else would it be?


En route to the kitchen I stepped over the curtain rail and the lump of plaster on the floor next to it. But this was a new day and I refused to be humiliated by past failures. I had a vision of myself twelve hours earlier, one foot hooked over the top of the radiator, the other balanced on the edge of the chair back—a dangerous job, but someone had to do it. I had got the screw perfectly lined up and was set to prove that since the invention of the automatic screwdriver men and women are equal in all things, when the telephone rang. No problem, I thought, ten seconds and it’ll be over. I switched on. The screwdriver buzzed like a demented bee and the screw pirouetted into the wall, its head coming to rest at a slight but jaunty angle to the wood. Nice one, Hannah. Another simple but conclusive victory in the nature/nurture debate.


I was halfway down the ladder when patriarchy reestablished itself, the screw flinging itself out of the wall, taking the curtain rail and a large fist of plaster with it. I was lucky to make it to the phone uninjured. In retrospect I shouldn’t have bothered. Frank on a Friday night: what could it possibly be but bad news for the weekend?


‘You took your time. What were you doing?’


‘Defoliating my armpits with a pair of tweezers.’


‘Congratulations. You finally got a date.’


Since it was his phone bill I was tempted to prolong the banter, but I’d recently read this article in a women’s magazine, about life being shorter than you think and the importance of making every encounter mean something. ‘Excuse me, Frank, is this vital or can I leave you with the answering machine?’


‘I thought you already had. Something’s just come in. Do you want to work tomorrow?’


‘Depends what it is.’


‘Chaperone-companion. Usual stuff. Shopping, sightseeing and not losing them on the way to the little girls room.’


The posh firms call it bodyguarding, it sounds less menial that way. The clients come in all shapes and sizes, but the best ones are usually foreign. Or to be more precise, Arab. I don’t have the right style for the men. But the women can be great. I’ve had some of my most unexpected pleasure getting to know what goes on under the chador. Mind you, it had been a while now. The aftermath of the Gulf War had kept all but the richest at home; and the richest didn’t go to Frank. Funny sensation having poor Arab clients. Although in this case poverty is relative. ‘Saudi or Arab Emirates?’


‘No, no, er … this one’s English.’


‘Why the hesitation?’ For an ex-policeman Frank finds it admirably hard not telling the whole truth.


‘No reason. She’s a great kid. I know you’re going to love her.’


That’s Frank for you. ‘What do you mean “kid”?’


Always a catch.


‘Kid. You know, as in young person. But very mature. At least fifteen.’


Which meant thirteen and a half if I was lucky. ‘Oh, come on, Frank, I’m not qualified to handle children.’


‘Hannah, believe me, at this fee you’d be qualified to handle anything.’


‘How much?’ I said looking at the curtain rail and thinking about redecorating the room. He told me. I whistled. It always begins thus. Me with better things to do, him waving pound signs in the air to tempt me.


‘I don’t get it. Why so generous?’


‘You’re working for a firm with a reputation, remember? The kind of outfit that can cope with the threat of a custody snatch.’


‘Custody snatch?’


‘Well, it’s only a threat.’


‘At fifteen years old?’


‘Yeah, well, fourteen actually.’


‘Same difference. What’s he going to do? Try to lure her away with the promise of a CD player?’


‘Not he. Her. And she’s tried before.’


‘The mother? Tell me more.’


‘I’ve written you notes. I’ll get a bike to drop them round. Sodo you want the address now or shall I ring someone else?’


It’s one of our little games, pretending that Frank has a large workforce. It makes us both feel better about our jobs. I already had the pen in my hand. First he gave me the time, then told me where I was going. That way it took me a while to realize I’d been had. ‘Oh, thanks, thanks a million. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’


‘Because you wouldn’t have taken it if I had. And Hannah? Don’t be late, eh?’


