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            1

         

         I was looking out through Laura’s white louvred shutters. Crisp brown leaves filled the gutter and the plane trees had shed patches of bark. A white mini that I didn’t recognise was parked behind Laura’s dirty black BMW. As I turned away, something moved out there: a young girl walking quickly from left to right on the other side of the street. She looked familiar, though I couldn’t think why. Then she crossed the road and stopped in front of Laura’s fence. She looked straight at me, but she didn’t seem to see me; I was hidden behind the louvres and my back was to the light. Next thing, she was pushing at the gate, flipping the doorknocker and, without waiting, rattling the letter box.

         Dan glanced up at me. He was watching a Lego movie. Dan is my grandson – he’s six; I’ve been looking after him, off and on, since he was a baby. He looked back at the screen. He was used to urgent knocks at the door; used to men standing there holding brown cardboard boxes – things his mum had ordered.

         I opened the door. And knew I had met her before: a girl 2from round the corner called … Ruby, maybe. She was out of breath. There was sweat on her lip and her forehead.

         She spoke quietly, almost whispered, ‘Can you help me, Mr Domino? I don’t know who to ask.’ Then she was in tears – almost. ‘Please!’

         I led her in, sat her at the table and she began to talk, in jerks, between big gulps of air. Her mum had been found about an hour ago on one of the ping-pong tables in the park. ‘She was unconscious,’ she said, and gave me a stare: the kind of stare that, for an instant, made me think that she thought it was my fault. She looked down and dabbed at her eye with her knuckle. ‘They took her in an ambulance. Muriel told me when I got home after football. Muriel’s looking after the kids. Could you … could you come with me to the hospital? I don’t know who else to ask.’ She was crying now and wiping her eyes on her sleeve, her voice a high-pitched whine. ‘I’m sorry to bother you. I don’t know what to do.’

         I guessed Ruby – that was her name – was fourteen or fifteen. I’d seen her sometimes in the park when I was there with Dan. She was slight with a long, alert face, freckles on her nose and brown hair loosely tied back. I’d seen her kicking a football with a group of boys: anything between two- and five-a-side on the tarmac pitch with the miniature goals; sometimes she was the only girl, sometimes there were one or two others. She was kind to, protective of, smaller children like Dan. I’d noticed that.

         She wanted me to take her, drive her, to the hospital. And go in with her and find out what was going on with her mum. And I said I would, of course.

         ‘Thanks, Mr Domino,’ she said. ‘That’s so kind. Cool.’ She leaned forward on the chair with her hands between her knees and smiled a hopeful smile. 

         3Only thing was: I’d have to take Dan. I was minding him that evening. I often did that, and sometimes – not that day – I collected him from school.

         ‘Who is Muriel?’ I asked.

         ‘Our neighbour. Next door. She’s really nice, and her husband, Joe; he works on the barrier at the station.’

         I got my jacket, car keys, Dan’s coat. It was just after 6 pm. Dan’s dinner was in the oven, fish fingers and chips, and I had green beans in a pan, ready to be simmered on the hob. I turned the oven off. Laura, my daughter, Dan’s mum, wouldn’t be back till midnight. Laura is a jazz singer: 606 Club that night, a wedding somewhere on the Saturday, the Vortex the next week, and on it went – gigs all over the place: Brighton, Bristol, Manchester.

         I put Dan in his seat in the back of Laura’s Beamer. I’d no idea when we’d get home. It could be hours. It wasn’t ideal. Dan had school in the morning and he should have had a proper meal instead of the cold hot-cross bun that he was chewing on. But he was enjoying this; I could tell. He knows about me being a detective, and what detectives do – and he takes an interest, sometimes. ‘What you been detecting today, Grandpa?’ he’ll say. And if it isn’t too grisly, I tell him. 

         I looked in the rearview mirror. He was smiling to himself. He likes a drama – and we’ve had a few, he and I. You could say we’re best mates. When he was three, he told Laura that I was his best friend. I loved that.

         Ruby was beside me, sitting forward in the seat, staring ahead. I thought about her mum, whom I didn’t know at all well. She was a playground acquaintance – one of many I’ve stood beside at the swings – chatty sometimes; distracted, a bit tense, at others. And that didn’t surprise me; I knew, somehow, that she had five other children, all younger than Ruby, and a reputation for wildness. 

         4We were moving slowly in a line of traffic on Peckham Road and I was thinking for the first time about whether what I was doing was right. Should I be involved with this girl? Should I even be alone with her in a car (apart from Dan) for instance?

         But she hadn’t made this up. How could she? Why would she? What would be the point? Silly! Silly thinking. Don’t be a wuss. I was doing the right thing. Of course! It would have been cruel to say no.

         ‘Why did you come to me, Ruby?’

         She looked towards me and then away. ‘People say you’re a good person – and you used to be a policeman.’

         Why had I asked? I’d expected her to say something like that. ‘You trust policemen, then?’

         She was still looking away from me. She shrugged. ‘Mostly.’

         ‘They’re mostly good. They want to help people: policemen and policewomen. But they have a hard job, and it’s getting harder all the time. Budget cuts.’ I almost said ‘silly rules’, but that wasn’t the time and Ruby wasn’t the audience. 

         She pulled out a phone in a rainbow-striped case. ‘I’m phoning my brother, to tell him what’s happening.’ She tapped with her thumb. ‘Luke …? Everything all right …? Muriel there …? Listen. I’m with Mr Domino; he’s driving me to the hospital … OK … Shit! I don’t know. I’d forgotten that. There’s a cake, isn’t there …? Yeah. Decide tomorrow … Let them stay up, unless they wanna go to bed … OK … Call you later.’

         She looked across at me. ‘It’s my little brother’s birthday tomorrow. I’d completely forgotten.’ She was welling up.

         ‘Well … Right now, your mum’s the important thing.’

         ‘Can’t do his,’ – her voice cracked – ‘birthday without Mum.’

         5‘Maybe leave it till she’s better.’

         She sat back and drew her knees up to her chin.

         I drove past King’s College Hospital, turned right at the top of the hill and parked under a streetlight beside Ruskin Park. As we got out into the cold, the moon was over the trees sliding out from behind clouds. I pointed so that Dan saw it, and he watched as thin clouds drifted in front of it. Then I zipped up his coat and he took my hand.

         
            * * *

         

         As we approached the reception desk, I realised that I didn’t know Ruby’s mother’s full name. ‘Caroline Swann, double n,’ Ruby said.

         Caroline was on the fifth floor, in intensive care. A policewoman in uniform and a man wearing a baseball cap and a denim jacket – almost certainly CID – were standing beside a hand-sanitiser with their backs to us. I squirted gel into my palms, rubbed them together and watched as Dan reached up and did the same. ‘Well done, Dan. Good stuff.’ He looked up at me with a grin.

         ‘Jim! What you doing here?’ The plainclothes policeman was smiling at me with raised eyebrows.

