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To Ian and Zoe



BIRTH MARKS




CHAPTER ONE



Mistake number one: I should never have sublet the flat. Mistake number two was letting myself be taken in by appearances. With a job like mine you’d think I would have learnt by now. But she had seemed such a shrinking violet, an anthropology student with so many religious books that she was clearly having trouble with Darwin. Obviously somewhere over the last three months the evolutionists had struck back. The kitchen smelt as if a dinosaur had died there and the bed looked as though it had been used to test out the survival of the fittest theory. Sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll. It had all happened here. And I hadn’t had any of them. Ah, these young people. As a woman on the wrong side of thirty I could feel disapproval coming on.

Still, some things were better than others. London looked positively rural after Hong Kong and I would never again have to stand in line while Mrs Adeline Van de Bilt signed another traveller’s cheque. God knows why she had employed me in the first place. For a woman in need of security she had enough twenty-one-carat knuckle dusters to lay out most would-be attackers. And what the stones didn’t incapacitate the tongue would mop up. Rich women. Maybe they’ve just never had to ask for anything, so no one ever taught them how to say please. Or thank you. My fault entirely. We never did sort out the small print of extra hours. ‘You have to be more business-like, Hannah,’ as my father would say when I tried to sell him Mediterranean after I had landed on Boardwalk with two hotels. Come to think of it, Mrs Van de Bilt probably owned the freehold.

Still, no good whingeing. There were things to be done, people to see, bills to be paid. The cleaning firm estimated it would cost a hundred and thirty quid to steam clean the carpets and degrease the kitchen, and with no forwarding address for Margaret Mead the name on the door was the name on the cheque. Work—that was what was needed. Except that’s the trouble with service industries. If no one needs the service the industry doesn’t work. Like now. The post yielded mild threats from credit-card firms and a billet-doux from British Gas, while the telephone messages that Miss Evolution had managed not to lose were all specific. If I wasn’t there they would find someone else. Of course it wasn’t the end of the world. There was always Frank. But once you leave a firm it’s humiliating to have to go back begging for work. And I had got picky in my old age. I was no longer willing to wheel myself round supermarkets busting women who needed the goods more than the store needed the money. No, Frank.

Two days and one more bill later I called him.

‘Hi, Hannah. Back crawling for a job, eh?’

One of the nicer things about Frank is the way he makes you feel so good about your insecurities. I could just picture him, feet on the desk, ash dropping on to the carpet. If the photo in his old CID card is to be believed he used to be quite attractive when he was younger, but too many greasy-spoon meals and a sedentary lifestyle have done for him. He claims it’s an advantage—people spotting him straight out as an ex-copper: gives them a sense of confidence. Since most of his clients are white, middle-class or foreign he may be right. I’m still looking forward to the day when the first Rasta walks in through the door and walks straight out again.

‘So, my little apprentice, how was high-rise chink island?’

‘Tall, short and crowded. Caused any good divorces lately?’ Frank doesn’t like to see himself as a sewer rat, but it happens. We’ve all taken rough jobs. Work to fit the times.

‘Hitting beneath the belt again, Hannah. And I didn’t think you were that kind of girl.’

‘Woman, Frank, not girl, and could we stop talking like a bad crime novel for a moment?’

‘Let me guess. You’re broke, you need a handout and you’re praying I’ve got something I can offload on to you, right?’ Funny. When you think about it the only really glamorous thing about Marlowe is Chandler’s style. Strip that away and what have you got but sleaze? ‘Well, you’re a lucky girl—sorry, woman. As it happens, I do have a couple of jobs on the books. There’s a jeweller’s place up west looking for a lady with sharp eyes.’

‘Do me a favour.’

‘That’s what I’m trying to do. You know your trouble, Hannah? You’re too political for this business. You have to side with the client. They’re the ones with the money.’

‘Till the revolution comes.’

‘You see, what did I tell you? I blame myself. I didn’t need to employ you. There were other girls. But no, Frank has to pick the only Marxist in the security business. It’s an idea that’s had its day, you know. We’re all capitalists now. But then I don’t suppose you’re put off by the march of history.’

Dear Frank. Like all ex-coppers, his level of political sophistication leaves much to be desired. A regular diet of the Guardian and a healthy cynicism of the Establishment, and hey presto, he’s got me tabbed as an instant subversive, and all unemployed Irishmen as members of the IRA. Still, despite his prejudice he’s good at his job and for an old boy in blue he has a surprisingly soft heart. Though he still made me sweat for it.

‘Just checking through the files…’ The files, my ass. The only jobs Frank had would be sitting on the desk in front of him. ‘OK. How about a missing person? Yorkshire lass comes down to London and stops writing home. Some old lady wants to know what happened?’

‘Her mother?’

‘Not the same name. But then with our divorce rate…So, what about it?’

‘How did she come to you?’

‘Picked me out of the phone book because she liked my name.’ Frank Comfort. I kid you not. He’s even got his birth certificate on the wall to prove it. I’ve often wondered whether the guys he busted appreciated the irony. Probably not. ‘So, you want it or not?’

Not really. Missing young girls seldom turn up somewhere their mothers want them to be. But if I didn’t want it the gas and electricity board did. And I could hear the sound of British Telecom cheering on from the sidelines.

‘I want it.’