5.55. In the kitchen there was orange juice, but not enough milk to cover the muesli. I added milk to the already long list on the noticeboard. Now if I were a really original PI, my kitchen would be an Elizabeth David sanctuary, overfl owing with fresh bread, runny cheese and a large shiny cappuccino machine. Which just goes to illustrate the misery of conformity. I decided to cut my losses and hit a motorway cafe later.


Outside it was still dark. It had been another frustrating night for the Tufnell Park Neighbourhood Watch scheme. I passed a Ford estate and a Peugeot 205 with their side windows smashed, a straggle of intestinal wires gaping out from the holes where the radios had been. I clutched my fancy car stereo to my chest. Down the road my beat-up Y-reg Polo sat proudly intact under a street lamp. It wouldn’t be long before the stereo was worth more than the car. I see it as a public service, really. Beat crime. Make sure none of your possessions are worth stealing.


I slid the radio in and turned it on. Radio 4 was telling farmers what to do with chicken feed, which is not something you need to hear before breakfast, while Radio 3 was broadcasting classical static. There was a smattering of DJs ranging around the rest of the dial, but they all sounded as if they already knew no one was listening. I went for a tape instead. This early in the morning you need old friends. Eric Clapton’s fingers danced their way into his voice. It was almost as good as a cup of coffee.


The ride out of London made you see life from the night cabbies’ point of view. No cars, no queues, just open road round the park, then amber to green right through on to Westway. Someone had once told me that when the lights were with you, you could drive from the ocean to Beverly Hills without stopping once. Sunset Boulevard. Even the names were right for the American Dream. Here in England we just have the Marylebone Road. If you ever planned to motor west … I swapped Clapton for Chuck Berry and together we blasted out a litany of Midwest cities while I sped up and over the flyover, flashing past signs for Shepherd’s Bush, Uxbridge and Acton.


Still, on the right morning, with four hundred quid at the end of a day’s work, even Britain has a frisson of myth about it. Take the M25—which I did at some speed. At this hour it was touched by stardust, empty and proud, for all the world like a real motorway rather than a gigantic circle of urban stress. It was almost a shame to get off it. I took the long, sleek curve into the M3 like the final corner at Le Mans and hit the motorway without dipping below fifty. I moved into the middle lane and put my foot down. Night driving. Nothing like it, especially on the edge of the day. I was thinking fast track, when a Safeway truck pulled up level with me. The driver shot me a wide grin before pumping his accelerator and leaving me behind. In a disappointment born more of horsepower than gender I watched him go. A mile later he was halfway to the horizon when a sleepy police car on a bridge above yawned, stretched and moved out, lights glinting with the prospect of a kill. I slowed down to make the pleasure last longer. When I passed them a couple of miles down the road, summary justice was being executed on the hard shoulder. I saluted a fallen hero, but he was too busy manufacturing an excuse to notice. Frank tells me that’s one of the problems with women. Their hearts get in the way of revenge. In fact it’s part of a longer theory he has about wife battering and domestic violence. Like many of Frank’s theories it’s not quite as crass as it first sounds, but I won’t bore you with it now.


I kept my foot at an even 70 m.p.h. Around Andover the dawn arrived, sneaking up from behind, pink-wash streaks giving way, against March odds, to a porcelain-blue sky. The sunrise was still singing as I sped down the long, open hill bottoming out into a wide-angle view of Stonehenge half a mile to the right. At this distance the stones looked like something out of a kid’s building box. You could almost imagine reaching out and picking them up one by one, rearranging them at will. I thought of the alternative version: the Druids and the slow pull from the coastal quarries to the silence of the Wiltshire Plain. I thought of Tess, with much thanks to Hardy and little to Polanski, and saw how—in a clear, deserted morning on the edge of spring—there would have been worse places to complete a tragedy. Then I thought about all the other things I could be doing with my life at this moment, like waking to the same alarm at the same time in order to do the same job at the end of the same tube stop. And I felt OK in a quiet sort of way.