         ‘Charlie! Well … what are you doing here? It’s good to see you.’ A while ago Charlie Ritchie had been my sergeant. ‘This is Ruby. Her mum’s in here. We’ve come to visit her … if we’re allowed. And this is Dan, my grandson. I’m looking after him tonight.’

         ‘Hello Ruby. Hello Dan.’ Charlie leaned forward and smiled. ‘I’m a police officer.’ He pushed his cap back. ‘What’s your mum’s name, Ruby?’

         ‘Caroline Swann.’

         ‘Your mum is why we’re here, too.’ Charlie smiled. ‘This is PC Das.’ 

         6Unlike Charlie, the policewoman had taken off her hat and she was holding it in front of her; her hair was glossy and cut in a bob. She too smiled at Ruby. ‘Your mum’s asleep. We want to talk to her when she wakes up, find out what happened – you know.’

         Ruby stared and spoke quietly. ‘Yes.’

         We found a nurse who fetched a doctor whose badge read, ‘Dr Patricia King, Intensive Care’. She asked who we were, and how old Ruby was – fifteen, it turned out – and led us into a small room. Ruby and I sat in little stuffed armchairs. Dan stood straight and still beside me. I put an arm round his shoulder. He knew this was important.

         Dr King was firm but friendly, a nice-looking woman with hair in short, perfect cornrows; she sat on an upright chair and looked at Ruby. ‘Your mother has had a serious blow to her head, and it’s caused a fracture – a break.’

         I heard Ruby draw a breath, and I put my hand on her arm.

         ‘Try not to worry,’ the doctor said. ‘We’re doing a scan to see what we need to do.’ She glanced at me and then back at Ruby. ‘We hope she’ll be OK, but we aren’t sure when she’ll wake up; it may take time.’ She was talking to Ruby as if she were an adult.

         ‘Can I wait?’ Ruby asked.

         ‘You can. But she probably won’t wake up for a while.’ Dr King coughed. ‘I mean … you might be here all night. It could be better to go home – and we’ll contact you when your mum can see you.’

         Ruby looked at me. ‘That sounds best,’ I said. ‘And your brothers and sisters would like you to be with them, wouldn’t they?’

         We took the lift down. I got a cup of tea for Ruby from a machine. Then, from another machine, a Lion bar for 7her, and mango juice, a ham sandwich and a Kit Kat for Dan – I knew he was hungry. I told them I was going back up to talk to the policeman who was a friend of mine. Ruby pulled out her phone and tapped in her passcode. When I told Dan that he must stay sitting next to her, he stuck out his lip and suddenly looked tired.

         ‘I won’t be long,’ I said.

         I took the lift back up and found Charlie and PC Das. Everyone – almost everyone – at the station had been on my side. They knew, those who’d been there three years before, that my suspension had been a nonsense. Anyone who knew anything about me knew that. I’d done the right thing; it was just that the right thing was against the rules.

         Charlie was more than happy to talk. He told me that Caroline Swann had been found just after six by a boy who had gone back to the park to collect his football; the boy had seen her lying on the ping-pong table, lit up by the moon.

         ‘And that was lucky,’ PC Das said. ‘The moon shining – so he saw her. She could have lain there all night and died of hypothermia. She was wearing jeans, T-shirt, sweatshirt and anorak. The anorak was unzipped – wouldn’t have kept her warm, not all night. She’d have frozen.’

         ‘Is that suspicious, the unzipped anorak?’ I asked.

         ‘No,’ Charlie said. ‘No signs of assault apart from the blow to the head. She only lived round the corner. She could have slung on the anorak, walked the short distance to the park and not bothered to do it up.’

         ‘And you don’t know why she was there?’

         ‘We don’t know, Jim.’ Charlie shrugged. ‘We’re hoping she’ll tell us. The blood on the table was still damp when the paramedics arrived, which suggests the knock was administered less than an hour before the kid found her. So she was hit between about quarter past five and six, either 8there, in the park, or somewhere else and was then brought there in the dark – probably already unconscious.’

         PC Das told me that the park was closed, lit with floodlights and being searched. Of course, it would be. And the streets were full of police knocking on doors, trying to find witnesses.

         ‘Jim, you can tell the girl, the daughter—’

         ‘Ruby, isn’t it?’ PC Das said. ‘And, by the way,’ – she smiled and held out her hand – ‘my name’s Sunita.’

         ‘Oh! Hi Sunita.’ I took her hand, which was small and slight. ‘I’m Jim. Jim Domino.’

         ‘I know who you are.’ She was smiling.

         ‘Jim,’ Charlie said, ‘Please tell Ruby that PC Sunita Das and Sergeant Charlie Ritchie and the rest of us at Southwark are doing everything we can to find out what happened.’
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         It was cold and dark as we walked uphill to the car; the moon had disappeared. Danny had no gloves – my fault. Ruby nodded and shivered as I told her what Charlie Ritchie and Sunita Das had said.

         By the time we got back to hers, it was after eight, Dan’s bedtime. Ruby reached into the letterbox and pulled out a piece of string with a key tied to it. We went in and found so many kids on a long, squashy sofa that I had to count them: seven – all huddled around a tired-looking woman whom I recognised: another acquaintance from the park, Muriel. She knew my name, called me Mr Domino, and seemed pleased that I was there.

         A small boy with curly blond hair was staring at Dan, and Dan was looking back at him with an odd smile. I squatted beside Dan. ‘Do you know him?’

         Dan whispered. ‘He’s in Wool, in Year One. He’s called Jake.’

         Dan is in Felt, also in Year One; for some reason the classes are named after types of cloth, and Year One is actually the second year of primary school. 

         10A man came into the room carrying a tray covered with steaming mugs. ‘Meet my husband, Joe,’ Muriel said. ‘This is Mr Domino, Joe.’

         Joe grinned. ‘Hello Mr Domino,’ he said. ‘OK. Hot chocolate, kids.’ Children stretched out their hands. Joe put the tray on a low table and began to pass out mugs. ‘You want a hot chocolate, Ruby? You, Mr Domino? And what about you?’ He looked at Dan.

         ‘This is Dan, my grandson,’ I said.

         ‘Dan, you look like you’d love a hot chocolate.’ 

         Dan nodded and said, ‘Yes … please.’

         Ruby wanted a chocolate and so did I.

         A tall, thickset boy – Luke, I presumed – was having a muttered chat with Ruby in the doorway. The children didn’t all have the same father; I knew that. And two of them were obviously Muriel’s and Joe’s.

         The telly was on – Bake Off; Noel Fielding, his head sideways and grinning above a row of tarts. I sat down on an upright chair beside a table covered in kids’ drawings, crayons and felt tips, and lifted Dan onto my knee. I looked around. It was a large, cosy room: soft, beige carpet; bookshelves crammed with books for kids and grown-ups; a couple of small armchairs as well as the huge sofa; paintings and prints, including a Dufy I recognised and a poster for last year’s Paul Nash show at Dulwich Picture Gallery – I’d seen that with Laura and Dan. On the back wall was a long pin board covered in photos, kids’ paintings and drawings, certificates with gold stars from school.