 

But did it want me? The lady herself had doubts. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, Miss Wolfe, but I’m really not sure this is a job for a woman.’

Madam, if I had a pound coin for every time I’ve heard that remark I wouldn’t need to be having this conversation with you. ‘Well, I can understand your reservations, Miss Patrick’—I thought of calling her Ms but on the phone it always sounds like a speech defect—‘but in some cases, particularly when the missing person is a young girl, a woman can do a better job.’ Listen to me, crawling. Get off your knees, Wolfe. ‘But if that’s how you feel I won’t take up any more of your time.’

There was a long pause. It takes nerves, this game. Then she said, ‘Perhaps you’re right. Although I should warn you I can’t make up my mind until I’ve talked to you. Shall we say this afternoon? I’ve consulted the timetables. The eleven o’clock train gets in here at three. Rose Cottage is not far from the station.’

 

Not far by taxi maybe, but quite a way on foot, especially with a January frost rubbing my nose blue. It wasn’t the most promising way to start a professional relationship. Rose Cottage turned out to be a small but immaculately preserved eighteenth-century house on the edge of the village, the kind of place where forty years ago the mystery would have been solved by an old woman with knitting bag and spectacles. But with the social fabric of Agatha Christie breaking down, gracious ladies like Miss Patrick need men like Comfort. And women like me.

‘Milk or lemon, Miss Wolfe?’

‘Neither. I’ll have it black, thank you.’

She poured, I watched. Augusta Patrick, lady of this parish. She was older than I expected, hovering gracefully somewhere between sixty and seventy. Too old certainly to be the mother. But her body, like her voice on the phone, seemed younger than her years. She sat perfectly upright, her back ramrod straight; beneath a long neck and even longer grey hair pulled back into a neat if slightly severe bun. When I was young and more deliberately feminine than I am now I had dreamt of posture like that as I tripped my way to ballet classes. You don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to tell a dancer from an insurance clerk. And if all else failed there were always the photographs on the piano: an older man rigid with Edwardian values and two dying swans, one recent and colourful, the other fading from chemical imbalance as well as lost love. But elegant nevertheless. She handed me the cup. It shivered on its saucer, the wonderful silver sound of the best bone china. Either she was rich or I was special. Time would tell.

‘Her name is Carolyn Hamilton,’ she said firmly, sitting back in her chair. ‘She is twenty-three years old, and the last time I heard from her was a Christmas postcard from London dated 6 December. I have an address where she lived, and contacts for her last place of employment. I have a number of pictures of her, of course, and her handwriting you will see from the postcards. How long do you think it will take you to find her?’

I met her gaze. Maybe it was her coming so soon after Adeline, or maybe I still wasn’t sure I wanted the job.

‘Well, that depends on whether she’s actually lost: 6 December isn’t that long ago. Maybe she wrote and it got mislaid in the Christmas post.’

‘No,’ she said, as if she and the GPO had already discussed the matter.

‘And there’s no reason that you know of why she should not have written?’

She stared at me, then said quietly, ‘None at all.’

‘What about other people? Do you know if she’s been in touch with anyone else?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. Miss Wolfe, as must be clear to you, I would not be employing the services of a private detective if I didn’t believe the matter to be serious.’

‘Then perhaps you can tell me a little more about it.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘Let’s start with who exactly Carolyn Hamilton is, and why you’re so eager to find her.’

‘I fail to see how…’

‘In which case, Miss Patrick, let me tell you. Just as you have to employ me, so I have to agree to take on the case. When people call in a private detective rather than the police there’s usually a reason. Sometimes afterwards is too late to find out why.’

For a moment I thought she was going to throw me out. Indeed there were times later when I wished she had. But occasionally truth convinces better than bullshit. This was one of those occasions. She stared at me for a moment, then settled herself back in her chair.

‘Very well, Miss Wolfe. I’ve known Carolyn Hamilton since she was five and she first walked into my school. Then she was just like a million other little girls, all eager to be ballerinas, their heads full of fantasy. But I always knew she was different. She was talented, of course, but it was more than that. She was also determined. Her mother and father never really understood that. He was a farmer and she was a local girl from the village. They never had any aspirations for their children short of marriage into the neighbouring farm and a handful of babies by the time they were twenty-one. But I think Carolyn always knew it would not be for her. Of course when I realized her potential I spoke to them, told them they must encourage her, give her the opportunities she deserved.’

She stopped to take a sip of Earl Grey, then paused for a moment, looking down into the cup, tea-leaf-reading the past. ‘I was a dancer myself once. Of course you’re not old enough to remember, but there was a time when I was quite well known. However, when I was still young my mother became seriously ill. Those were the days before girls officially had careers. My father thought it best that I return home to look after her. When she died, of course, I had to stay on to look after him.’

I shot a glance in the direction of the piano. Certainly he looked a hale and hearty figure, used to getting his own way. It was a sad little tale, retold with a smidgeon too much polish to be spontaneous. Still, practice does not necessarily make things less true, only less painful, and at this stage there was not a lot to be gained from disbelieving a client. As stories go it was a credible if somewhat clichéd one: elderly woman seeks new life in surrogate-daughter figure. It also had the ring of mutual wish fulfilment. Probably if Miss Patrick hadn’t existed some dance-crazed little girl would have had to invent her.

