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One





Staffe sinks to his knees, the ground surprisingly warm, here beneath the City. The ponding water leaches into his trousers and he leans close to the face of the dying woman. In this false light, her skin is the palest blue, almost neon, and her broken lips are strangely bright, like burst plums. He searches for a glimmer of life but there seems to be none.


Then she moans.


He could swear she does, so he puts his ear to her mouth, but feels nothing, just his own drumming life, within.


Water drips. The deep vaults echo the constant murmur of the small generator. A camera clicks and the crime-scene lights buzz. On each of her wrists, he sees a ring of red pressed into the skin, like thick bracelets.


A paramedic asks Staffe to move away and another stands over the woman, drapes a red blanket over her. It covers her body, not the face.


‘No,’ says the photographer. ‘I need to see all of her.’


Beneath the blanket, the woman is as she was: naked from the waist down, a cotton dress hoisted up around her stomach and breasts. No underwear.


A scene-of-crime officer in plastic overalls removes the blanket and looks away as the photographer tries to capture the scene. 


‘We have to move her,’ says the doctor, who wears patent purple, chunky heels. Her hair is done up in a swirling twist and her plastic suit rustles in the subterranean mêlée. The night she had dressed for was in a different, brighter world.


‘Then take her,’ says Staffe, snatching the blanket from the SOCO. As he replaces the blanket, he sees the smears and clusters of blood, some dried, some fresh. It is all over the down curve of her stomach, and her legs, and between. He beckons the paramedics.


‘We need more time,’ says the crime-scene photographer.


Staffe says to the doctor, ‘I’m sorry. Please take her away.’


The paramedics lift her onto a stretcher, as if she were a Fabergé egg. Written on all their faces is the doomed concentration of people who wish to save lives, who often as not tend the new dead.


The doctor places a hand on Staffe’s elbow, grips it lightly, saying softly, ‘She might be all right.’


They smile weakly at each other.


He watches everybody leave, taking their kit with them: the SOCOs and medics in separate groups.


The inspector remains in this tunnel the Victorians earmarked as an underground railway. But it never made it.


His chest tightens.


Far away, at the bottom of the shaft that delivered them here, the last light disappears and for a moment all Staffe can hear is his own heart. In the dark, distant, a light flickers. As it slowly grows larger and closer, Staffe sees it is a man approaching. He looks like something from a Hammer film, his eyes intent and narrowed. His bearded jaw juts and his thin lips are dark; there is blood on his hands and his shirt front, too. 


This is Asquith, Secretary of the Underground Victorians and an amateur historian. He found the dying woman and called the police. Staffe knows he will have to question him, will have to search for a link between Asquith and the woman but killers don’t call; and if they do, they don’t stick around.


‘Strange,’ says Asquith. ‘All my days, I have peered into the past, but this is now. They will come here, to the scene of this murder.’


‘She’s not dead.’


‘This will become history.’


Staffe watches Asquith disappear down the tunnel, towards the streets and libraries, the hospitals and homes. A fat drop of water hits him on the forehead, runs down his face and a rat scuttles across his shoe. They say you are never more than twelve feet from a rat on the London streets. Beneath, God knows.


He tries to imagine what it would have been like for the woman down here. How long had she been below ground? Who had brought her and why had they done what they did: the blow to the head, the scratch marks on her arms and all the blood – down there, caked on the tops of her thighs and smeared on her stomach. Her lip was lacerated, too. The doctor reckoned the woman had probably bitten through it herself.


Staffe shivers, pulls his jacket tight as the tunnel becomes coffin-black once more, the light from Asquith’s torch fading completely. The iron door slams shut again and he turns on his torch, its batteries weak. The failing beam stutters as he casts around the scene, flickering on the dark stain of blood, where her legs had made their confluence. 


He makes his way, piecing together a critical path to follow, but catches his boot on a paving slab and falls, into the harsh darkness. The wet stone floor rips his hand. He turns the torch on a flap of skin, loose on the soft pad of flesh by his wrist. It stings and he wonders what might get into the blood. He pushes himself up and walks gingerly towards the iron door but his torch fails. Staffe gropes for the latch, grazing his fingers and knuckles, eventually heaving open the door. Daylight falls through the shaft, like weak water, and for a moment, it blinds him, then he remembers a promise he had made for today.




*





Above ground, it is a fine spring day, a pleasant surprise after the long winter; the city folk are out in shirt-sleeves, bare legs. Staffe carries his jacket slung over a shoulder, past the Earl Marshall, stolen away between the Old Street roundabout and the Limekiln estate. The daytime drinkers are at it, leaning against the pub wall and drawing on their fags, flicking ash and looking the girls up and down. He pats down the loose skin on his hand, grimaces.


Jasmine Cash clocks Staffe as soon as he walks into the Limekiln’s dirty cloister. Some kids are kicking a ball against a wall. Others skulk on the steps up to the low-rise tenements in the shadow of the Limekiln Tower. Jasmine holds her baby on her hip and waves to him. The infant Millie copies.


When Staffe gets to Jasmine’s flat, mother and daughter have gone inside. He lets himself in and sees Millie jabbing her fingers into the stereo. She stands with her legs wide apart, still in nappies. She chunters to herself in a private language and her mum joins in, as if she understands. 


‘Tea?’ says Jasmine.


‘How do you keep this place so fine?’ says Staffe.


‘This is Millie’s world. It doesn’t have to be S-H-I-T in here.’ Jasmine smiles, winking at Millie. ‘We’ll get out of here, soon, but until we do, I can make it fine.’


Staffe bends down and picks up the child, lifts her right up to the ceiling and Millie chortles, ‘Ma sconce pantalililly,’ down at him.


‘Not now, Mill,’ says Jasmine. ‘Jadus will sort us out. He will get it, won’t he?’


‘You’ve got to prepare for the worst.’ Staffe lowers Millie down, holds her close. She smells of oatmeal.


‘No way. I prepare for the best. It’s how it’s going to be.’ She holds out Staffe’s tea and he places Millie on the floor. ‘For sure, and all thanks to you.’


Staffe considers his role in the trial of Jadus Golding – those years ago – and the tribulations since. He must shoulder some blame for the mess that is Jadus’s life. ‘You’ve put him on your rent book?’


Jasmine produces the book, beaming all over her face. ‘He’s coming home, I tell you, and we’re going to be a family.’