         Dan was wriggling on my lap. He’d got hold of a piece of paper and he was reaching for a pencil. I looked over at Ruby. ‘All right if he does a drawing? He loves drawing.’

         ‘Course he can.’ She came over. ‘Here, Dan. Here’s some felt tips.’ She picked up a jar and put it in front of him.

         11A girl, perhaps ten or eleven years old and, from the look of her, a full sister to Luke, was staring at me hard. ‘Is Mum all right?’ she said. ‘When’s she coming home?’

         I answered as best I could. ‘Your mum’s resting, sleeping at the hospital. She could be home tomorrow.’

         ‘Are you going to stay with us, Mr Domino?’

         I hadn’t thought that far ahead. ‘I don’t know. I’ve got to sort this one.’ I gave Dan a hug. He had drawn a brown road and was adding a red house.

         ‘We can’t ask Mr Domino to stay, Ella!’ Ruby looked shocked.

         ‘No. You don’t worry, Mr Domino.’ Muriel looked up at me from the sofa. ‘You’ve been very kind with Ruby already. Me and Joe will look after these. It’s OK.’

         Ruby and Luke came back into the room. Joe brought our chocolate, and I took some sips; just right – hot and sweet. Ruby took two long, grateful gulps and wrapped her hands around the mug, as if she were cold.

         A small boy, perhaps three years old, was nestled up to Muriel and looking up at me. ‘Is my mum going to die?’

         I tried to smile. I wasn’t expecting that. ‘She’s just sleeping at the hospital.’ Muriel hugged the boy tighter.

         ‘She got hit on the head, Sammy,’ Ruby said. She bent over Sammy and smiled. ‘But she’ll get better – maybe later tonight, or tomorrow.’ She took Sammy from Muriel, stood up and hugged him tight. Then she held him away from her and looked into his eyes. ‘I talked to a really nice doctor who’s looking after our mum. She’ll be all right.’

         Dan was rubbing his eyes, leaning against me, drinking chocolate; he’d drawn more houses, some people and trees. Ruby took Sammy and another little one upstairs to bed, and Joe took his children to their home next door. Muriel said she would stay, and that I should get Dan home. She 12was right; today was Tuesday and he had school tomorrow. I put my number into Muriel’s phone and told her to phone if she needed me. Dan finished his chocolate and picked up his picture. I put a bunch of mugs in the sink in the kitchen.

         
            * * *

         

         Dan had been pretty quiet through all this, not speaking unless he was spoken to. As soon as we were in the car, he said, ‘Grandpa – is Ruby’s mum Jake’s mum?’

         ‘Yes. All those children – except the two who are Muriel’s and Joe’s – are Ruby’s mum’s. She’s called Caroline.’

         ‘Is Caroline going to die?’

         I told him I hoped not, but that I didn’t know for sure. I always try to tell the truth – particularly to kids. The world’s confusing enough for them anyway. But I do lie about Father Christmas and the tooth fairy.

         About three minutes later I parked outside Laura’s. Dan scrambled out of the car, looked up at me and said, ‘What happens when you die?’

         ‘Well,’ – I was unlocking the front door – ‘some people think you go on living in another place, and other people think you just aren’t there any more.’

         ‘What do you think, Grandpa?’

         ‘I think you aren’t there, but you are there in people’s heads because they remember you. The things you did and the things you said and when you made them laugh.’

         Dan didn’t say anything. He just yawned. Then he opened the drawer where Laura keeps the biscuits and pulled out a flapjack stuffed with raisins. He tore it open and munched away. Then he grabbed a banana and ate half of it. Then I took him up to bed.

         ‘Why did somebody hit Jake’s mum?’ He was looking up at me, eyelids drooping, his head on the pillow.

         13‘I don’t know, Dan, but the police will find out – and then they’ll probably tell us.’

         He turned on his side. I pulled his duvet up around his shoulders and sat on the floor next to him.

         ‘Do you want a story?’

         I picked up Tim and Ginger, Edward Ardizzone. He likes it and I like it, but he was asleep before I’d finished the first page.

         Downstairs, I flipped the lid off a Peroni and gawped at the telly – people surviving in the rubble of Mariupol – while Danny’s uneaten fish fingers, chips and beans were warming.

         I fetched another Peroni, sat in an armchair to watch the news and ate Danny’s dinner. I nodded off soon after Sarah Smith reported on the US mid-term elections.

         I came to during Newsnight – Victoria Derbyshire talking about creepy Gavin Williamson’s resignation. And James Naughtie talking to ordinary people somewhere in Ohio. Interesting – but my brain strayed over to Caroline Swann. I knew very little about her. An apparently single mother of six who, judging by her kids and her front room with its soft carpet, books and pictures, was an educated type who had a source of money – enough to feed and clothe them all and keep them in a decent-sized house. Did she have a job? Six kids! Did any of the fathers give her financial support?

         Why had someone hit her? And why that hard? Were they trying to kill her? Random crazy attacks were rare – though a cyclist was killed in Richmond Park not long ago by a schizophrenic who had just come out of hospital. Mistaken identity unlikely. Someone wanted to hurt Caroline – or kill her. To punish her? Or warn her off? Or shut her up – perhaps permanently? What could she have 14done, or be planning to do? Did she know something? Or did someone hate her? Resent her for some reason?

         They’re still talking about Gavin Williamson and the ministerial code. Mute it. Put on some music. Miles – or the Barr Brothers? Miles helps me think. Milestones. Light off. Just the dim table light.

         Charlie said he’s working with Dave Lightfoot. Both smart coppers. They’ll find out. Soon, probably; there’s usually something – something obvious. When she wakes up, Caroline might tell them what it is.

         
            * * *

         

         Midnight. Gogglebox: much giggling from Jenny and Lee. Upstairs to check on Danny. More Miles. Round About Midnight. Tea and thinking. Could be a jealous man – father of one of those kids.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Dad? You all right, Dad?’ Laura’s hand on my shoulder. Quarter past one.

         ‘Fine. Fine.’ I sat up. The all-night news was on the telly, muted. I stood up and stretched.

         ‘Dan all right?’

         ‘He’s good. Asleep.’

         ‘Thanks Dad. You’re a wonder!’

         ‘How was it?’

         ‘Great! Love working with Jason; such a cool pianist. And it was packed – unusual for a Thursday. Three encores.’ She yawned. ‘I should go to bed. But … never sleep well after a gig. Brain keeps going over it – I’ve told you before – the good bits and the mistakes. But Dan’ll be up early, so …’ She shrugged. 

         ‘Well he might not, actually.’ I began to tell her about Ruby and Caroline Swann. 

         15She gazed at me, shaking her head and frowning. And she went into the kitchen, picked up the bottle of Famous Grouse, waved it at me with her eyebrows raised and poured two glasses. ‘So Danny spent the evening at King’s College Hospital.’ She filled a jug with water and put it on the little kitchen table.