On the seat next to me lay a brown envelope. I had read Frank’s brief already. Simple and stylish. The Met must have missed him when he went. Her name was Mattie Shepherd, fourteen yesterday, father’s name Tom. Her birthday present was supposed to have been a weekend in London with all the trimmings, but his work had intervened. I was the substitute parent. It was my job to pick her up, show her the sights, and deliver her to her dad’s house in time for him to take her to the theatre. My contact at the school was one Patricia Parkin, the assistant head. She would meet me in the front reception with Mattie at 8:00 a.m. sharp. As for trouble, well, all I had was a name, Christine, and a brief description which made her sound like every woman in the street. She was, according to Tom Shepherd, ‘disturbed’ , definitely not to be trusted with her daughter. And that was about it. Maybe Mattie would tell me more.


If, that is, I had the stamina to get that far. My stomach, always an alert companion, had joined the conversation. Half a mile on, a Happy Easter appeared in the distance. I pulled in behind the large red dinosaur and went to the main desk. I ordered bacon, toast and coffee to go. The bacon, toast and coffee they could do, the ‘to go’ was a little harder. We discussed it for a while. I toyed with the idea of recreating the ‘hold the mayonnaise’scene in Five Easy Pieces, but one of the problems with growing older is that waitresses get younger, and homage only works when you both know what you’re worshipping. So I went for pragmatism over poetrystuck the bacon between the toast, poured the coffee into a plastic water cup and exited, leaving what I computed to be a subtly derisory tip on the table behind me.


The bacon smelt wonderful, which was more than could be said for the way it tasted. Or didn’t. Ah well, another day, another hit of cholesterol. Who wants to grow old, anyway, particularly if you’re the only one you know who doesn’t have a pension plan. I rifled through the glove compartment and found a badly recorded dub of the Who’s greatest hits. Hope I die before I advertise American Express.


I left the A303 and reached Debringham with twenty minutes to spare. It looked familiar. Either I had been there before or it was exactly the same as a number of other well-scrubbed country towns, all civic pride and real estate with no sign of mud or cattle markets. The kind of place that makes you wonder if the country really exists any more, or if it’s all just a marketing construct of Habitat. Theme-park Britain. Something in it for everyone. If you’ve got the entrance fee.


The school was on the outskirts and well signposted. The people of Debringham were obviously proud of it. Huge stone pillars beckoned you on to a wide tarmac drive and up towards a suitably stately pile, very nineteenth-century Gothic. According to the recently repainted sign, this was Debringham College for Girls, established 1912; no doubt once the instant ancestral home of some Victorian industrialist who had hit bad times and had to sacrifice the dynasty. The faç ade of the house, like the town, looked familiar magazine territory. Maybe in the holidays they made money by renting out the exterior for horror movies—the kind where unspeakable evil affl icts young virgins until Peter Cushing manages to coax them out of it.


It would be an exaggeration to say I hated it on sight. On the other hand, as a child of aspiring but struggling middle-class parents, I have always had a healthy class dislike for the hothouses of the rich. It’s a prejudice reinforced by three years at a university where most of the men’s entrance credentials had been earned on the river, and where they were happier playing with a rugby ball than a woman. And a good deal more adroit. It’s one of the many topics that can still wreck a dinner-table conversation between my brother-in-law and me: the misnomer of public school education. Except Colin is not even to the manner born, just an eighties upstart with more money than his father and determined to show it. Sister Kate says we never give each other a chance and that we’d like each other a lot if we could get past the politics. But then, as we all know, the political is personal.


OK, Hannah. Enough. I wiped the froth from the corners of my mouth, parked the car in the front drive and went in to pick up the child. Inside, a wide entrance hall lifted my footsteps and flung their echo up a grand stone staircase towards a vaulted ceiling. Very Mädchen in Uniform. I looked at my watch. 8:00 a.m. sharp. Frank would have approved. I was looking for someone to talk to, when she appeared. She’d been around too long to be the one you’d have a crush on, but she looked OK, if a little tweedy around the edges.