Staffe takes the book, together with the offer of employment from Jasmine’s cousin who runs an eel and pie shop in Bethnal Green.


She says, ‘He wrote to that post office man just like you said. And he got a letter back. That man’s so bitter, still. He’s got no idea how my Jadus has changed. No idea.’


Staffe can’t think what to say to Jasmine, without bursting this bubble. Jadus was in the gang that pulled a gun on that post office manager, ruining his life and his business. Two years on and the man still can’t sleep nights. He can’t ever be a father or a husband the way he was. No surprise that Jadus’s letter from the blue left him cold. But that isn’t to say the world can’t be a better place; Jadus reforming himself. The crime is in the past, the victim with it. Staffe knows the world has to be made better, whatever way we can.


‘You remember what you said, Jasmine?’


She nods. ‘If he steps one foot out, you’ll know. I promise. But he won’t.’


Staffe places the documents in the plastic wallet that Jasmine has given him. ‘I’ll call you when we’re through,’ He slides in the latest photographs of Millie, too. ‘It might be bad news. It really might, you know.’


‘He’s learned his lesson. He’s ready to be a father and a husband. He’s ready to work,’ says Jasmine, totally unprepared for the parole of her loved one to be denied. How could the board disappoint her?



















Two





‘How did Golding’s parole hearing go?’ asks DS Pulford, late in the day.


‘What are her chances?’ says Staffe, looking past his sergeant to the woman in bed. Against the brilliant white starch of ward linen, the woman seems in a far worse state – as if you can now hear the sub-audio screams of her bruises and cuts in this harsh and clean environment. In the tunnel, it had seemed she might be saved by something like apothecary or faith.


‘Touch and go. More go than touch.’


‘Has she said anything?’


Pulford shakes his head. Both men angle towards the woman. ‘We have had the ID confirmed, sir – from her prints.’


‘She’s got a record?’


‘Strange, isn’t it, sir?’ Pulford’s young face looks puzzled, almost cherubic. ‘When they’re naked and beaten up, put between those sheets and fed on a drip, their history counts for nothing. Could be hooked on the crack pipe or pulling in a million a year in the City.’


‘What kind of record does she have?’


‘Benefit fraud. And ABH.’


‘ABH?’


‘Against the dad.’ 


‘The dad? There’s kids?’


‘Oh, yes. But the kids are in care. And the doctors reckon there’s another one. They reckon she’s had a baby, just.’


‘What!’ Staffe looks at her, remembers the smeared blood and what he thought were wounds. ‘She had a baby down in the tunnel?’


‘Forensics say there was no sign at the scene.’


‘Christ! We’ve got to speak to her.’


‘The doctors can’t say when that might be.’


‘What’s she called?’


‘Kerry. Kerry Degg.’


Staffe sits beside the woman, takes her hand in his, careful not to disturb the tubes that tunnel their way into her veins. Life dripping into her, dripping away. ‘What kind of animal would take her down there?’


‘Perhaps she went in herself. Forensics say she could have been down there a couple of days. But no more. There’s no, you know …’


‘Excrement,’ Staffe sighs. ‘And when did the baby happen? Can they say?’


‘They say they need to keep her stable. They can’t go into that. Not yet. Not until she’s better; or …’


Staffe tries to imagine what might make a woman go to such a place to have a baby. ‘And the husband?’


‘Sean. They’ve been married six years, since she was seventeen. He’s thirty-six and clean as a whistle.’


‘We’ll see about that.’ Staffe reaches out, squeezes her hand, as firmly as he dare, to see if her eyes will flicker or her pulse change. But she is dead to his attentions, for now. 


He studies her, and something stirs inside him. Stripped bare of all make-up and her jet-black hair combed, he thinks he might know her.


‘How did the parole go, sir? The Jadus Golding thing. Is he coming out?’


Staffe looks at Kerry Degg, clinging onto life, having issued life; having had cause to attack Sean Degg, her husband of six years; having been deemed unfit to hold onto her own children. He turns his gaze to his young sergeant. ‘Do you ever doubt what we do is for the best?’




*





Sean Degg hunches by Kerry’s hospital bed, whispering constantly into his wife’s ear under the watchful gaze of a uniformed police officer, a nurse and DI Will Wagstaffe.


He keeps his hand flat and gentle on her stomach. Tears pop from his eyes and run freely down his cheeks. He doesn’t sob, or wail, but when he is done, he says to the nurse, ‘I came here thinking she would be gone, but she’s not. You think she’ll be all right, don’t you?’


The nurse is young with golden hair and a constantly cheerful face. She looks at Staffe, then at the uniformed officer, making her smile as thin as she can.


Sean says to the nurse, ‘Am I wrong?’


‘She’s been through a lot.’


Staffe says, ‘And what about the baby, Sean?’


The nurse says, ‘You come with me, Mr Degg. You look all done in. We’ll have someone take a look at you.’


‘I’ll need a word, first,’ says Staffe.


Sean says, ‘I don’t know about a baby. Is there a baby?’ He looks confused. Or is he afraid? ‘I haven’t seen Kerry for months.’


‘You deserted her?’ says Staffe.


‘The other way round. With Kerry, it’s always the other way round.’


‘I am taking him to see a doctor,’ says the nurse, raising her eyebrows and crossing her arms under her breasts. ‘He needs attention.’


Staffe looks at Kerry Degg, splayed on the bed with only tubes drawing the line between her and a fast, certain death. He rues her silence, says to the nurse, ‘No. He’s coming with me. I’ll bring him back to you as soon as I am done. He’ll survive.’




*





‘Did you want another baby, Sean? I don’t suppose you did. Already got two in care,’ says Staffe in the interview room at Leadengate station, just a stone’s throw from the City Royal Hospital, and in the company of duty solicitor, Stan Buchanan.


Buchanan says, quite mechanically, ‘You have already been advised that Mrs Degg left my client months ago when she was still pregnant and he hasn’t seen her since. He can account for his actions and his whereabouts ever since she departed the marital home on …’ Buchanan leafs wearily through his notes.


‘It was the sixth of January. I was taking the Christmas decorations down and she had someone to see.’


‘Why did she beat you up, Sean?’


Buchanan nods at Sean, who says, ‘It wasn’t the first time. Sometimes, she’s not herself.’


‘Why didn’t you keep the children, Sean?’ 


‘I chose Kerry. I love her. I always have. Nobody else can look after her.’