         ‘Yes.’ I sat down at the table. ‘And then he had hot chocolate at the Swanns’. He was fantastic, polite to everyone all the time. Amazing.’

         She was shaking her head again. ‘I was wondering why you were still up.’

         ‘Yeah. And Danny was just great! He met policemen and women, nurses, doctors …’ She sat down across from me, and I noticed her mascara – not too thick – and the brownish eye shadow; she had to look good, singing in a spotlight – and she did. ‘And he met Ruby Swann’s brothers and sisters and their neighbours, Joe who works at the station and Muriel who’s a nurse, and their kids.’

         ‘So what happened? She was hit on the head and left on one of the ping-pong tables in Warwick Gardens?’

         ‘Yes. And lucky to be found in the dark by a kid who’d gone back to find his football.’

         ‘Jesus!’ Laura took a gulp, swilled the whisky around in her mouth, swallowed and grimaced. ‘I know her.’

         ‘OK. I wondered. One of her kids is in Danny’s year.’

         ‘Yeah. Not well. Can’t say I’m a friend. I’ve talked to her in the park, in the playground. Nice woman. Quite a character – bit weird, sort of hippy in a good way.’

         ‘Well – six kids, these days.’

         ‘She adores kids … actually likes being pregnant! One of those.’ She swallowed some more whisky. ‘But … bloody hell!’ She breathed a long breath out. ‘Attacked in the park! What’s going on?’ She looked up at me. ‘Frightening, Dad!’ 16

         ‘I know. There’ll be a reason for it. Unlikely to be a random nutter.’

         ‘But there are nutters around here.’

         ‘I know. But they don’t tend to be violent.’

         ‘Are you going to look into it? Do some detective work?’ She smiled.

         ‘No. I can’t butt in. Don’t want to. They’ll work it out. A couple of my mates are on to it. Remember Charlie Ritchie?’

         She screwed up her face. ‘Not sure.’

         There was a cry, more of a shout, from upstairs. Laura stood up. ‘I’ll go.’

         I stayed where I was with my hand round the whisky glass. I could hear Dan crying and Laura speaking softly, soothing.

         She came down after about fifteen minutes. ‘Poor lamb. He was quite upset, and I can see where it came from.’ Dan had dreamed that Jake – Caroline’s son, the one he knows – had fallen out of a tree in Warwick Gardens and knocked himself out. Dan had been the only person there and hadn’t been able to wake him up, hadn’t known what to do.

         ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken him to the hospital.’

         ‘No. Not your fault. You had to help Ruby.’

         ‘I could have sent her in a taxi – or got someone to mind Danny. Chris, maybe.’

         ‘No, not Chris. He has enough trouble looking after his own children.’ She looked at me and raised her eyebrows. ‘Another wee drop?’

         ‘Sure,’ I said, ‘a little one.’ And she poured us each a quarter-inch.

         ‘When it comes down to it, Dad, I should be here. Or that jerk I married should be … But,’ – she laughed – ‘thank God he isn’t.’ 

         17I sipped my whisky and dribbled a little water into it from the jug.

         ‘You know I could get a more regular babysitter – now that Juliana won’t do evenings.’ She swilled whisky round her mouth and eventually swallowed it. ‘Bloody annoying that she got a boyfriend.’

         ‘Not surprising!’ I grinned. ‘She’s a looker with a good brain and a sweet nature.’

         ‘Yes. I know you fancy her,’ Laura laughed.

         ‘I do not!’ I clammed up then and tried to smile; I didn’t want to dig myself into a hole. Juliana was a smiling, if sometimes moody, childminder from Brazil who shared daytime duties with me. Until a man intervened, she had done some nights as well. ‘Do you want to – get another babysitter?’

         ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘He loves being with you, but …’

         ‘I love being with him.’ I took another sip. ‘Well, most of the time, anyway.’ I laughed. ‘But Chris is there in an emergency – like we are for him. And Charlotte might have been there.’

         ‘Probably not. She’s done a lot of nights lately. She’s very dedicated.’ She looked at me. ‘A hospital doctor and a jazz singer. Quite a contrast, your daughters – except that they both work nights.’

         ‘Yes. Amazing how well you get on.’ I was looking back at her. ‘You do, don’t you?’

         ‘You don’t need to ask that, Dad. You know the answer.’

         ‘I know. Silly question.’

         We went to bed soon after that. I lay on the bed in the spare room and stared up at the familiar white paper sphere. I liked staying over at Laura’s. I was here so often that I had my own drawer in the little white chest: pants, 18socks, washbag, a book of poems by Lorca and a large box of Rennies.

         I stood up, fetched the book and lay down again. Opening the book randomly near its middle, I read: When the moon rises/ the bells hang silent/ and impenetrable footpaths/appear. Caroline Swann had been saved by a boy who forgot his football, and by the moon.
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         I left Laura’s at about nine, heading for my place; I had work to do. Laura was out, taking Danny to school.

         As I reached the end of the street, I saw Mrs Mumford on the further pavement. Laura calls her that: Mrs Mumford; it describes her better than her first name, which is Pauline. A talkative woman, she tells new acquaintances her name and then says with a high-pitched laugh, ‘but I don’t have any sons,’ and her chins heave as she adds, ‘just a daughter.’

         She waved at me and came across the road. ‘Jim, have you seen? Warwick Gardens is closed. Police all round – and a tent. Is it called an incident tent? What’s happened? Do you know?’

         ‘No. No. I didn’t know about that.’

         ‘Well, it’s bound to be something to do with drugs.’ She stared into my eyes. ‘Don’t you think? Dealers from different gangs.’ She waved her arms. ‘It’s getting worse round here, when it should be getting better. Remember last month: the stabbing outside the station.’

         ‘Yes. Yes, I remember that. Terrible.’

         ‘Well, I won’t keep you. You must be busy. You must 20have plenty of work.’ She laughed again. ‘With all the divorces, finding the co-respondents.’ She giggled, and poked me in the shoulder.

         ‘Not these days, Mrs Mumford,’ I smiled. ‘Pilfering from warehouses is all the rage now …’

         She pulled a face and turned away.

         ‘And drug-dealing,’ I muttered as I walked on. Could the attack on Caroline Swann be connected to the gangs? Only if someone had made a mistake, a big mistake, surely. The cliché: mistaken identity. Highly unlikely.

         My phone rang: a number I didn’t recognise. ‘It’s Charlie, Jim – Charlie Ritchie. You all right?’

         ‘Yes. You?’

         ‘Fine. Jim, I’d like to talk – about Mrs Swann. Anything you might’ve picked up – from Ruby or wherever. Can we meet for a quick chat?’

         ‘What’s happened? Has she woken up?’

         ‘Not yet. I’m not there, but they’re keeping me informed; they’ll call me when she comes round. Listen. Can we meet sometime today? You know the girl, Ruby. Maybe you could give me some background.’