‘Of course, her parents wanted the best for her, it was just a question of money. So I offered to pay. It was a semi-official adoption. She lived here, I trained her and when I had nothing more to teach, I paid for her to be taught by someone else. She stayed with me until she was seventeen. Then she went to the Royal Ballet School in London. She’s been in London ever since.’

Carolyn Hamilton? I’d never heard of her, but then there was a while when I had thought Baryshnikov was a new brand of vodka.

‘And has she been successful?’

‘She is a wonderful dancer, Miss Wolfe. She’s been with some of the best companies.’

I considered my knuckles duly slapped. It was the stuff of fairy tales, the proof that the corn can be green even in the cold black hills of the north-east. So what had happened to stop the ‘happily ever after’ bit?

‘And up until now she has always kept in regular touch with you?’

‘Always. Every month, without fail.’ My surprise must have shown. ‘It was an arrangement we had. She would either call, or more recently write.’

I had a sudden vision of Carolyn holed up in bed with a luscious young man, surrounded by Chinese take-away boxes and a stack of cards addressed to Miss Patrick lying unfinished on the dressing-room table. Maybe she just fell off her points and hit adolescence late.

‘Over the last seven weeks I have called her flat at least a dozen times. There has been no answer. The last company she told me she was with informed me that she left a year ago. They gave me the name of another employer. When I rang them I was told that Carolyn had not been there for over six months.’

‘And I take it she never mentioned any change of work or any possible trouble?’

‘No.’

‘Even though you’ve been in regular contact up until last month?’

‘No,’ and this time the voice was quiet, directed at the inside of the tea cup. Could this be the first time that her adopted daughter had lied to her? Or just the first time she’d found out?

‘And you’re sure she hasn’t been in contact with anyone else? Her parents, perhaps?’

‘Certainly not. And I would prefer it if you didn’t disturb them, Miss Wolfe. She hadn’t seen her family in years. I am sure she wouldn’t go to them now. Not without telling me first.’

‘I see. So tell me, Miss Patrick, just what is it you’re worried about?’

The question was gently put but it still made her flinch. I waited. In the silence that followed the wall clock ticked like a metronome. I wondered what she had to lose by telling me. Too much, apparently, to take the risk. She shook her head.

Despite her stubbornness I felt sorry for her, but then she didn’t seem like the kind of woman who would appreciate charity. She looked up at me, composure regained. ‘I’m afraid, Miss Wolfe, that’s all I can tell you. Do you consider it enough information?’

More than most, less than some. In the end it’s not the case that you take on, but the people. While Miss Patrick was no longer a swan, she was still a tough old bird who needed to know where her fledgling had gone. And who wanted me to find out rather than the police. That was my last question. Why me, not them?

‘I heard a programme once on the radio. It said that every year 25,000 people go missing in Britain. As you say, Carolyn hasn’t been out of touch for very long. I can see if I were a policeman I would not attach very much importance to an old woman’s concern.’

She was right. ‘Well, Miss Patrick, I’ll be happy to take your case if, that is, you decide you want me. I should explain that my fees are seventy-five pounds a day excluding expenses. Obviously I can’t tell you how long it will take, but I can give you a report at the end of, say, four or five days, so you can assess my progress.’

When I first started I used to have to practise the bit about the money in the mirror. It seemed so crude, weighing pound signs against someone’s loss or anxiety. But talking money, I have learnt since, can often help camouflage the pain. She nodded her head, then stood up and made her way across to an old oak sideboard near the window. Still, after all these years, it was a pleasure watching her move. As she inclined her swan neck to search for something in a top drawer, I imagined her younger, dancing her way through housework, with only an ageing invalid for an audience. Even though I should know better I still think it’s a shame that life isn’t fair. When she turned she held a grey cardboard file in one hand and a clutch of fifty pound notes in the other.

‘Miss Wolfe, I have no idea if you can find Carolyn, but I need help and you are here, so I suppose I had better employ you. You will need an advance, I presume?’

Hannah, I thought to myself as I took the money, you’ve got to stop dazzling clients like this.

 

With cash in my pocket I took a taxi back to the station. It left me half an hour to kill. Why sit and daydream when you could work? The local directory yielded up a total of five Hamiltons. From the public phone booth I called them all. ‘I would prefer it if you didn’t disturb them, Miss Wolfe. She hadn’t seen her family in years. I am sure she wouldn’t go to them now. Not without telling me first.’ So said Miss Patrick. It was not that I didn’t believe her, it was more a question of being safe rather than sorry: no point in spending a fortune ferreting around London when the girl you’re looking for is sitting by the farm aga learning how to bake bread and re-establish family values. But when I found them, her father—at least I assume it was her father—didn’t seem that interested in his daughter’s where-abouts.

‘No, she doesn’t live here, she’s in London. I don’t know how you got this number, she’s not been here for years. What? I don’t know, you’d have to ask the wife. I suppose she’s got it somewhere. We really don’t keep in touch. If you want to see her you should speak to Augusta Patrick. She knows more about Carolyn than we do. What did you say your name was?’

But I hadn’t, and there wasn’t much point in telling him now. Nothing like paternal affection to set a girl on the right road for life. Families. Either they love you too much or they don’t love you enough. No wonder they’re called nuclear. Maybe Carolyn was just trying to cut loose from all her apron strings. I thought about the pain and pleasure of leaving home. And how, of course, you never really succeed. Even if you stop writing the letters and picking up the phone.