‘Miss Wolfe?’


‘Miss Parkin?’


‘Mrs,’she corrected gently and not without a certain humour. ‘You’re very prompt.’


‘I left early,’ I said, with a touch more belligerence than I intended.


‘I’m sure you did. Mattie will be down in a minute.’She paused. ‘She’s looking forward to it.’


‘Good.’ I wished I could say the same.


‘You haven’t met her before?’


‘No.’


She smiled. ‘She’s an interesting girl. Although you may find her a little upset that her father’s not here. We only told her this morning.’ The inference was that she might have wrecked the joint if she’d found out any earlier. Great. Humiliating enough to be baby-sitting without the tantrums thrown in. Surprising her mother wanted her back, really.


‘Mr Shepherd mentioned his wife, Christine … Mattie’s mother. I wondered if you’d had any dealings with her?’


She looked at me, as if sizing me up. When it came, her answer was non-committal enough for me to realize I had failed the test. ‘She visited the school once, yes.’


The tension was killing me. ‘What happened?’


‘Mattie felt she didn’t want to see her, so the matter was taken out of our hands.’ Her eyes flicked slightly to one side of my head. Behind me I heard the tap-tap of some seriously heeled shoes. Work calls. I turned to greet the day.


You know what they say about the past being another country. Well, for this one you’d need a visa. She was fourteen going on twenty-four. Tall, maybe five-five or five-six already, with a mane of dark hair caught up in one of those frou-frou elastic velveteen bands that were all the rage. Her clothes—skirt and sweater—were smart, veering towards well groomed, the kind of garments where the label told you more than the washing instructions. Mattie Shepherd—self-possession on legs, and a nice line in Lycra tights. Just what I wanted most for my weekend—a day in the company of a budding Harvey Nichols buyer. But while the clothes gave off one message, the scowl gave off another.


I put out my hand—the better to keep her at arm’s length. ‘Hello,’ I said cheerfully. ‘You must be Mattie.’ Nice one, Hannah. Narrative and smarm all in one.


She regarded me as one might regard a lump of bird shit. Hard to know what had disgusted her most, my face or my personality. Then, murmuring what was obviously an obligatory ‘good morning’ in the general direction of Miss—sorry, Mrs—Parkin, she sailed straight past me and out the door into the morning sunshine.


I watched her go, that neat little butt shimmying across the tiled floor. I thought of the money. And suddenly it didn’t seem so generous. Mrs Parkin took pity on my outstretched hand. Her face had just the ghost of a smile as she pumped my fingers and said briskly, ‘Well, have a wonderful day. Please give my regards to Mattie’s father. Tell him she’s doing fine and we’ll look forward to seeing him next time.’ Then she stood and watched as I followed my charge out to the car.


At least she had the grace to wait by the passenger door. I looked at her snarling little face over the roof of the car, and I have to say it played into all my worst prejudices. ‘The name is Hannah,’ I said with an accent plucked from the playground of a South London comprehensive. ‘And I just want you to know I’m looking forward to this every bit as much as you are.’


The scowl got bigger. I unlocked the car and we both got in. I strapped on my seatbelt and put the key in the ignition. She didn’t move. ‘I think you’d better put on your belt, sweetheart. It’s going to be a long drive.’


She was staring out through the windscreen, as if she hadn’t heard me. I waited, counting to ten silently. Out through the corner of my eye I saw Mrs Parkin come out on to the front steps, getting ready to wave. Five thousand pounds a year and they can’t even get them to put on their seatbelts. Somebody should tell their parents. I started the engine, moved into first, then hit the accelerator at the same time as I released the clutch. The car shot forward, flinging us both back against the seats. Then I hit the brake. The seatbelt bit into my chest. She stuck out her hands against the dashboard, but she was still winded enough to let out a cry.


‘Sorry,’ I said with genuine gaiety.