         ‘Sure. I don’t know much, but … OK. Anything to help.’ 

         I said I’d see him at the station at two o’clock – and walked on. The park was as Mrs Mumford had said: wrapped in scene-of-crime tape with a couple of uniformed on the gate and a square white tent hiding the ping-pong table. A line of police were crawling slowly uphill on hands and knees raking the grass with their fingers. A couple of plainclothes stood talking in the doorway of the tent: Dave Lightfoot and a woman I didn’t recognise.

         I thought about the Swanns. How were Ruby and those kids getting on? Would they have gone to school? Did they need help? They were less than fifty yards from 21here. I walked that way and found myself thinking about Lightfoot: a DI who wears jeans and T-shirts, a little overweight but fit, a hard man who could turn soft. Lightfoot had a degree. I smiled. Criminology from Cambridge. It annoyed me – though I knew it shouldn’t.

         Ruby came to the door and asked me in. She looked tired. She smiled, but it didn’t last. ‘Mum hasn’t woken up yet. They’re going to phone when she does.’ She turned and led me into the living room. ‘Luke and the littl’uns are here; we took Ella and Jake to school.’

         ‘Did you get any sleep?’

         ‘A bit.’ She shrugged, and spoke quietly. ‘He woke up a lot.’ She nodded towards Sammy who was at the table, kneeling on a chair fiddling with a jigsaw. ‘Not happy. Wanting Mum.’

         Luke was sitting between Sammy and the small girl whose name I didn’t know. He looked up and I raised my hand. ‘Just dropped by to see if I could help with anything.’

         Luke looked up – so young, and so responsible. ‘We’re all right. Aren’t we, Rube?’

         ‘Yeah, we’re OK. But thanks, Mr Domino. Do you want a cup of tea?’

         ‘No. Thanks. Is anyone coming to help out? You’ve got Muriel, next door …’

         ‘Yeah. Our gran is coming.’

         ‘Oh good.’

         Ruby seemed to frown. 

         ‘Well, I hope it’s good.’

         ‘She’s all right.’ Luke said it, and he seemed to mean it. 

         ‘Your mum’s mum?’

         ‘Yeah. So she’s gran to all of us.’ Ruby smiled now. ‘And we’re going to get a visit from your dad, aren’t we.’ She was looking at the two little ones. The girl, pale face and blonde 22hair, glanced back at her, bit her lower lip and looked away. Might it be that she didn’t want to see her father? At the same time, Luke gave Ruby a quick stare, eyebrows raised.

         ‘Is your dad around?’ I asked Ruby.

         ‘No. He’s in Canada, Montreal. He’s a singer, poet.’ She smiled broadly. ‘He phones me and I see him now and again. He’s lovely. I’ve been over there.’

         ‘What about your dad, Luke? Is he …’

         ‘He died. Nearly six years ago – just after Jake was born.’ He looked down at the table. ‘Had a brain tumour. He kept going into hospital – the one where Mum is. Then one time he just died.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’ Luke had turned away, had an arm round Sammy’s shoulder. ‘So Ella’s your sister and Jake’s your brother. There’s three of you had the same dad.’

         ‘Yeah, but Ruby’s my sister too – and so’s Lily, aren’t you.’ He looked at the little girl, who glanced up at me with a little grin. ‘And this bloke’s my brother.’ He pulled Sammy close to him so their cheeks touched.

         ‘We have different dads, but Mum loves all of us.’ Ruby’s face crumpled and tears came. ‘I just … hope she’s going to be all right.’

         ‘She will, Rube. She will.’ Luke got up, came over and hugged her. ‘It’ll be all right, Rube. Don’t worry.’

         ‘Will it?’ She wiped her face. ‘Will it be all right?’ She was looking at me.

         ‘It should be. I hope so.’ They both seemed so young. And yet they were the elder ones, with four younger than them. I didn’t want to make false promises – just in case. ‘Maybe she’ll wake up soon.’

         ‘God, I hope so.’ Sammy had begun to cry. Ruby rushed over and picked him up.

         It was awkward. Nothing more I could say, or do. ‘I’d 23better get going.’ I was talking to Luke. ‘I’ve got stuff to do and I’ve got Danny again this evening. When’s your gran arriving?’

         ‘Sometime after lunch.’ Luke wandered back towards the table. ‘She comes from Woking on a train – it takes a while.’

         ‘Look, phone or text me any time if you need help.’

         ‘Thanks, Mr Domino.’ Ruby seemed better. ‘Say goodbye, Sammy.’ She lifted the little guy’s arm and he opened his hand and shut it again.

         ‘Text me if you need help getting to the hospital. And stop calling me Mr Domino. Call me Jim.’

         I headed for the door.

         ‘Bye, Jim.’ They both said it. 

         ‘And thanks,’ Ruby said.

         ‘Yes. Thanks.’ Luke raised a hand.

         ‘And by the way, if you want to, come round to Laura’s … text first to check, but I’m there with Danny most evenings this week – and probably next.’

         I walked back past Warwick Gardens. The fingertip search was five feet further up the hill – and there was no sign of DI Lightfoot. I kept walking until I saw Mrs Mumford, some way ahead, chatting to a young woman with a dog. I crossed the road and kept my head down.

         Back home, I returned a call from Kylie, one of my team – in fact, a major part of it now – along, of course, with Clayton. Kylie is a friend of Laura’s from when they were at art school. She’s been with me off and on since I started the agency, three years ago now.

         ‘How’s it going?’

         ‘I’ve nailed it, boss.’ She was whispering. ‘There’s three of ’em. Also a driver. I’ll call you later.’

         She was in an Oxford Street store, dressed, coiffed, perfumed, made-up – and trained to sell cosmetics. The 24security chief had hired us. Pilfering by staff was rampant in cosmetics and jewellery. The driver was a surprise. Could three shop assistants be nicking enough stuff to need a driver to whisk it away? More likely Kylie had somehow identified a delivery driver operating a separate scam – maybe the old one where someone signs for more items than have been handed over.

         I slid Jimmy Cliff, The Harder They Come, into the CD player, emptied my dirty-clothes basket into the washing machine, turned up the sound and did my usual workout. My wonderful, now old, sound system with its NAD amp and AR speakers is great for everything from Bach to reggae. I warmed down during ‘Pressure Drop’ and lay down on my old Moroccan rug through ‘Sitting in Limbo’. 

         Then, shaved and showered, I headed for my old workplace, the nick on Peckham High Street.
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         Charlie Ritchie collected me from the Enquiry Desk. ‘Thanks Jim. Appreciate you giving up your time.’ We climbed the familiar stairs, still painted brown and yellow and still those cracks in the concrete steps. He sat me down beside his desk in the ops room and went off to fetch coffee. I could see Lightfoot sideways-on, lounging on a sofa in a glass-sided, carpeted corner office, a bit smaller than the one I used to have – well, he’s only an Inspector. Charlie came back carrying a china mug and a cardboard cup for me. The mug showed a picture of a panda sitting in a clump of bamboo.