‘And the children can look after themselves?’


‘I could only do so much.’


‘Not so much, if you left her.’


‘She left me.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry. And what exactly did she leave you for?’


Sean shrugs.


‘If you love her as much as you say, you’d have bloody well found out where she went. She didn’t stray far, by the look of things.’


Sean Degg looks Staffe straight in the eye, says nothing. His lip quivers.


Staffe can tell one kind of fear from another and he senses that this is a man who does not fear for his liberty. Sean Degg looks like a man who knows something but can’t be harmed any more. ‘I’ll get to the bottom of you. Believe me. In the meantime, can you confirm that you are still living on Flower and Dean?’


He nods.


Staffe immediately registers who, living in that vicinity, is in his debt, says, ‘And you’ll remain there and co-operate fully with our enquiries, and fill out this log of your whereabouts, morning, afternoon and night since the sixth of January?’


Sean nods, utterly resigned.


‘You can return to the hospital. I have to advise you to seek medical treatment when you get there. Your wife’s nurse will arrange it for you.’


‘Thank you, Inspector,’ says Sean Degg, standing.


‘The children, Sean – are they yours?’ 


‘I raised them as my own – as far as I could. But no, they’re not.’


‘You are registered as the father. Are you saying that Kerry has been having an affair throughout your marriage?’


‘Not an affair, and it doesn’t mean I can’t love her.’


‘And this latest baby – was it yours?’


Sean Degg looks away.




*





Staffe puts down the phone and scribbles ‘The Earl’ on his blotter, then looks at the pile of papers that his accountant is screaming for: management figures for his property portfolio. A part of him wishes he had sold up when his City friend of old, Finbar Hare, had urged him to do so – but what would he do with the money?


‘Have you got a minute, sir?’ Josie Chancellor helps herself to the chair opposite Staffe and begins to read the preliminary forensic findings from the tunnel. As she reads, she winds strands of her shoulder-length, smooth brown hair around her fingers. ‘Only one blood type. Kerry Degg’s.’


‘And no signs of a placenta?’ says Staffe.


‘… Not a sausage. There’s no sign of a birth down there. The scene was cleaned up, spick and span. We’re checking all the hospitals. But what Sean said is true, sir. Kerry Degg is on our missing-persons list. From the tenth of January.’


‘That doesn’t make what he said true. I assume he was the one who reported her missing.’


‘He did.’ She pushes the papers across the desk and leans back, brushing her hair from her face. ‘Why’ve you got it in for Sean Degg?’ 


‘I’ve got it in for whoever put that woman down there. For whoever knocked her up and abandoned her. I’ve seen nothing to tell me he didn’t do those things. Unless you know who else might have.’


‘She’s the promiscuous one – by the sound of it. She’s the mother who let her kids go into care and got herself knocked up again.’


‘If there’s two sides to this story, let’s hope she gets to tell hers.’


‘She’s a victim. It doesn’t mean he can’t be, too.’


Staffe smiles, stands up. ‘Where d’you get all that wisdom from, Chancellor? Let me buy you a drink.’


‘Have you forgotten?’


‘What?’


‘It’s Pulford’s party tonight. His new place.’ Josie shakes her head slowly, smiling. ‘You should know, you used to be his landlord. Surely you’re coming.’


‘Of course I’m coming,’ says Staffe, lying. ‘Doesn’t mean we can’t have a quick sharpener, though.’


‘Where are you suggesting we go?’


‘You’ll see,’ said Staffe, dialling reception. ‘Jom, have you got that search warrant for the Deggs’s place? Good.’


‘You said a drink.’


‘And I meant it.’


‘But Sean won’t be there. He’s gone back to the hospital.’


On the way out, Staffe picks up the pile of paper for his properties, tugs out the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet with the toe of his Chelsea boot, dropping in all the accounts and leases and variations. It makes a metallic thud and he kicks the drawer shut, fast. As he leaves, he feels life flutter in his chest. The prospect of the ordeal ahead makes him glow, like a chance meeting with someone you secretly adore. This reaction is not something he admires in himself.




*





The Earl Marshall sits as proud as it can in the shadow of the mid-rise, late-Victorian Limekiln tenements. The Limekiln Tower looms above. The pub hasn’t been knocked about with any vigour in over a hundred years. The rooms are separated by etched-glass panels and the spring sun floods in through smeared, ceiling-high windows. The swagged, heavy drapes look like they haven’t been cleaned since they buried Queen Victoria, and the red-topped, veneered tables are sticky with glass rings and weeks of spilled beer. There is a smell of dog and the punters are sitting down, rather than standing at the bar. They sit on their own and look into their pints and chasers, or at their shoes, or into the racing pages.


Sean Degg, however, is talking animatedly to a tall, sharp-dressed man ten years his junior, Ross Denness. Sean Degg doesn’t know that in a recent phone call, Ross fingered the Earl as Degg’s local. And to preserve this deceit, Denness takes his leave, edging away from Degg, towards the door. He will wait for Staffe in a car down on Jellicoe, the other way from Degg’s place on Flower and Dean.


Josie says, ‘How did you know he’d be here?’


Staffe nods towards the man leaving the pub by the side door.


‘Aah. Ross Denness. You’ve still got your paw on his tail?’


Staffe takes a step towards the bar and everyone looks up. The side door slams shut. Sean Degg clocks Staffe, who takes the warrant from his pocket and waves it at Degg. ‘Thought you were desperate to get to the hospital, Sean? Finish your drink and take me to your place.’


‘You’re harassing me.’


‘I’m protecting the public, and that involves going through your home. If your wife doesn’t recover, it’ll be murder, according to our legal department. Whoever took her down there left her to die and we won’t be settling for anything less. There’s a baby’s life here, too.’


‘I haven’t seen her for three months.’


‘Eighty-eight days, by my reckoning.’ Staffe puts his hand heavily upon Sean Degg’s shoulder and Kerry’s husband tenses up, blinking. Staffe knows everybody in the pub has him down as a copper, so he leans right up against Degg, whispers in his ear, ‘I’ll see you back at yours in ten minutes. Get the kettle on, eh?’ And he pushes a folded twenty-pound note into Sean Degg’s shirt pocket – for everyone to see.




*





Denness is in the driver’s seat of his Audi A4, dragging on a Benson’s and listening to some high-revving dance music.