The train was twenty minutes late, and not interested in improving the situation. We crawled through the edge of daylight into a grey winter evening. I sat and watched till the sheep were eaten up by darkness, then turned my attention to the grey file.

Carolyn Hamilton. Her life story in words and pictures. Not much really when you consider the effort that must have gone into it. A thin black scrapbook retold the news: a series of local cuttings celebrating a young girl’s success, first in provincial competitions then in winning medals and lastly in getting into the Royal Ballet School. A blurred news picture showed a delicate little fair-haired girl in costume, poised and posed. Then there was another, older, more confident Carolyn, staring straight into the camera, hair scraped tightly back, eyes bright and smiling. Closer to she was good looking, but in that long-haired high-cheekboned way that most dancers are. Maybe bone structure and nimble feet go together. Or maybe they just don’t eat enough. Either way I’d be hard pressed to pick her out of a corps de ballet at ten paces. I turned over a few more pages. Sure enough there were the line-ups, a bevy of adolescent swans all clamped into cute little white-feather headbands and stiff white tulle, flashing Colgate smiles. About as much help as a mug shot. The final picture was at least out of costume. This time the young woman had her hair down, a great shining wave of it, gushing over her shoulders and down her back, like an ad for conditioner. But the photograph had been taken into the sun and the face was all cheeks and mouth, the eyes screwed up and squinting. At a rough guess she could have been anyone. So much for the visuals.

I moved on to the correspondence, although that proved altogether too grand a word for what turned out to be a stash of postcards. They dated back a year, to the time when, according to Miss Patrick, Carolyn had left her job without telling her patron. Mind you, if these were representative of their communication, then she could hardly have expected a full account. Postcards are usually the way people tell you they don’t want to write you letters.

These particular haikus were all much the same, all in the ‘Dear Aunt Maud, thank you for the book token. Hope the cat is well, love Hannah’ mould. For a 23-year-old Carolyn had retained an alarmingly youthful style. Still, hers was a physical rather than a verbal talent. Why should one expect eloquence? But what about intimacy? Wasn’t she writing to the woman who had become her second mother? It must, I realized after I had read it, have been one of the last postcards Miss Patrick had received.

‘Dear Miss Patrick, This week I saw a marvellous production of the Romeo and Juliet at the Garden. Working hard on a couple of new pieces, music by Rodney Bennett. There is a possibility of a tour sometime in the spring. Will let you know. Yours, Carolyn.’

I turned it over. A Degas dancer bent low over her shoes, the graceful curve of her back inviting admiration. Maybe the words were in the pictures. I flicked through the others. Consistently vacuous. Even the last, postmarked 6 December and sent from somewhere in the West End with a snow-scene stamp and a Christmas franking greeting, was the same anodyne diet of weather and ballet repertoires. Hardly the words of a girl about to disappear. But then that’s the point about clues, you have to go looking for them.

Deeper in the folder I found the address and phone number of the last job, a company which I had never heard of. Given my Baryshnikov experience I wasn’t willing to stake my life on it, but the Cherubim Studios in the Walworth Road didn’t sound like the City Ballet or the Rambert. Could it be that Carolyn’s shoulders were flagging under the burden of Miss Patrick’s expectations? An image of sexual abandon returned to me, Carolyn seduced from adopted filial duty by orgasm. It didn’t quite fit with the identikit angel with the advert hair, but then some fantasies tell you more about the person doing the fantasizing, and it had been a long time. Rule number three. Don’t get carried away by your work. After this one I’ll take a holiday. After this one.







CHAPTER TWO



As with most jobs you begin at the beginning. Nothing glamorous or dangerous about that. Finding something or someone that is lost usually means checking that it hasn’t simply been mislaid.

Miss Patrick was right about one thing. Carolyn wasn’t picking up the phone. Neither was she answering the door. It was a big rather shabby house off the Kilburn High Road, with six buzzers decorating the front door. I pushed a few. The woman in the basement was friendly enough, but she’d only been there three weeks and hadn’t met any of the other occupants. No one else was in. I looked at my watch. 10.15 a.m. You don’t need to be smart to be a private eye but it helps. Once again breakfast had triumphed over punctuality. Those that had work would be there already and those that didn’t were either on their bikes looking for it or under the bedclothes with their Walkmans turned up against the day.

I went back to the car and sat it out for a while. I watched a woman with a young child manoeuvring a pushchair full of shopping up on to an uneven pavement. As she pulled it up, one of the wheels caught in a rut and a bag fell out of the underbasket, spewing potatoes on to the paving stones. The toddler whooped with delight and went scurrying off in pursuit, scooping single potatoes up in double hands and tottering back with them like spoils of war. A man in a donkey jacket hurried past, stepping over the child and the potatoes, eyes firmly somewhere else, but an elderly woman stopped to help, and soon all three of them were busy picking up and repacking. What had begun as a chore for the mother had now become a game for the young and the old. The whole operation must have taken five or ten minutes. Another world. I was so engrossed that I almost missed the surly young man in black who came tripping down the stairs of number 22, carrying a large portfolio case and a personal stereo round his neck. He was in an awful rush and didn’t have time to answer questions from Carolyn’s elder cousin Mary, just down from the north. However, he managed to carve out a little space when I told him I was a plain-clothes police officer. He, now revealed as one Peter Appleyard, student of art at Goldsmiths’ College, was even kind enough to look at the photograph which I stuck under his nose.