         ‘Any news of Mrs Swann?’ I asked.

         He shook his head. ‘No. She’s still out, but the medics say they aren’t worried. There are brainwaves and her breathing is settled.’

         He sat back in his chair and looked straight at me with a little smile. And I recalled that this was a good man, tough and totally straight, who was happy to remain a sergeant. ‘It’s good to see you, Jim.’ He glanced across the desks, most of them empty, to the glassed-in office in the corner. And 26his smile developed into a wince. ‘Why don’t you come back? You were only suspended. We need good people. That crap was long ago; it’s forgotten.’

         ‘Thanks for the thought.’ I raised my hands. ‘But—’

         ‘You know Avril is the Super now?’

         ‘Yes, I heard that. Good for her.’ Ten years ago Avril Miskiewicz had been assigned to me as a rooky DC; she made it to DS in less than two years. Tough, tall and outspoken, she took no shit from men or women.

         ‘You know she backed you more than anyone when the crapula hit the fan. Almost got suspended herself.’ He chuckled. ‘She’d love to have you back.’

         ‘Yeah? I suppose she would; it must be fun to have your old boss working for you.’

         From chuckling, Charlie moved on to beaming like someone’s uncle, and I was remembering a moment of unforgettable cringe. I’d taken my section for a drink to celebrate something – probably nicking somebody; as a joke, I addressed Avril, then about twenty-three years old, as Miss Mischievous. She leaned into my face, made a charade of yawning, and muttered, ‘We’re not at school, DCI Domino.’

         I noticed that Lightfoot was standing up with a phone in his hand. ‘But, no thanks … Nothing against the force, but I like my life now – mostly. My own business, plenty of work, the freedom to say no, freedom to do other things – like take a day off, go for long walks, look after my grandkids.’

         I looked across the room. A young policeman wearing a black sweatshirt was lolling in his chair, legs stretched out, idly looking at a computer screen while filing his nails. I looked back at Charlie and raised my eyebrows. He was smiling: dimples in his cheeks and wrinkles radiating from 27his eyes. He reached into the wastepaper bin beside him and came up with an envelope, turned it over, scribbled a few words and pushed it along the desk. He had written, ‘DC Haydon. Plays ukulele.’

         ‘Really?’ I said aloud.

         ‘Yes. That’s a requirement.’ He rubbed his fingernails. Then pulled back the paper and scribbled some more: ‘Probably a gig tonight.’

         ‘Oh.’ I drank a little coffee and looked back at him. ‘You seem happy, Charlie. Content.’

         ‘You know me. I’m not like you or Avril or,’ he tilted his head about an inch in the direction of Lightfoot, ‘him – Dave. I’m a number two, or three – however you want to count it. I enjoy my job. I know what I’m doing. I’ve got plenty of work. DCs, recruits – most of them – look up to me. And I sleep at night. I couldn’t be number one.’ He shook his head, then rolled his chair closer to his desk and put his elbows on it. ‘Anyway, enough. I wanted to ask you what you know about the Swanns. Like: how well do you know the girl, Ruby?’

         ‘Not well. We’ve chatted in the park … you know, standing next to each other, pushing kids on swings, beside the slide, running about chasing them, all that. I know a lot of people who go to that playground, because I take Laura’s Danny there – and sometimes my other grandkids: Charlotte’s kids … you know, my other daughter.’

         ‘Any idea why Ruby turned to you last night?’

         ‘I asked her that. She said she knew I used to be a policeman. So I asked if she trusted policemen and she said she did – mostly.’

         Charlie smirked, rolled his chair back and looked at his feet which were stretched under the desk. Then he looked at me, not unsympathetically – yet I felt awkward. I seemed 28to have to explain why a teenage girl had sought me out at my daughter’s house.

         ‘She was upset – which isn’t surprising. She gets home and is told that her mum’s in hospital after being hit on the head in the park. She didn’t know who to go to for help, she said, and she wanted to go to the hospital to see Mum. I don’t think she’d have gone there by herself. To me, it was a no-brainer. And I dropped in there this morning to see if they were OK.’

         ‘Does everyone know you’re an ex-cop?’

         ‘Well, the parents of kids. You know, I collect Danny from school. Playground gossip. Stuff gets around.’

         Charlie seemed satisfied. ‘So what do you know about Mrs Swann?’

         ‘I barely know her. I see her in the school playground. and then there’s a nodding mateyness by the swings in Warwick Gardens, but I’ve never talked to her – not properly. I told you I probably couldn’t help you much.’ I picked up the coffee cup and took a sip. ‘But you’ve had a bit of time. What do you know about her?’

         He drew a breath and frowned. ‘She seems quite isolated. None of the neighbours seems to know her well – which seems odd for a woman with that many children. But I got onto her sister who lives in France – Toulouse – and visits two or three times a year; she says the children have friends, and she looks after them well. She works for a charity part-time; sourcing food for foodbanks. She’s political, belongs to Extinction Rebellion, committed to the Green Party.’ He rolled his chair backwards and forwards and tapped his desk. ‘The sister seems to admire her, but she worries about her: the politics, direct action, afraid she might glue herself to something and get in trouble.’ Charlie rolled his eyes and went on. ‘There’s some family 29money, and Ruby’s dad pays regularly and is generous apparently.’

         ‘He has a good relationship with Ruby. She told me.’ I swallowed some coffee. ‘Shame he’s on the wrong side of the Atlantic. You probably know that the kids have three different fathers, and one of them’s dead.’

         ‘Yes. One dead. One in Canada. And the other has a restraining order on him and lives two miles away, in Nunhead. Know anything about him?’

         ‘No. Why the restraining order?’

         ‘Violence towards Mrs Swann.’ He picked up a file, flicked through and pulled out an A4 sheet. ‘He lived there for three, four years. Then he began using drugs in the house, and around the children. She objected – and he got violent. She got the order in March this year. He moved out, but he comes back, upsetting the kids. Neighbours have called us,’ – he turned the paper over – ‘twice. The last time was in September – three months ago. We could have booked him, but we seem to have let it go.’

         ‘Well, look. Ruby and brother Luke, the next eldest, are expecting him to turn up.’ I put the cardboard cup down on the desk. ‘In fact, Luke looked worried when Ruby told me that – and so did one of the younger kids, one of his kids. They need protection—’

         ‘Yeah? We wondered. A uniform is going there – should be there by now. And Sunita Das is due there as well. Meanwhile, we’re looking for him.’ He pulled a photograph from the file. ‘This is him.’ He held it up in both hands. ‘Ever seen him?’

         A thin-faced man with strong features, long blonde hair, blue eyes, white T-shirt, leather jacket with the collar turned up. He looked a bit like Tom Petty. ‘Looks sort of 30familiar. I might have seen him in the Warwick Gardens playground.’