‘Nice motor, Ross. Things must be rosy for you just now,’ says Staffe, sliding into the passenger seat, turning down the music.


Denness turns the music back up, says, ‘That’s my business. We had an understanding.’


‘I’ll be the judge of that. What can you tell me about our friend Sean?’


‘He’s a fucking loser, man. He loves that slag and if you ask me, he wouldn’t harm a hair. But he did say something.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Are we even?’ 


‘I guess so – if it puts him on the hook.’


‘What if it gets him off the hook?’


‘Let’s have it, Ross.’


Denness powers up the engine and toys with the accelerator. The throaty surges of power clash with the dance beats. ‘He was desperate for her to have that baby. Reckoned it was his. You know the other two aren’t.’


‘How’d he know it was his?’


‘She beat him up. Proper mashed him. Used a wheel-nut spanner on him when she found out she was knocked up. Said it was his fault. She must have given herself a coupla months off from sleeping around, or stuck to giving head, or …’


‘All right, all right. I get the picture.’


‘Muppet reckoned the social would let them keep this one on account it was botha theirs. He’s in pieces, man. I kinda feel sorry for him, you know. And he loves her. You’d better believe that. Sad fucker.’




*





Sean’s house on Flower and Dean is a modern, urban-infill house from the eighties. Inside, Kerry Degg is everywhere: framed and posed, black and white portfolio photographs, colour shots of her on stage with jet-black hair and showing silk and flesh.


Staffe walks across to the laminated kitchen pier and lifts his mug of tea, delves into Sean’s shirt pocket for the twenty-pound note.


‘They all think I’m in your pay now,’ says Sean.


‘You’re going to have to tell the truth, then. Don’t want both sides of the law holding it against you.’ Staffe picks up one of the many framed photographs of Kerry. She pouts into camera with her face tilted up and a hand gripping her head; one foot up on a piano stool, showing her legs off. She wears a tight-bodiced, slit dress. The look is unmistakably burlesque.


‘Kerry’s a singer.’


Staffe looks around the flat. Its interior contradicts the building it is in, and its locale. Hippy scarves hang from light fittings and theatre prints and record sleeves adorn the walls. Patchouli is ingrained and all the LPs are alphabetised, from Oleta Adams to Frank Zappa. An eclectic mix of blues and soul, jazz and vaudeville. In the kitchen, an optic rack holds Pastis, Tanqueray and Havana Club. Over the years, Staffe has been in many houses and flats, bedsits and squats. None quite like this.


He pulls open a drawer and suggests to Josie that she makes a start on the bedroom.


‘These things are precious to us. This is our life,’ says Sean.


Staffe picks up a flyer for a show last October at the Boss Clef. ‘Lori was her stage name?’


‘That’s right.’


He does know her.


On the flyer is written, LORI DOS PASSOS. Below the photograph of Kerry, pouting, DOES BURLESQUE. And, for sure, Kerry’s performances were risqué. Staffe had seen for himself, in that drunken hinterland of the final break-up from Sylvie.


Josie calls down from the bedroom and he goes up, telling Sean to sit down and keep his hands off everything.


Standing in front of a whole wall of opened wardrobes, Josie says, ‘This lot doesn’t come cheap. Christ. Why do they live in a place like this?’


‘Because they spend all their cash on Kerry’s career?’ says Staffe, running his hand along the rails of sequined, brilliantly coloured silk and satin dresses, skirts and blouses. Above, hats and scarves. Below, neat pile after neat pile of corsets and knickers, bras and belts.


‘And it might have been about to pay off,’ says Josie. ‘That burlesque is all the rage, you know. Look at this. It was in her bedside drawer.’


Staffe takes the letter, an acknowledgement of receipt of contract from Rendezvous Enterprises. Phillip Ramone runs the two most successful clubs in Soho, and has seemingly offered Kerry a residency at Rendezvous. Fifteen hundred quid a week.


‘What a shame,’ says Josie. ‘Just as she was about to break through.’


‘Into motherhood again,’ says Staffe, storming back towards the lounge. He takes a deep breath before going in, walks slowly towards where Sean sits. He wants to lift him up by the throat and launch him into the wall, see what the weasel would say under real duress. But he forces himself to concoct another way.


‘Were you going to look after the baby, Sean?’


‘How d’you mean?’


‘Different, when the biological father’s intent on giving it a home. And things picking up, too – with Kerry’s career. This one was yours, wasn’t it?’ Staffe sits alongside Sean, puts his big hand on Sean’s small, bony knee. ‘You’d make a good dad, Sean. That’s my guess. And all the support you’ve given Kerry over the years. She was growing away from you, wasn’t she?’ He looks around the room. ‘Getting too big for all this.’ 


‘I don’t know what she’s done with the baby. Honest, I don’t.’


‘There is no baby, is there, Sean? Kerry had her career to think about.’


‘I helped her every inch. Not that I got anything out of it. But she’s worth it. She’s special.’


‘I know. I’ve seen her.’ Staffe takes the Boss Clef flyer from his pocket. ‘I was there, that night. Some show. You wouldn’t have guessed she had your child inside her.’


‘Shut up.’


‘And I wouldn’t have guessed she’d have beaten up her husband – so bad he had to call the police.’


‘I asked for it.’


‘What exactly did you ask for, Sean? You said you didn’t get anything out of her. Why should you?’


‘I curated her. I found her and developed her. I saw what nobody else did – before it was even there.’


‘You curated her?’


‘It’s what I do. I just wanted her to love me. That’s all.’


‘They say you should never marry too good.’


‘That’s shit. You’ve got no choice who you love.’


‘But Kerry did.’


‘She loves me, all right. In ways you’ll never understand. We’ll always be together. She knows that.’


‘I’ll understand, Sean. Don’t worry about that.’


Josie comes in, swinging a clutch of clear plastic bags. ‘Driving licence, passport, bank details. She hadn’t planned to be away for long. Not exactly doing a runner, was she?’


‘You could have told us that, couldn’t you, Sean? But you decided to withhold on us.’ Staffe stands up, looks down at Sean Degg and holds out his hand. Josie unclips the cuffs.


‘I never touched her. I never could. I never could!’ Staffe goes down onto his knees and takes a hold of Degg’s chin with finger and thumb. ‘If that’s so, there’s nothing to worry about. And nothing to fear from the truth – which you’d better start spewing up. Because if you don’t, and if Kerry never comes round to give her side of the story, you’ll be going to a dark place.’