‘Yeah, she lived here. It’s a lousy photo though. She was much prettier than that.’

‘You say “used to”. Has she moved?’

‘Search me. All I know is I haven’t seen her for a while.’

‘Since when?’

‘Since when I can remember. Four, five months, maybe longer.’

‘But you didn’t know her?’

‘You kidding? Nobody knows anyone round here. We’re just “neighbours”.’

‘So I’m right in thinking that you wouldn’t know where she might have gone?’

‘Dead right. So, is that it, or do you want to take me in for loitering in a public place?’

Kilburn, obviously another splendid example of successful community policing, I thought as I watched him disappear round the corner. I closed my notebook on the apparently unpronounceable name of his landlord, given with even less good grace, and looked up at the house. Carolyn’s flat was on the second floor. No windows open in the front and to get to the back you’d have to go over a dozen back gardens. I could probably talk my way through the front door. On the inside one there’d be a Yale and if I was unlucky a Chubb. Not impossible, with the right tools, but a lot of time and trouble. And in daylight there was always the risk of being caught. I went back to the car. 12.30 p.m. I had already spent half of one of Miss Patrick’s crisp big notes and learned absolutely zero. Nothing like failure to give you an appetite.

As punishment for my late rising I made myself wait for lunch. I headed south, through Marble Arch and Park Lane, then across Victoria and Chelsea Bridge into the hinterland of the south. I ate at a sandwich bar on the Walworth road, slap bang next to the headquarters of Cherubim.

At 1.50 p.m., three young women and a guy came in, all Isadora scarfs and pumping-iron calf muscles. They ordered salads and yoghourt and cappuccinos. The young man paid. They sat themselves down near the window, laughing and giggling, neat lean bodies and bright expressive little hands. It’s a great feeling, being on top of your job. I felt giddy with success. Or maybe it was just the coffee. Once my balance returned I walked over to join them.

‘Excuse me.’ They looked up. And I’ve seen people more pleased to see me. But then they didn’t know how much fun I could be. ‘Do you, by any chance, belong to the Cherubim Company?’

You could see they already thought I was a loony. A bag lady in training, or some girl who’d grown too large to dance and spent her days hounding others more fortunate. The Samaritan of the group, a girl on the end with long dark hair caught up in an elaborate French plait, smiled slightly.

‘The Cherubim Company? Yes, I suppose you could call us that.’

‘I’m a friend of Carolyn Hamilton. She told me she worked here. I hoped I might see her.’

There was a small still silence in which everyone seemed to be looking at the young man without directing their eyes in his direction.

‘Carolyn Hamilton,’ said Miss Braid again. ‘Well, she used to work here, yes, but she’s not with us any more.’

‘Oh, what happened?’

‘I…’ She opened her mouth, then seemed to wince, as if someone had kicked her under the table. Which, if you come to think about it, must be one hell of a hint for a dancer.

‘She left about six months ago.’ It was the boy who interrupted. He had a lovely fawn-like face, with eyelashes that had been stolen from a beautiful girl. ‘We don’t know where she went.’

‘Oh, I see. Do you know why she left?’

‘No. I think she just got fed up with the company,’ he said, playing mischief with the last word. ‘Wanted a change, I expect. God knows it happens to most of us.’ And then they all laughed, as if he had said something enormously witty, which of course he hadn’t, unless perhaps you were a dancer. Another world. Would Carolyn Hamilton have found it funny? I had no idea. I stood on the edge of their group, not fitting in. Marginal, that’s what we private detectives are meant to be. It’s supposed to help us keep a sense of morality when all around are losing theirs. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t.

‘Would someone in management be able to help me further? It really is very important that I get in touch with her.’

The boy shrugged his shoulders. ‘You could try. But they’re not awfully good at keeping the ones they’ve got, let alone following up the ones that got away.’ And they all giggled again. Which is how I left them.

 

You don’t have to be in analysis to know that humour is a defence against pain. Once inside Cherubim you could see what they had to be so funny about. Of course, I’ve read Penny of the Wells, or whatever her name was—I know dance studios are about work rather than glamour, but even without expectations Cherubim was a bit of a sleaze pit. Not so much a company as a second-rate dance school. No wonder they had taken me for a retard. On my way to the administration office I peered in through a couple of keyholes. The class of young women on points looked decidedly shaky and the rest of it was definitely more Fonda than Fonteyn. When I finally managed to find the woman behind the name on the door, she made the café boys and girls seem positively garrulous by comparison.

‘She was here, then she wasn’t.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means she came in January, taught a few student ballet courses. I booked her in for some spring and summer classes and she let me down. I never heard from her again.’

She picked up a cigarette and held it between pink varnished fingernails. They matched her lipstick. And her track-suit top. Even her blonde hair had a certain strawberry tint to it. Maybe somebody had once told her that the colour suited her. People can be so cruel.

‘And that was when?’

‘I’d have to look it up. April or May, I think.’ I waited. ‘May,’ she said, having looked it up.

Six hours on the case and I was wallowing in corroborations. Give or take the odd week Carolyn Hamilton had been missing from house and job for almost seven months, but had been writing home for another six. Interesting.