She shot me a glance of pure malice, then pulled the belt off its hook. This time, at normal speed, I executed a swift three-point turn and headed for the front gates. In the back mirror I saw Mrs Parkin standing, a trifl e anxiously, on the gravel. I gave her a cheery wave. Eight o’clock to five-thirty. Nine and a half sodding hours. Just you wait, Frank Comfort. I’ll get you for this.





CHAPTER TWO Sweet Little Fourteen



The first hour was pure murder. But then, as a private detective, it’s my job to get a perverted pleasure out of that kind of thing.


Beside me the Harvey Nichols trainee was fast turning into a bit of a slob. She had arranged herself extravagantly on the front seat, one leg tucked up underneath the other, skirt halfway to her crotch, head back against the headrest as if the world outside was just too boring to warrant her attention. Mind you, she had a point. As we passed, Debringham High Street was tarting itself up ready for business. A classy collection of retail outlets they were, too: a couple of antique shops, an auction house, and a book shop with a display of Dorothy Dun-nett and Kingsley Amis in the window (now there’s one for Blind Date, Cilla). Just the kind of place to drive teenagers into solvent abuse. If, that was, they were allowed to use their tuck money outside school grounds. I wondered if it was worth letting off a small salvo in the hope of attracting a conversation.


‘Picturesque little place,’ I said with what I felt to be well-judged irony. ‘Do they let you out?’


She humphed a bit, then said, ‘Saturday mornings and Sunday afternoons.’


‘What d’you do?’


‘Shoplift.’


The remark came out gin-dry. I found it genuinely funny but thought it wiser to suppress my admiration. I stopped to let an old lady with an old dog cross the road. The dog was moving slower than she was. It was not a life-enhancing sight. ‘Do I gather you don’t like it here?’


‘It’s a dung heap.’


I thought of Mrs Parkin’s sensible shoes and the bill that must come flying through her father’s letter box every term. ‘But an expensive one.’


She snorted. ‘He can afford it.’


‘You’re sure about that, are you?’


We were on the outskirts of the town now, the smart thatched cottages giving way to open land, rich rolling fields with early sunlight playing across them. Big farms. I wondered what they grew. But then in my experience the country is always a mystery to girls born in Hammersmith. There didn’t seem much point in asking Mattie, since whatever she was looking at it wasn’t the countryside. Instead she had her head halfway inside her voluminous shoulder bag, rummaging frantically. She came up triumphant, an unopened packet of Dunhill cigarettes in one hand and a cute little Bic lighter in the other. Bedside me the cellophane crinkled and a flame licked up. I cleared my throat loudly.


It’s a difficult one, smoking. I mean all the best PIs hurtle towards death in a wreath of cigarette smoke, and I’d certainly paid my dues to that myth for long enough. But then I met a man who couldn’t stand the smell and I surrendered to lust. It would make a better story if it had taken six months of nicotine patches and Mars bars. As it turned out I wasn’t quite the addictive personality I had thought. For him or the cigarettes. So I let them both go together. And, yes, my teeth do shine more in the dark, which just means I have to keep my mouth closed on night jobs. It also means that now, of course, I have all the tolerance of the converted. I coughed again. She held out the packet.


‘Filthy habit, isn’t it?’she said tartly. ‘D’ you want one?’


I thought of the litany of horrors one should recite to an adolescent about smoking. ‘No.’ Worth a try? ‘And neither do you.’


‘It’s my body,’she growled, still at the stage when death is preferable to reaching thirty.


‘But it’s my car,’ I said sweetly. ‘And I’m asthmatic. Cigarette smoke brings on fits.’


She stared at me, and you could see she didn’t believe me but wasn’t sure how to call my bluff. With bad grace she stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray, then carefully pushed it back into the packet. And suddenly I was fourteen all over again. ‘However,’ I said ‘there’s some dope in the glove compartment if you want to roll a joint. I haven’t had one all morning.’