‘Don’t say that,’ says Degg. ‘I can’t do time. I can’t.’



















Three





As soon as the uniformed officers had arrived at Flower and Dean to take Sean Degg back to Leadengate station, Staffe walked back to City Royal to see how Kerry Degg was progressing.


He sits alongside her, hoping with everything he can muster that she pulls through. Lying there, with her greasy hair combed straight and her skin deathly white and her broken lip butterfly-stitched, you could not compute that she lives her life upon a stage, that her house is adorned with such exotica, that she can estrange her own children.


‘Her chances are slim.’


Staffe turns quickly as a dark-haired nurse pulls up a chair. She has olive-coloured skin, smooth as Wedgwood, and dark eyes. She is solemn.


The nurse says, soft and northern, ‘How on earth will you find the baby?’


‘We have alerted all the hospitals and clinics.’


‘How did she get down there, after she’d given birth? Your sergeant told me about the tunnel.’


‘My sergeant should watch his tongue.’


‘He seems a decent sort. He said he was having a party.’


‘And no doubt he invited you.’


Now, the nurse smiles. ‘As a matter of fact he did.’ She looks at Kerry Degg. ‘It doesn’t seem right. Not tonight.’ 


‘You can’t have that attitude in your job, surely.’


‘Sometimes, it gets to you. It’s awful, to see a mother and no child.’


‘A party might take your mind off it.’


‘Are you going?’


‘I have to.’


‘You make it sound like a chore.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Nurse Delahunty. Eve.’


‘I’m Staffe.’


‘Aah. I heard,’ says Nurse Eve.




*





Pulford’s flat is in the eaves of a Victorian town house and Staffe is pleasantly surprised at the turnout. Pulford has never been the most popular of sergeants, on account of his fast-tracked progress, courtesy of a degree in history, but there is a smattering of officers from Leadengate and a couple of dozen others who are patently not police.


He has laid on an impressive spread, with a full range of spirits and a dustbin full of beers on ice. Some kind of Northern Soul morphs with House. The young people represent a side of Pulford he never saw when the young sergeant lived at Staffe’s flat in Queens Terrace.


‘We’ve brought Degg in,’ he says to Pulford as he gives Staffe and Nurse Eve a tour of three small rooms.


‘I never said, not properly –’ Pulford is the worse for wear, has lipstick on his face. ‘– how grateful I am, sir.’


‘Shut up.’


‘No.’ He turns to Nurse Eve. ‘He took me in when nobody else wanted to know. I was up to here.’ He raises a hand to the ceiling. ‘But I’m over all that shit now. I’m all set, and it’s thanks to him. Have a beer, sir.’


‘Just one,’ says Staffe. Nothing worse than being amongst the half-cut. He thinks this might be the first party he’s been to since he split with Sylvie.


He sits on the edge of the bed, alongside Nurse Eve, and Pulford brings their drinks, gets pulled away by a drunk girl who looks about eighteen. ‘She was into burlesque,’ he says. ‘Kerry.’


‘I’ve never been.’


‘You should.’


‘It’s strange. When they come to us, in states like that, they could be into anything and we’d never guess.’


‘They could be guilty of anything.’


‘Cynic,’ she says, laughing. When she laughs, her eyes glisten and the flesh between her eyes crinkles.


Staffe thinks, Nurse Eve should laugh more. He thinks she has a good spirit, has sadness close by. He also thinks that she is unlike Sylvie, that she lacks Sylvie’s confidence. And he wonders if he has a type.


‘I should leave you alone. You look as if you have some thinking to do.’


‘I have. But I don’t want to.’ He raises his bottle, clinks it against her wineglass. ‘So, you’ve never been to burlesque. You should try it.’




*





Josie turns away from Sean Degg who is disconsolate in the holding cell. She says to Jombaugh, ‘Do you want me to do it?’


‘You look done in. Leave him to me. It’s a withholding charge, you say?’ 


Josie beckons Jombaugh outside, keeping an eye on Sean Degg, who looks as if he might be coming down from something. She whispers, ‘Staffe wants to leave him a few hours. Keep Buchanan away from him and let him stew. He knows more than he’s letting on.’


Jombaugh looks into the cell. ‘Is he on something?’


‘Could be.’


‘I’ll run a piss test on him. That’ll buy some time. You get yourself home. It’s been a rough day.’


Josie lets herself out the back of the station, into the car park. She thinks she hears something. An animal or possibly something human. She can sense a presence. She sniffs the air, thinking it might be a crafty fag being had. No smell. But something is moving in the car park. She can feel it, and peers into the corner of the yard, where the bins are kept, listening intently.


This time of night, the car park is less than half-full. Josie makes her way slowly to the far wall, which adjoins Cloth Fair. She shines her torch along the gap between the parked cars and the wall and hears a shriek, then a scamper of padding feet. Her heart pounds, then stops. The cat jumps onto a ledge, up onto the high wall and beyond, into the night. Josie’s heart starts up again and she laughs to herself. Pure relief. She switches off her torch and makes her way towards the pedestrian gate.


A car draws along Cloth Fair, its headlight beam sweeping towards Josie, then away. She sees it. She isn’t going mad.


At the foot of the railings, wrapped in a tea towel, the baby seems blue. Its eyes are shut, tight. Its lips are white. The silence of the tiny creature makes Josie’s heart pound harder this time, and for several moments she is frozen.


She kneels down, the ground sharp on her bare knees.


Her hands shake as she lifts the baby into her breast. She presses her cheek to its head and whispers into the baby’s ear, soft as skin, ‘Please God, please don’t. Please God, please be all right.’


She rocks and holds her breath and searches for the baby’s temple with her finger, holding her breath still deeper, that she may sense a pulse or feel the whisper of breath. But nothing.


Her stomach yawns. She wants to scream and curse whoever did this. She holds the baby tighter, struggling to her feet and walking towards the back door not knowing whether to go fast or slow. And then it happens.


The baby screams. Into her ear. Deep and hurt, the baby screams with every surge of blood and well of air from its egg-sized lungs. A last, despairing cry to be saved. Josie slumps to the ground and rocks back and forth, back and forth, holding the baby’s head in the palm of her hand.