‘And you don’t know where she went?’ I was beginning to feel like a record that had got stuck.

‘Don’t know and don’t care.’

I wondered if she had been this gentle with Miss Patrick. I was beginning to feel bad about the fifty quid I hadn’t earned. I hoped I wasn’t going to feel worse. I handed her a card.

‘Let me know if you see her again, all right? It’s important.’

‘“Hannah Wolfe, Private Investigator,”’ she read. ‘Funny. You don’t look like one.’

‘Yeah, well, disguise is a vital part of the job.’

She turned the card over in her hands, feeling the embossed letters. You could see she was impressed. Just like I was when I first got them back from the printers. ‘So this is why everyone wants to know where she’s gone.’

‘Everyone?’ I echoed softly, just in case.

‘Yeah, you’re the second person I’ve had asking after her.’

‘Who was the first?’ Even though I already knew.

‘Some old lady who wanted to know if she was on tour.’ She laughed. ‘Wouldn’t take no for an answer.’

‘And what did you tell her?’

‘Same as I told you. She’d gone and I didn’t know where. Why? Is that “important”?’ And you could tell she was thinking of all those movies where the detectives have more money than brains.

I smiled. ‘Not important enough, I’m afraid. Unless of course you told her anything else.’

It was her turn to smile. ‘How about somewhere she might get hold of her?’

‘Somewhere other than 22 Torchington Road, you mean?’

And she stopped smiling. You see. Thrift in all things. My mother would have been proud of me. As I was going out of the door I thought of something else I didn’t want to pay for. Worth a try anyway.

‘One more thing. Who’s the young guy with the real fake eyelashes? He was in the café next door buying lunch for the girls.’

But he who laughs last…She shook her head. ‘You’re the private investigator, Miss…’ By the time she’d glanced down at the card to finish the sentence I was gone.

Outside it was coming on to rain. Someone had snapped the car aerial, but at least the stereo was still there. I managed to dredge up a crackling version of Radio 3 and tuned into something that could have been Brahms but might have been Beethoven. It got me through the rest of the afternoon. Surveillance, Frank calls it. I always found it rather a grand word for waiting. But it has its pleasures. What other job pays you to sit and let your mind graze while your eyes do the working? I found myself thinking of an art teacher I had once had. And how she was so good at her job that for a whole six teenage months I had yearned to become an artist, just to be like her. Somewhere in an attic my mother still cherishes the fruits of my obsession, some dreadful lifeless portraits signed with an ostentatious flourish. Role models: as dangerous as they can be inspirational. It set me wondering how charismatic Miss Patrick must have seemed to a young farm girl driven by notions of grace and grandeur. I was wondering so hard I missed the back announcement of the symphony. But I caught the time check: 6.15 p.m. and still no sign of Eyelashes. Maybe he hadn’t come back to work after lunch. I gave up. Tomorrow, as someone much prettier than I once put it, is another day.

The rain got harder as I drove north. I had to admit I’d felt more triumphant in my life, but then that was to be expected. It is always hard at the beginning: like finding yourself in a foreign country without the language, it takes time to acclimatize. Especially with missing persons. Who were they anyway but factual figments of another person’s imagination? When you did find them they were never the person you expected them to be. If I found Carolyn Hamilton she would be the same as all the others, just different in a different way, if you see what I mean.

I got home and wrote out my report for the day. It didn’t take long. That left the evening. If London had been L.A. or Chicago, or even New York I could have hit the streets now and ended up in a dozen places where a private eye might feel at home. I saw myself propped against a bar sipping bourbon and swapping cocktail recipes with the bartender, or dipping French fries into a pool of ketchup while Kirsty, my waitress, refilled my coffee cup. Not exactly images to set the world alight but all part of the myth, and a good deal more convincing than the Holloway Road Chinese take-away where the beansprouts were welded together with MSG, or the local pub where a woman drinking alone after 8.00 p.m. was about as unobtrusive as a fish on a bicycle. And about as comfortable. I thought about going through my address book and inviting a friend round for a drink. But three months is a long time away. Reconnecting would mean recapping and I didn’t feel much like talking. To tell the truth there aren’t that many people I prefer to my own company, and in the dark, without the grease stains, the flat felt almost cosy. I made myself some pasta with a carbonara sauce and opened a bottle of Chianti. Then I retired to bed with schlock TV and wasted ninety minutes watching a Clint Eastwood movie where people slugged each other to the percussion of natty little fist cracks. The only time in my life someone had hit me in the face the overriding memory was of a thudding crunch of pain and chipped bone, echoing through the caverns of my mind. I couldn’t talk for a week and in the right light you can still see the dent. Clint, however, woke up in bed next to a blonde bimbo without a scratch on him. I fell asleep in disgust and had bad dreams.







CHAPTER THREE



Next day I ate breakfast in the car and started the Cherubim vigil early. As every child knows, Saturday morning is the time when the dance schools really do their business. The sight of all of them in their leotards and little adult buns, clutching their shoes and clutched in turn by eager mothers, brought it all back to me. Not that there was much to relive really: a small fat child, smile lost in mounds of cheek, body crammed into white frills with legs like slug pellets poking out underneath. Did someone tell me or did I just get bored? Funny how childhood is meant to be so important, yet we still forget most of it.