         ‘Gary Jackson. Born in Glasgow. Age thirty-nine. Carpenter and part-time musician. In a band called, wait for it … the Rude Things.’

         I shrugged. ‘OK.’

         Charlie leaned back and smoothed the hair at the side of his head with both hands. And I realised – he’d done that a few times – why he’d kept his baseball cap on in the hospital when Sunita Das had been holding her police hat. Charlie Ritchie had gone bald – pretty much. He just had a rim of hair, like a cartoon monk.

         ‘One more thing.’ He pulled out a photograph. ‘Do you recognise this bloke?’

         It took only a glance: a bearded guy in a long coat sitting on the pavement in front of a shop window holding out a cardboard cup. ‘Yes. Called Tony, I think. Often stands outside the Victoria shouting at people. Occasionally gets close to people. He frightened my grandson one time. Shouted some nonsense in his face. But I wouldn’t think he’s up for hitting anyone – not hard, anyway. Lives in sheltered housing somewhere, I would guess.’

         ‘That’s right. We’ve been there. Odd thing is he hasn’t been seen since yesterday lunchtime. Didn’t sleep in his bed last night. Which is unusual, the supervisor says. But you’ve never seen him do anything violent, or holding any kind of weapon – say a brick or a lump of wood?’

         ‘No. Definitely not.’ I swallowed the last of the coffee. ‘So you haven’t found a weapon, but you think she was hit with a brick or a piece of wood?’

         ‘Or maybe a piece of metal. There’s a curiosity. The medics say there’s an indentation made by something the shape of a large hammer, like a sledgehammer. But they 31say it can’t be a sledgehammer because that would have crushed her skull completely, and it didn’t; it just made a shallow dent.’

         ‘Strange. So the shape, but not the weight, of a sledge hammer?’

         ‘Yes. I was wondering about a weight – some kind of not-too-heavy exercise weight, but I don’t know.’ He smoothed his remaining hair again. ‘Well, thanks Jim.’ I started to stand up, and so did he. ‘Of course, what we want is for Mrs Swann to wake up and tell us who did it. Will you stay in touch with Ruby and the rest of them?’

         ‘Yeah. I’ll drop in, keep an eye out.’ We were walking towards the stairs. ‘Their gran is coming, Caroline’s mum, and you lot are there, so I’ll leave it a day or two. And you watch out for the Rude Thing.’

         He chuckled. ‘It’s good to talk to you, Jim. Been too long.’

         ‘Well, it’s good to see the place again. I didn’t expect to feel so comfortable. I’ll see myself out.’

         ‘Thanks.’ He shook my hand, turned and walked back to his desk.
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         I spent the night at Vic’s place in the World’s End. I hadn’t been hot on lawyers until I met Vic – three years ago now. She hired me to find a missing witness in a case where a woman was on trial for the murder of her violent, bullying husband; she’d stabbed him sixteen times with a kitchen knife. I found the witness, a retired social worker who would have preferred a quiet life and, as a result, Vic’s client was found not guilty of murder, on grounds of diminished responsibility. After spending more than a year on remand, she was set free amid much publicity.

         We had a quiet evening in: coq au vin, a bottle of Rioja with liquorice accents, The Repair Shop on in the background. And I told Vic about last night – about Ruby and Caroline Swann and Danny. And then about my visit to the cop shop and my chat with Charlie Ritchie.

         She gave me a look. ‘You don’t want your old job back?’

         ‘No … I liked that job. I could like it again. But I’ve got other stuff going on now.’

         We were sitting on the sofa, the news muted on TV. ‘You used to say you loved that job.’

         33‘OK, I did love it. That doesn’t mean I want to do it again.’

         ‘And you like the private-eye stuff.’

         ‘Yeah.’ I took a big mouthful of wine, swilled it a little. ‘I’m my own boss. No one to answer to. Problems to solve.’

         ‘You wouldn’t want to answer to Avril whatsername?’

         ‘Miskiewicz. Well.’ – I thought about it – and Vic waited. ‘Answering to her would be a bit weird. But … she’s good at her job and she respects me; I taught her a lot, helped her get where she is.’

         Vic took my hand and squeezed it. ‘Look, I don’t care whether you’re a policeman or a private eye. Not my business, anyway. You’ve been great at both, and you’ve got your own business now. I just—’

         ‘Yeah. Plenty of work. Too much. I might have to take on someone else.’

         ‘I was going to say, I just want you to be happy.’

         ‘Well, I am. Apart from anything else, I can take time off when I like. I can spend time with Danny … go fishing, go for walks.’

         ‘When did you last go fishing?’

         ‘About … well …’ It was a good question. I hadn’t been fishing for over a year.

         ‘I know Danny’s important.’

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘It’s all right,’ she said, and I realised I’d answered too fast, too abruptly, as if I were on the defensive. ‘I understand.’ She let go of my hand. ‘Danny is lovely and important.’

         ‘Yes, he is.’ I picked up her hand and felt its warmth. ‘In effect, he doesn’t have a father. That drip, that selfish, sanctimonious creep, doesn’t want to know.’

         ‘I know.’ She sighed. ‘And it’s wonderful that you’re there for him – and for Laura.’ She squeezed my hand again. 

         34I stretched out my legs, leaned sideways against Vic and pulled her towards me. ‘I know Laura might, probably will, find another man – a stepdad – though there’s not much sign of it. But I hope she does – in time, when she’s ready. And then …’

         She was stroking the back of my hand and my wrist. It felt good. ‘Then what?’

         I swallowed some wine. ‘I suppose … I’ll see Danny and Laura and the new man, like I see Charlotte and Lola and Leo and their dad.’

         
            * * *

         

         For most of the night I seemed to be half-awake, thoughts and dreams moving and merging. Images, notions, repeating, revolving inside my head. Danny running towards me, arms out, on the pavement in the shade of the plane trees. Charlie Ritchie grinning like a hopeful child. ‘She’d love to have you back. I just know it.’ Laura with a man, a shock-headed pianist in a white shirt. Avril Miskiewicz, older, behind a desk, facing me, smiling. Danny’s little fingers in mine …

         And Stark, of course, staring at me in the back of the squad car and, at last, telling me what he had done – and eventually where she was. And Stark staring in court. And that was OK – not unusual. OK, because I was awake and remembering. Not like the dream where he doesn’t speak, tormenting me with silence so that I don’t know what I have to know: whether Jessica is alive or dead. And no dreams of Jessica now – just a memory: the fixed gaze, the bruised forehead, the blood in her hair, earth on her skin and the orange ants.

         My knee in the crook of Vic’s knee, my hand on her thigh – wriggle toes, relax toes, and on up, eyelids, eyes – and nothing, warmth, weariness, sleep. 35

         
            * * *

         

         In the morning Vic left before me. I stood by the door and promised to lock up when I left. As I kissed her goodbye, she squeezed my bum and said, ‘Nice cock. What was your name, again?’ I went out soon afterwards, aiming for Oxford Circus where I was to meet Kylie in a Caffè Nero. 