When they come, Jombaugh kneeling beside her and trying to prise the baby away, Josie won’t let go, simply says, over and over, until the ambulance arrives, ‘For the grace of God, for the grace of God …’


And even then, she won’t let the paramedics take the baby without her going too, quite convinced that this baby will surely die if it is taken from her sight.




*





The wine has made Eve loose. Her hair is ruffled and her eyeliner is smudged – as are her words. Her smile comes easy and she speaks faster, her northern accent thicker now. She toys with her glass and supports her chin with the palm of her hand, looks up at Staffe as if he is the only person in the room. But she had done the same with the doorman and the waiter. On the way, she told him how she came to London four years ago with a friend. She hated it, but it’s not so bad now, and she can’t imagine herself ever going back.


Staffe watches the act up on the stage. They are at a small table in the Boss Clef. The audience is hemmed in to the stage by a horseshoe of red drapes. He thinks, how refreshing, that she knows he is a copper but hasn’t delved at all into his job, or his life.


At the end of the song, Eve spins on her seat, joins in the applause and leans into him, her lips on his ear and whispering, ‘We haven’t talked about you at all, have we? But I know.’ She pulls away.


‘Know?’


The applause subsides and Eve picks up her glass and finishes her vodka and soda. ‘Your sergeant told me all about you.’


Staffe’s instinct is to tell her that he’s really not got his head round his ex, that he’s actually not made love since then and has barely had the inclination. Suddenly, he knows he should see Sylvie. It’s the least she deserves – an explanation. Perhaps she deserves to never see him again. What does he know?


‘He told me about your ex.’


‘Sylvie?’ He likes the word in his mouth.


‘Let’s not talk about her.’ She finishes her wine.


He wants to tell Eve he is too old for her. Suddenly, in his battered leather jacket and his boot-cut jeans and his grown-out hair and his day’s growth, he feels the full weight of his years. 


He looks at his mineral water and Eve’s empty glass, and gestures to the waiter, asks for another vodka and a Laphroaig. ‘A large one.’


‘Don’t drink on my behalf,’ she says, straight-faced. ‘Not unless you want to.’ Her face cracks into a smile and she slaps his leg, says, ‘Let’s dance.’ She nods to the small gap between the stage and the front line of tables – enough room for a few people to shuffle. Nobody is dancing.


Eve stands and holds out her hand towards Staffe. His heart sinks and he looks around the room. He knows what he would think of a man like him dancing in public.


She tugs him and he surrenders to it. He lets her lead him between the tables and he smiles apologetically, in case anybody cares to look. He feels the heat of the stage lights on him. The singer raises her hands and claps, smiles at Eve, whose hips draw figures of eight. Staffe doesn’t know where to put his hands, what to do with his feet, but Eve reaches out and takes his hand and winds herself around him, under his hand and twirling in his grasp. By the end of the song, there are a dozen people on the dance floor.


When they get back to the table, the drinks have come. Staffe pours some water into his whisky and feels his phone vibrate.


He should ignore it.


‘You’re ringing,’ says Eve. ‘You should answer. I understand.’



















Four





Even in the dead of night, Keller ward is bright and clean. It smells of talcum powder and warm milk. Brightly coloured animals romp across the walls in primary colours and the distant reprise of cartoon soundtracks swoons through the halls of new life, like lullabies. It is a world away from Kerry Degg’s small room, just a couple of corridors away.


However, in a room built for one tiny human, a row of glum people huddle along one wall: a uniformed officer, a doctor and a nurse, who Staffe recognises from Kerry’s ward – the one with the golden hair.


DC Josie Chancellor sits by the plastic-domed cot. Within the germ-free bubble is the baby they have called Grace. The DNA has been sought and is being analysed, but the outcome is widely predicted: Baby Grace is the daughter of Kerry Degg. The father? That remains to be seen.


‘I found her, sir,’ says Josie, looking up with wide eyes, her kohl bled black in gothic zags down to her cheeks.


‘I’m sorry, Josie. I should have dealt with Degg myself.’


‘No!’ says Josie. Her eyes are glazed and her lips are plump, blood red. ‘If anything had been different about tonight, I wouldn’t have found her. She might …’


‘She won’t go home. We keep telling her,’ says the nurse.


‘She was so light, like lint. And she screamed for me. It was the most beautiful thing.’ Josie turns towards him and Staffe wraps her up in a tight embrace. ‘Sir, it was the most beautiful thing.’


He thinks, he must smell of drink and the club and maybe scent. ‘Thank God you went out when you did.’


‘Jombaugh got a call, sir. About two minutes after I found the baby. It sounded like a woman, but he couldn’t be sure. They were talking through some kind of device. We’re having the tape analysed.’


‘Where was the call made from?’


‘A prepaid mobile. No chance of a trace.’


‘They told Jom about the baby?’


‘Described the exact place. Said to call an ambulance, that the baby wasn’t taking its food properly and she was ill.’


‘Why wouldn’t they take it to a hospital?’


‘A police station’s the next best thing? You know how quiet the City is at night. They must have passed her through the railings. Might even have been on their way here and lost their nerve, or got spooked by something.’


‘And Sean Degg was here. He couldn’t have brought her. Not personally.’


‘I thought she was dead but she screamed. Another few minutes … They say she may die, still. Who would leave her like that?’ Josie pushes Staffe away and turns to the plastic bubble, staring intently at the baby, naked save a nappy that swamps her. Her eyes are shut, tight; her tummy swollen and her ribs push against her blue-white skin. She has a swirl of matted black hair that winds around the crown of her head. ‘She has nails. Have you seen, sir? She has nails and she can kick her legs and she held onto my finger. She made a fist.’ 


The nurse says, ‘Her brain is growing. Even in sleep, babies learn about their world.’ She smiles, beaming. ‘It’s proven.’




*





In the corridor, the ward sister tells Staffe that the baby’s depositor had ensured the baby was fed and wore a disposable nappy of the Mamapapa range. The doctors reckon she is a couple of days old and is very weak, quite probably premature. The baby has a chest infection and her heart is weak.


‘Consistent with being born in a cold, damp environment?’ Staffe says.


The sister nods. ‘I’ve heard about the woman Degg. If she’s the mother you will find the bastards that did it, won’t you?’


We might already have them, he thinks. Staffe can’t get his head round what might possess Sean Degg to be involved in treating his only child in such a way. He decides he needs Pulford, that his party will have to be interrupted. He makes the call, tells his sergeant to pour some coffee down and to get a taxi to Flower and Dean, meet him there in an hour. And he makes his way to Leadengate, to get the key off Sean Degg.