By one o’clock I was pretty certain our beautiful young dance teacher wasn’t coming. As the last group of kids streamed out I went back in and started poking my head into empty rooms. Eventually I came across one of the girls from yesterday’s café. She was standing in front of a wall of mirrors in one of the practice rooms, one leg stretched out exquisitely along the barre—not a breath of a bend anywhere to be seem. She straightened up and stared at herself in the mirror: a long critical appraisal with no hint of vanity. On her shoulders I noticed a glisten of sweat. Then, after a while, she teased the leg even further out and slowly, gracefully curved her torso over until her fingers grasped her toes. I felt a stab of sympathetic agony shoot up my inner thigh into my groin. You can see why most ballet lovers end up in the audience rather than on the stage. Still, no pain no gain. I closed the door noisily behind me and clattered my graceless way towards her.

‘You’re early,’ she said half into her toes without looking at me. ‘The next class doesn’t begin till two.’ And there was, I thought, an edge of frustration to her voice. Cherubim may not be the Royal Ballet School but at least some people were still trying.

Once she’d uncurled herself it took her a while to place me, but eventually we got there. I promised to keep it short so that she could get back to work. Maybe it was my card, or maybe it was the fact that Eyelashes was no longer around to damage her shins, but she became almost talkative second time round. Yes, she had known Carolyn Hamilton. And no, she couldn’t tell me much about her. For the few months that she’d been at Cherubim Carolyn, it seemed, had been something of a loner, coming in, doing her classes and going away again. She had made a point of not hanging out with the rest of the girls; indeed she’d given the impression she was rather too good for them, which was a bit of a joke seeing as it was common knowledge she’d been chucked out of her last company for missing performances. On the other hand Left Feet First was a pretty stylish company, and maybe she was just sore at herself for flunking out. Most of the Cherubim girls would have given their eye teeth (I suppose if you were a dancer you could hardly give an arm or a leg) to have been so lucky. But if Carolyn had been feeling sorry for herself she certainly hadn’t let on to her.

So if she didn’t confide in the girls, what about the boys? Well, as it so happened yes, she had been quite tight with Scott, or Eyelashes as he was known to the private detective fraternity. But then Scott wasn’t exactly one of the boys, if I saw what she meant. I said I did and asked her where I could find him now. She laughed and told me he was probably putting on his makeup. After all, it was only an hour and a half till curtain-up. Typical Scott. Luck of the devil. He’d only dropped in yesterday to rub it in. If I saw him I could tell him from her that they’d keep his place open, just in case the routines got too exhausting. And if they ever needed an understudy…When I glanced at her from the door she was back at the barre, muscles screaming, eyes hard into the mirror willing herself into another future, a long way from Cherubim.

Back in the car I revelled in my spoils. Beneath the name Scott Russell was the address of a theatre in London’s West End. Even I was impressed. The listings mag I buy every week so that I can fail to see even more films told me Saturday was matinée day. I spent an hour trying to park the car and missed most of the first act, which is just as well since it was standing room only. Not that it mattered much: most cats are grey in the dark, especially in the chorus line. I slipped out during the curtain call and stood in line at the stage door. He was one of the first ones out and you could see he quite liked the attention. I wished I’d brought my autograph book. But as it was, it was mutual recognition. I got the impression he’d been waiting for me to pop up again somewhere.

‘I told you, I don’t know anything about her.’

‘I still need to ask you a few questions.’

‘I’m busy.’

‘So I’ll wait.’

‘Look, I don’t know who you are, but…’ He was standing with his back to the wall, a group of prepubescent girls on one side jostling him for autographs. You could see this was not a conversation he wanted to be having, but I was blocking his path, and ruining his image. He sighed. ‘All right.’

The dressing-room, which belonged to him and a few other cats, was cramped and heavy with the scent of bodies and aftershave. Under the bank of wall lights the eyes beneath the wonderful eyelashes looked just a touch bloodshot. Not serious enough to mar the beauty though, which was a pleasure to look at. Evidently he thought so too. As I settled myself his gaze went past me into the mirror behind my head. He flicked a lock of hair back into position, a casual gesture, born as much out of habit as vanity. Who knows, if I was that gorgeous maybe I’d do the same thing. Even without being told you kind of knew that this was probably not the type of man to take advantage of the women he danced with.

‘I knew you weren’t her long-lost friend the minute I saw you,’ he said, handing me back my card. ‘So who’s paying your wages?’

‘Her name is Augusta Patrick, she’s Carolyn’s guardian.’

‘Of course, the old bat herself. What happened, did Carrie forget her monthly postcard?’

‘Why, did you used to help her write them?’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, a regular Samantha Spade, I see. Far be it from me to teach a private dick how to suck eggs, but if you’re planning this to be a conversation—you know, as in between two people—I’d recommend a slightly softer approach.’

‘Augusta Patrick hasn’t heard from her for almost two months. She’s worried.’

‘Shame.’

‘She thought her friends might be able to help.’

‘Correction. You thought her friends might be able to help. Well, you’re out of luck, aren’t you?’