I watched while her eyes widened. With the creases temporarily gone, her face was almost pretty: skin like a fat peach, mercifully untroubled by acne, and what looked like good bones lurking underneath the puppy flesh. She was going to turn some heads soon. If she hadn’t done so already. She hesitated, then leant forward and snapped open the little flag. An A-Z exploded out into her lap. In the mess that remained we both saw a mound of tapes, the odd McDonald’s wrapping and a couple of packets of gum. I put out a hand and rummaged a little deeper, then said softly, ‘Damn, I must have left it at home. Want some gum?’


She shook her head and scowled again. We were getting nowhere fast. I opted for confrontation.


‘You know, Mattie, we’re going to be in each other’s company for the next eight hours at least. Either you can be more polite or I can be less. It makes no difference to me. I want to be here about as much as you do.’


The face stayed thunder, but the eyes sparked a little interest. ‘So why did you take the job?’


‘Because of the money.’


‘He’s paying you a lot, is he?’


‘More than it’s worth,’ I said bluntly. ‘Except now I’m not so sure.’


‘Yeah,’she smiled bitterly. ‘That’s my father, all right.’


I let a beat of a pause go by. ‘Like him a lot, do you?’


‘I don’t know. I can’t remember what he looks like.’


‘How about your mum?’


She shot me a dark look. ‘What did he tell you?’


‘Nothing. Except that she’s out to get you back.’


She snorted. ‘If she wanted me back, then she wouldn’t have left me in the first place, would she?’


And there was genuine pain in her voice this time. That’s the trouble with being fourteen. You want people to treat you like an adult, then when they do it hurts too much. I let it be. She sat with her face away from me, looking out. We drove on in silence. Then she put her hand out and angrily took a piece of gum. After she had unwrapped it, she thought long and hard about throwing the paper on to the floor, but in the end stuffed it in the overfl owing ashtray. I was more pleased than I allowed myself to show. Or maybe I showed it more than I thought.


Ahead of us the A303 announced its intention to turn into the M3 with no service stations for twenty-three miles. We both watched the sign and the last service station whip past. It was ninety seconds later she said she needed to stop for a pee. Great. Always guard against complacency, Hannah, Frank said smugly in my ear, it’s not in the bag till it’s in the bag.


‘Tough,’ I said, to both of them. ‘You’ll have to wait.’ My turn to sulk.


By the time we reached the service station we were in zero temperature again. She got out of the car before I’d properly stopped, pulling her bag with her, and flounced across the forecourt towards the entrance. I watched her go. It would, I decided, be an act of overt aggression to follow her into the Ladies and stand guard at the loo door. There are some places where even a chaperone doesn’t go. On the other hand I was being paid way too much money to be just a chaperone. I waited till she’d disappeared through the main entrance then got out of the car.


By the time I got there she wasn’t in the loo, or at least none of the ones that were open. I called her name. No answer. She wasn’t buying more cigarettes and she wasn’t making a phone call. Neither was she having an overpriced cup of coffee. That left the bridge to the other side of the motorway.


I didn’t run, but I didn’t exactly walk, either. I love those bridges, concrete corridors going nowhere. I’ve always wanted to have a last-reel shoot-out in one of them, bullets ricocheting while innocent passersby dive for cover. Either that or me flinging myself through the plate-glass windows on to the back of a passing truck underneath. Alas, today was yet another day when I didn’t get to fulfil my ambitions.


Neither did I get to find my client. Either she wasn’t there or she’d already left. I hoofed it back to the east side. From the entrance to the forecourt I saw a figure standing next to the car. She didn’t look anything like Mattie, but what the hell …


At least she had the grace to be shifty about it. Though, to be honest, it wasn’t her face I was concentrating on. I have to say it suited her better: the tattered leggings with the money belt around the waist, the T-shirt under the sharp little leather jacket and the hair piled high like a black fountain frozen in mid-flow. I had a vision of that nicely pressed Jaeger skirt all scrunched up in the bottom of her bag, but I couldn’t summon up any pity for it. She looked—well, she looked more herself.