In the corridor, a commotion erupts outside Baby Grace’s private room. A doctor runs past them and when they look back, Josie is being led from the room in the clutches of a nurse. In the clean and brittle hospital air, a silence descends, into which the high-pitched squeal of a cotside monitor begins to soar.




*





Sean Degg is beginning to look as if he hasn’t slept in a long time. The skin under his eyes sags. His face is grey and he stares into his clasped hands. Stan Buchanan comes in and sits alongside him. He chews on gum, but the stain of the night is still thick in his air.


Sean Degg says, ‘They told me a baby was found. A girl.’


‘We’ll be needing your key, Sean.’


‘Why?’


‘I don’t need to give you a reason. We have the warrant.’


‘Something has happened,’ says Sean.


‘The baby might not survive. She has an infection.’


Sean puts his head in his hands, says, ‘What do you know about the baby?’


‘We’ll check her out. Someone will be in for your DNA.’


‘Is she mine? Mine and Kerry’s?’


‘All I know is we won’t rest until we find who left Kerry down in that tunnel and who dumped that baby. So you’d better tell us now, everyone she knows. Anyone who hated her.’


‘Nobody hated her.’


‘Then who loved her?’ says Staffe. ‘You can love someone too much, can’t you, Sean? What about family?’


Sean looks at his feet, looks cagey. ‘You want me to do your job for you?’


‘You want us to find who did that to Kerry, don’t you?’


‘And you’ll release me – if I help?’


‘He should be with his wife,’ says Buchanan.


‘Tell us,’ says Staffe.


‘She has a sister, Bridget,’ says Sean.


‘Maybe Kerry went to stay with her, when she left you.’


‘They don’t get on.’


‘Where does she live?’ Staffe hands him a piece of paper and a pen. ‘And what about any friends Kerry has? Special friends.’ 


Sean shakes his head. ‘I’d be the last to know. I always was.’


‘Why did you stay with her?’


‘Because I can’t leave her. I tried once, but I can’t be without her.’


‘My client has co-operated fully,’ says Buchanan. ‘His wife is in hospital and there is no evidence that he has had any contact with her since he reported her missing nearly three months ago. He hasn’t had a proper meal …’


‘So take him, Stanley,’ says Staffe. ‘Take him for a pub breakfast in Smithfield Market. Jom will sign him out.’




*





Staffe looks at the address for Kerry Degg’s sister, Bridget Lamb: 16 The Green, Thames Ditton. ‘Shit,’ he says. He knows the house, less than half a mile from where he grew up. It is a smart place. A different world from Flower and Dean.


As he drives to Degg’s house, he rings Josie. Her voice sounds gluey and he can tell she has been crying. ‘How is the baby?’ he asks.


‘They’ve put her on life support. They say they can’t increase the dosage for the infection. She can’t take it.’


‘Try and get some sleep, Josie.’


‘Good night, sir.’


It is a bright spring morning.


Staffe flips through his notebook, runs his finger down to the name of Paul Asquith of the Underground Victorians. He calls the number, apologises for the hour, but needn’t have worried. When he asks if Asquith would mind terribly helping him with a further investigation of the Smithfield tunnel, the amateur historian actually gasps with uncontained pleasure.




* * * 





The deeper Staffe scratches at Sean’s house, the more he realises that he isn’t close to understanding Kerry Degg, née Kilbride. Apart from her book collection, which includes first editions of Philip K. Dick and Angela Carter, he soon uncovered notebooks full of poems and sketches; untravelled charts of life-affirming journeys, by foot, across the continents of Africa, Asia and South America. There were self-scrawled vocab books for Spanish and French, and he flicked through the Spanish one, gleaned from the familiar shapes of the foreign words that she was of an intermediate standard.


He sits cross-legged by her desk in the bedroom and reads her poems, soon gathers that they follow two themes: the futility of the search for a perfect love; and the loneliness of her childhood.


Staffe doesn’t know how long he has been here, reaching into this dying stranger’s life, but when he hears a creak in the hall, he looks at his watch, realises he will be late for Asquith. Without looking up, he says, ‘You done, Pulford?’


The springs on the bed behind him heave and when he looks up, he sees not Pulford’s long legs or trendily sculpted hair, but the hunched and emaciated frame of Sean Degg, who talks to the floor: ‘She never let me into her notebooks. And I never looked. I could have, but I didn’t. Nobody knows her like I do. Does she write me in a bad light?’


Staffe closes the book. He can’t work Sean Degg out. To look at him, you might think he is a low-life loafer, scruffily dressed and unkempt. But the things he says suggest someone else. ‘In this job, it sometimes pays to think ill of people. It’s an instinct.’


‘So she did write ill of me?’ 


‘She writes ill of herself and of love and her childhood. If it is her wish that you don’t read them, you wouldn’t want me to say any more than that. But I wouldn’t say she wrote ill of you.’


‘I couldn’t ever harm her.’


‘Before, you said you “curated” Kerry.’


‘I have always worked in performance. I went to university, you know. I studied stage design.’


‘Where do you curate?’


‘Residencies, tours, one-off nights.’


Staff tries to disguise his scepticism, says, ‘Tell me about her father.’


‘Because I am older than her?’


‘She was sixteen when you met.’


‘And I was twenty-nine. You think that’s sick, do you?’


‘It’s unusual, but not sick.’


‘I couldn’t stay at the hospital. It was too much.’


‘You think this baby is yours?’


‘They said she might die.’


‘The baby, or Kerry?’


‘I have a feeling one of them will be taken from me.’


‘I asked you about her father.’


‘I don’t know him.’


Staffe watches as Sean looks away. He can tell when a man is lying but has a lesser instinct for the truth. He gathers together what he feels he needs and makes a list, hands it to Sean, returning the rest of Kerry’s possessions to her desk.


Degg looks at the list: notebook, red; notebook, blue; school records; doctor’s notes; sundry photographs x 12. He doesn’t look up or reply when Staffe bids him farewell.




* * *





‘What exactly are we looking for?’ whispers Pulford, to Staffe, straining to see beyond the twenty-foot beam from his head torch. Paul Asquith marches ahead, carrying a larger lamp, casting a wider beam far into the dark. He strides confidently into the Spitalfields tunnel where he had discovered Kerry Degg. ‘We’ll have to watch him,’ Staffe whispers.