         On my way to the bus stop in New King’s Road, I passed the 606 Club where Laura often performed, and remembered how Vic and I had seen her there once – when Danny had a sleepover at his Aunt Charlotte’s. We had sat at a table at the back, away from the drums, and Laura had dedicated a song to us: the Gershwins’ ‘How Long Has This Been Going On?’ We would have liked to get to more of Laura’s gigs. Trouble was that when Laura was at the 606 or anywhere else, I was usually with Danny in Peckham.

         
            * * *

         

         Kylie was sitting at a table by the window with a laptop in front of her. ‘Hey boss! How you doing?’ She shut the laptop and tapped its lid. ‘I’m ready – all set to wake up the stiffs.’

         Kylie frequently talked about stiffs, and I used to think that she meant all men in suits and ties – but it was subtler than that. Some, not many, men – and women – in suits were OK. ‘Stiffs,’ she told me once, ‘are boring people who can’t unbend and have fun; most of them are white.’

         I’d told her that to people like me, who were fans of Raymond Chandler and Philip Marlowe, stiffs were corpses. 

         ‘Same thing, Jim,’ she’d said. ‘Stiffs are corpses – in a metaphorical kind of way.’

         In twenty minutes we were due to meet the stiffs to show them what had been going on in their flagship store. I gulped a cappuccino as she ran me through evidence 36proving that three shopworkers had nicked seventy thousand pounds’ worth of cosmetics and jewellery in three months. As well as dates and times, quantities and values, there were photographs that she had taken with a lapel camera. Kylie would present this on PowerPoint and hand out dossiers marked ‘Confidential’.

         ‘Whaddya think, boss? Is this enough? Gimme another week, I can get a lot more.’ She stared at me without blinking. ‘Also, there’s the other scam, with a delivery driver and someone on goods inwards. I’d need more time for that.’

         ‘It’s enough – plenty. Well done. We can look at the other thing with John McCormick. Maybe he can lever you in as a van driver.’ She pulled a face, but I could tell that she fancied that. McCormick, a quiet, strangely neat former cop, was head of security; my long acquaintance with him had got us the gig.

         
            * * *

         

         We waited at a long, light-wood table, laden with clumps of bottled water and baskets of biscuits, in a thickly carpeted boardroom where the door shut itself noiselessly and wouldn’t be hurried. A huge screen was fixed to the wall at the end of the room away from the window. Kylie switched it on and pressed some keys on her laptop. A double-one, black pips on cream, the logo of the Domino Agency, appeared on the big screen.

         ‘Magic,’ I said.

         ‘It’s wireless, Jim,’ she grinned. She grabbed a Kit Kat and was mid-munch when the suits showed up: three directors, led by a woman with steel-grey hair combed in a perfect bob, followed by McCormick and a young woman carrying a notebook.

         McCormick introduced us and we all sat down babbling 37nervously while a young man in immaculate jeans handed out coffee and tea. Then Kylie got started – and was soon dazzling her audience. Grey bob’s mouth opened and stayed that way for the full twenty minutes as eyes swivelled between Kylie and the screen. Questions were asked. Kylie answered them.

         Grey bob – or, as her card revealed, Anne Weatherill, Managing Director – was outraged, as were her henchmen. McCormick said nothing and seemed embarrassed; he had hired us – but perhaps a little late.

         ‘What do we do now?’ Anne said.

         It wasn’t hard to persuade them to take no immediate action against the women. ‘Call in the police,’ I said. ‘They’ll track the women and find their fence. You’ll be doing yourselves and the rest of the retail trade a huge favour.’

         One of the suits – a young bloke with expensively tousled hair – asked whether Kylie or I could follow the women and find the fence.

         ‘Usually,’ I told him, ‘we do the work the police haven’t time for, like shop-floor pilfering. But they love catching the Mr Bigs. And there probably won’t be just one Mr Big; there’ll be a Mr Bigger and a Mr Biggest. Layers of fences that they can wrap up together. And frankly, I can’t be arsed with that. I don’t have the staff. Good staff are hard to get these days – as I’m sure you know.’ I grinned at the young man and nodded towards Kylie who was doing her stare-you-down, I’m-a-hard-case routine. Only then did it occur to me – because I’m so used to it, that I don’t think about it – that Kylie’s large eyes and glowing black skin might unsettle a young stiff.

         
            * * *

         

         38That afternoon Laura had a rehearsal with a new six-piece outfit put together by her pianist friend Jason Dobell, so I went to collect Danny from school – it was my turn; Juliana had collected him the day before. Standing aside from the scrum of grown-ups, little kids and buggies, beside the shed where they keep the kids’ scooters, was Ruby’s brother Luke. Of course – he was collecting his brother Jake. I waved and went over to him.

         He seemed pleased to see me and told me that he and Ruby had visited their mother that morning. The police had taken them because Caroline had woken up.

         I started to say how pleased I was. But he shook his head. ‘She went out again. Into a deep sleep – sort of unconscious again.’

         ‘Did she talk to you before she went back to sleep?’

         ‘Not really. She looked at us, seemed really tired … mumbled a bit. I held her hand and she gripped mine really tight. And Ruby’s too: our hands – she squeezed them. I was holding her left hand,’ – he lifted his own hand and looked at it, as if checking which of his mother’s hands was the left one – ‘and Ruby had hold of her right.’ He stared at me for a moment, and then at a door where a teacher was standing. ‘I don’t know what door Jake will come out of. Mum usually does this. I’m usually at school.’

         ‘I think they come down those stairs.’ I pointed to a flight of steps leading to a door on the first floor. ‘Danny does, so your Jake probably will.’

         Luke glanced at the door and bit his lip. 

         ‘Is Ruby all right?’

         ‘Yeah. She’s amazing. She’s looking after the little ones better than Gran is. Gran’s really upset. Worried … Well, I’m worried, everyone’s worried – but Gran keeps stopping in the middle of doing something, like … pouring milk on 39Lily’s Shreddies, and staring at nothing. “Gran,” I say, and it’s as if I’ve woken her up. “Oh! Yes!” she says, and goes on pouring the milk.’

         Kids and parents and teachers were milling around now. But no one had come through the door at the top of the steps.

         ‘So the police were there – at the hospital?’

         ‘Yeah. The nice woman, Sunita, and the one you know – with the baseball cap. Sergeant Charlie, is it?’

         I asked if he knew whether his mum had said anything to the police.

         He didn’t know. If she had, they hadn’t told him. Then Jake appeared, skipped down the stairs and rushed up to us. He pushed a sheet of paper into Luke’s hands. ‘I did this.’

         Luke stared at it. Blue sky and bright green grass in horizontal strokes, and a stick figure lying on the ground. ‘Lovely,’ said Luke. ‘Well done, Jake.’ He took his brother’s hand. ‘See ya, Mr Domino. Nice to see ya.’
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