It’s one of the important things about this game, knowing when you’re beaten. ‘Listen, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t I go out the door and we’ll start this whole thing again, right? I’ll come in, ask for your autograph, tell you what a fabulous dancer you are and then beg you to put aside your dazzling future for a few moments to dredge up memories of a less than glorious past.’ I paused and watched as a ghost of a smile appeared, flashed itself into the mirror behind me and then settled, waiting for more. ‘I’ve been to her flat. No one’s seen her for months. She hasn’t been in touch with any of her family and the Pink Vision at Cherubim couldn’t care less if she’d fallen under a tube at Warren Street station. Which means as of now you are the only one who seems to have spoken more than six words to her. And even that’s a hunch. So. Will you help me?’

He pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and spent some time lighting one. People always have a little ritual to get them started. It struck me that the best dancers probably didn’t smoke, but presumably he knew that.

‘Maybe she doesn’t want to be found. You thought of that?’

‘I’ve thought of it. Yes.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Or maybe she’s having so much fun she just forgot to write.’

‘But you don’t believe that.’

‘Listen, all I know is that she went and didn’t leave a forwarding address.’

‘But you did know her?’

‘Yeah, we hung around a bit. Partners in adversity.’

‘What kind of adversity?’

He laughed, ‘Come on, you’ve seen Cherubim. Nobody works there unless they have to.’

‘I don’t understand. Miss Patrick told me that she could have any job she wanted.’

‘Yeah, well, she would, wouldn’t she?’ He blew out the smoke in a long thin Noël Cowardish swirl. ‘I mean no one wants to admit that their protegée might have’—he paused—‘how should we put it?—“feet of clay”.’

‘You mean Carolyn isn’t a good dancer?’

‘No. I mean she’s a very good dancer. But this is a tough business.’

‘And what? She didn’t have the ambition?’ Determined, that was the word Miss Patrick had used.

‘Darling, we all have the ambition, otherwise we’d never get up in the morning.’ I think he was waiting for me to laugh, like the girls at Cherubim, but I didn’t. ‘Put it this way, in my experience the ones who make it are as hard as nails, but all you see on stage is the sparkle. And bright though she was, by the time I met her, Carolyn didn’t shine.’

‘And she knew that?’

‘Yeah, she knew it.’ He looked at me with cool grey eyes. ‘Most of us do, you know.’ He smiled mischievously, ‘Lucky boy, aren’t I?’ and blew out another spiral of smoke. ‘Not so much what you are as who you know.’ But I was too busy thinking about all the postcards she must have had to make up to keep an old lady’s illusions intact. That took a determination, of sorts.

‘So what about all the big ballet companies she was supposed to have been with—the Royal and the City? Are you telling me that Miss Patrick made them up?’

He looked at me for a moment, as if trying to decide how much to tell me. Then he shook his head. ‘Boy, the old girl didn’t give you much to go on, did she?’ He shrugged. ‘Yeah, Carolyn was with the big ones, stretching those lovely limbs to get herself plucked out of the corps de ballet and become the prima ballerina the old lady never was. Who knows, she might even have made it. The way she tells it, it was all there for the taking. Except somewhere along the way she tried too hard. Stayed up on her points a little too long until her ankles started to give out. I don’t expect the battleaxe mentioned that bit, did she? The many and glorious ways in which your body starts turning the dream into a nightmare. Of course at first everyone is all sympathy. Time off for rest, time off for physiotherapy. Even, when it comes down to it, time off for operations. But behind your back you know what they’re saying. ‘Shame about the Hamilton girl—she had such promise.’ When you track down Carolyn take a long look at her ankles. Check out those little white scar veins.’ He waited. I felt there was somewhere I ought to have arrived, but hadn’t. He snorted. ‘Not a ballet lover I see. Tendons, darling. That humble little mesh of tissues that keeps us on our toes. Or off them. And who ever heard of a ballerina on flat feet? Fifteen years of training and then, wham, bam, thank you mam; don’t call us, we’ll call you. She says she left of her own accord. Others say she got the push, but then this is a bitchy business and you shouldn’t believe all that you hear. Either way the only option she had was contemporary.’

The way he said it, it didn’t sound like a promotion. ‘And was that so bad?’

He shook his head in mock exasperation. ‘You really don’t have a clue, do you? No, it’s not so bad. If that’s what you want. And a lot of dancers do. For many it’s the only way out of the museum: the companies are smaller so there’s more participation, they’re always hungry for new choreography, and they get audiences still young and radical enough to think that art can change the world. For others, well they make the switch if they have to, just to keep dancing. But then they haven’t grown up being force-fed tales of glory. You know the really sad thing? She could have done worse. Left Feet First wouldn’t have impressed the wicked witch of the north but it was quite a hip place to be for a while, till they all partied too much and started falling over on stage. If she was going to make it anywhere it would have been there. But she couldn’t shake the monkey off her back. And from there it was a downward spiral. Witness her arrival at Cherubim.’ He stopped, made uncomfortable by his own logic. I got a sense that he felt he’d said too much. Or maybe he’d just unwittingly told more than one life story. I wondered what had happened to sour his dream. He went to the mirror again for reassurance. Then came back to me. ‘So, now you know. The truth behind the fairy tale. Except, of course, it doesn’t help you find her.’

No, but it sure as hell made more sense than Miss Patrick’s book at bedtime. What next? ‘So where do you think she’d go from Cherubim?’

‘You’re the private detective. You find out.’

‘That’s what I’m doing.’

He thought about it. ‘My guess is, somewhere where she could earn more money.’

‘Why? Was money a problem?’

‘Are you kidding? When did you last have enough?’
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