She stood waiting for my disapproval. I stared at her and saw myself aged fourteen, hair like a sheepdog, miniskirt barely covering my knickers and a long string of beads undulating over lumpy teenage breasts: just another suburban rebel desperate to catch up with the sixties when the decade was already over. In retrospect it had been less about fashion than identity. And I had thought I was so wonderful. It still comes as a shock when I look back at the pictures and see myself as overweight jailbait. Now those would be a set of negatives to kill for.


She was still waiting. I tried to take it seriously. The generation gap demanded it. But I just couldn’t do it. I looked her up and down and shook my head. ‘You look great. Let’s hope your temper improves with your appearance. Shall we go?’ And she gave me just the smallest of smiles.


Back in the car we were Thelma and Louise. She strapped on her seatbelt and hit the glove compartment. For a second I thought we might be back to the dope, but instead she had her hands full of tapes, making an instant inventory of the music. I’d seen people more impressed by my taste. She took her time. We were already in the fast lane when she said,


‘Who’s Bob Seger?’


‘He used to play back-up to Frank Sinatra,’ I said solemnly. ‘Go on, give it a try.’


She slid the tape in and I turned on the stereo, loud. The opening chords of ‘Blow Me Away’ lifted the car about an inch and a half off the ground. And this time the grin reached her ears. Rock ’n’ roll. Bringing the world together.


We hit the rest of the gum and moved towards family matters via education, on which we had similar views, albeit for different reasons.


‘They’re just stupid most of them. They’re so young, even the older ones. Half of them are still slobbering over Jason Donovan.’


‘Jason doesn’t do much for you, then?’


‘God, do me a favour.’


‘How long have you been there?’


‘One hundred and ninety-six days,’she said immediately. ‘Not including holidays.’


‘If you hate it so much, why don’t you ask your father to take you away?’


‘Because he wouldn’t listen.’


‘Have you tried?’she scowled, which was her way of telling me the question wasn’t worth answering. ‘So where did you go before?’


‘A place in Suffolk. Then when we came to London, a day school in Acton. That was OK. At least you could get away from it.’


‘But then your mum left and he felt he couldn’t cope, was that it?’she chewed on her cheek. ‘Maybe he thought it was best for you.’


‘Well, then he was wrong, wasn’t he?’she snapped back. ‘But he doesn’t care. As long as he’s got his rats to play with.’


‘What does he do?’ Because she obviously wanted to tell me.


‘He’s a scientist. Trying to cure the world of cancer.’ And although she spat it out, you could feel how it had been a thing of pride not so long ago.


‘But not so good with his own family, eh?’ I let it sit there for a while but she didn’t pick it up. I tried again. ‘Is that why your mum left? Because he worked all the time.’


She shrugged her shoulders. ‘She just didn’t like the idea of being at home any more. Can’t say I blame her.’


It was the second time she had refused the jump. Whatever or, more to the point, whoever had made her go, Mattie didn’t want to talk about it. Between the lines it was all pretty classic stuff: an only child who’d got all the attention for so long that when the parents started to think about themselves, they discovered they didn’t really like each other any more. So Dad compensates through work, and Mum … well, maybe she started to talk to the milkman.


‘But he does work too hard?’


‘Why not? There’s no one at home to make him stop, is there?’


‘Maybe they’ll get together again,’ I said, only because I thought she might want to hear it. ‘And you could come home.’


‘You must be joking. They don’t give a toss about each other, any more than they give a toss about me.’she slammed her finger on to the stereo button. ‘This music sucks. I’m going to put something else on.’


Watching her face in profile, I had a clear memory of that kind of anger, the one that overtook you from behind and burnt up everything in its path. Mine had been about … well, what had it been about? Having parents that loved me too much and wouldn’t let me out into adulthood as fast as I was determined to go. At least there was a real reason for her anger. All dressed up for life and nowhere to go, except the school playground or the no man’s land of a marital war zone. God, if there’s one thing worse than growing older, it would be a slow return to adolescence.


The blue motorway sign told me London was less than an hour away. I thought of other things we could talk about. But she beat me to it.


‘How old are you?’


I wondered how to put it. ‘Over thirty.’ I shot her a glance. You could see she was shocked. ‘But it’s all right. I work out mentally.’


If she found it funny, she didn’t let me know. ‘You’re not married?’


‘No. No, I’m not married.’


‘So how many men have you slept with?’


Served me right, really. I mean you can’t make the conversation personal and then cry foul. I pretended to give it some consideration. As it happens, I already knew the answer. Men in my bed: just another of those lists one resorts to late at night when counting sheep doesn’t work. That and the names of the girls in my last year at school. A bit harder that one, but then we’re talking larger numbers.


‘Eighteen.’


‘Eighteen.’ despite herself she was impressed. You could hear it in the voice.


‘Yeah, but a lot of those were SLBA.’


‘SLBA?’


‘Sexual Liberation Before AIDS. I’m much choosier now.’ Or they are, I thought, but decided not to say. She was silent for a while. My God, I thought, I really have shocked her this time. Then she said, ‘My friend Helen’s having an affair.’


‘Is he better than Jason Donovan?’


She snorted her disgust. Then said, rather eagerly, ‘He’s the school gardener.’


‘Very Lady Chatterley.’ I had a thought. ‘You know Lady Chatterley?’


‘Of course,’she sighed. ‘I read it when I was ten.’


‘Fine. So, do they meet in the potting shed?’


‘He’s got a room. In town. She goes there on Saturdays.’


‘Ah yes, the morning off.’


‘She has multiple orgasms.’


‘Lucky her. How about him?’


‘He does, too.’


‘Well, that’s all right, then.’


There was a slight pause. ‘You don’t disapprove?’


‘No, I don’t think so.’


‘Her father would.’


‘No doubt.’


‘But then he still thinks of her as a child.’


‘Yes, well, he would, wouldn’t he?’


She looked at me sharply to check whether or not I was laughing at her. I must have passed the test. ‘So you don’t think she’s too young, then?’


‘I don’t know. How old is she?’


‘Thirteen.’


I glanced over at her. ‘You want a serious answer?’


She hesitated, then nodded.


I smiled. ‘For me it would have been. In fact I know it would have scared the hell out of me. But maybe for her it’s all right. Sort of depends on how he treats her, really.’


‘Oh, he’s nice to her. Well, most of the time.’


‘Then it’s probably good preparation for the rest of her life.’


She fell silent. I wondered what I’d just been told. Another sign whizzed past me on the left. London, twenty miles. I looked at my watch. 9.55. The day stretched ahead of us.


‘You’d better take the M25,’she said suddenly. ‘It’ll get us into town quicker.’


I shot her a glance. ‘You want to drive or can I stay at the wheel?’She grinned. ‘Fine. You got somewhere in particular in mind?’


‘Yeah, Knightsbridge.’


I shrugged. ‘I’ve got the time if you’ve got the money.’


In answer she unzipped her money belt and flashed me a thick wad of notes. There must have been four, five hundred pounds there. I wondered, not for the first time, just how much money someone was paying her father to find a cure for cancer. Maybe the story about the wife and the custody snatch was just a front. Maybe the real reason he needed a private eye was to make sure his daughter didn’t get mugged with the family fortune.


‘It’s a lot of money, Mattie,’I said softly.


‘Yeah, well, it’s my birthday, remember.’And not for the first time she sounded older then her years.





CHAPTER THREE S.H.O.P.P.I.N.G.



Somehow we ended up in Harrods. Not what I expected. Given the service station transformation I had her down more as a Joseph kind of girl. But the little black and grey numbers left her cold—she didn’t even get as far as looking at the price tags—while around the corner the castle of fairy lights beckoned. One of the seven wonders of the consumerist world.
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