‘You don’t think …?’


Staffe raises a finger to his lips and glares at Pulford. The ethanol afterburn of the sergeant’s party is strong.


As they follow Asquith, Staffe ponders quite what sequence of events might have brought Kerry Degg to this place, having had her baby already. Could that be possible?


When they reach the spot where Kerry Degg had been found, with its dark stains illuminated by Paul Asquith’s powerful torch, Staffe says to the historian, ‘Where would you hide something – from here?’


‘There is a series of spurs – some were trial tunnels, others to accommodate machinery. We haven’t actually finished mapping them. The documentation isn’t what it might be.’


‘But you have maps?’


Asquith smiles, proudly, and holds up a clipboard, to which he has taped a plastic envelope. He shows it to Staffe. ‘The red-hatched areas are what we sourced from the original documents.’


‘And the yellow?’


‘That was our mission. To verify these minor tunnels and spurs.’


‘And we are here?’ Staffe points to a red area.


Asquith nods, sagely.


‘Knowing what you do of the system down here, and if you had brought someone down here, say, a week ago, and wished their presence to be untraceable, where would you store the provisions – and secrete the traces of life?’


‘Food and water and ablutions? I can’t be sure, but there is a link a hundred yards or so to the west. It is in some documents but not others.’


‘Is it safe?’ asks Pulford.


‘This could have been a station. That’s what I think. But they chose Aldgate.’


‘Is it safe?’


‘We shall see.’


Pulford takes a step away from Asquith’s arc of light, holds Staffe’s sleeve and tugs, waits until Asquith has advanced beyond earshot. He hisses, ‘They could be down here, still.’


‘Who?’


‘We have an officer on the door. Nobody has come out. If they were down here when you answered Asquith’s call, doing whatever they were doing with Kerry Degg – they could still be here. They would have to be.’


Asquith turns, thirty yards ahead, says, ‘I’m willing to take my chances.’


‘And so am I,’ says Staffe, who turns to Pulford, says, ‘Go back above ground, start phoning around everyone in Kerry’s address book. And check out all the Underground Victorians. I’ll be up when we’re done here.’


‘Are you sure you want to go further down there?’


‘I’ll be fine, Pulford. Go on.’


Staffe feels his chest tighten as he watches the shape of his sergeant fade to nothing, his light dying. Just him and Asquith left. One map, two torches and God knows how many tunnels.



















Five





DCI Pennington slaps his rolled-up Telegraph in the palm of his hand, with a steady beat. He has a smile on his face as he approaches Pulford’s desk. Opposite, Josie’s desk is empty. She is at the hospital, but must have left Baby Grace at some point the previous evening because, as is proven by the unfolding of Pennington’s newspaper, the national papers had photographed her, palpably worn by events. She looks straight into camera, beneath the headline ‘Blue Angel. WPC saves abandoned baby’.


‘For once, the press regards us kindly,’ says Pennington, ever aware of the political aspects of his job. A smile forms on his gaunt face.


‘It’s wrong, though,’ says Pulford. ‘The baby is not saved yet. She is on life support.’


Pennington turns the pages, trails a finger along the columns, and taps the newsprint where his own name is writ. ‘As I say, had DC Chancellor not found the baby and acted with such professional instincts, Baby Grace would be dead now. She gave that baby a chance.’


‘But I know her, sir. She’ll blame herself if anything happens to the child.’


Pennington reinstates his resolute exterior. ‘We’ll have a chat with her. Now, how’s the investigation going?’ He looks around the room. ‘And where’s Staffe? He’s not in his office.’ 


Pulford feels a pang of dread, having left Staffe down in the tunnel with that spooky amateur historian, Asquith.


Pennington sits in Josie’s chair, looking across the shared desk at Pulford. ‘I hear the husband is the father – not so for the other kids. If she was going to get rid, he could have held her, against her will. You can tell this Degg that if he confesses, he will not get a rough ride. The public will be with him. It’s a saved baby we’re talking about, and he played his part. Do you understand?’


‘Have you spoken to Degg, sir?’


‘No.’


‘I don’t think he could harm Kerry Degg.’


‘I’ve read the notes. He was saving the baby, not harming the mother. Think positive, Pulford. Now, where did you say Staffe was?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’




*





Staffe lies in the dark. He is flat to the cold, damp ground, imagining what it would have been like for Kerry Degg. Rats scuttle and he sniffs at the putrid air, wonders how long you could stand it down here – let alone with new life growing inside you every second, every minute, getting closer to that moment when another human pushes and strains and finally punches their way out of you and into the world.


He is at a low, tight dead end within the petering network of tunnels. According to Asquith, the engineers may have decided the geological substructure was wrong here. Asquith had suggested that money, or lack of it, might have had a part to play in abandoning plans for a station on this part of what became the Metropolitan Line, a line along which they generally cut and covered rather than burrowed.


Staffe’s breathing is constricted and he twists over, looks across at the array of plastic bags. He can’t help sniffing. The bags hold the detritus from weeks, maybe months: drink cartons, vitamin supplements, rotted fruit skins, takeaway dishes – and shit. Human shit.


He is exhausted and slides his way out of this low enclave. From what they have discovered, he is certain that Kerry Degg didn’t have the baby above ground and then come down here.


Staffe picks up the plastic bags, trying not to inhale the smell as he makes his way out. The uniformed officer at the entrance to the tunnel looks at him oddly as he passes, watching Staffe put the bags in the footwell of his Peugeot, then open all the windows.


He places a smaller bag on the front seat. It holds what looks like dried-out offal. He suspects it might be the placenta – from the little he knows of such human biology. And they found an iron loop, low down on the wall at the dead end of the furthest tunnel. It could have been used to restrain Kerry. It would account for the bracelet marks on her wrists. What must it have been like for her? She is strong. He thinks she will survive, speculates as to what kind of a tale she will tell.




*





Jadus Golding sits in a wing-backed chair looking out across the Limekiln estate and sips from a can of Nourishment drink. In his left hand, a half-smoked spliff burns away. He is all alone in this room full of people: family and friends. 


When he sees Staffe, his eyes brighten, temporarily, then close down their hoods, as if he is struggling not to surrender to sleep. Jadus’s way.


Staffe had gone back to his flat in Queens Terrace and cleaned up. He’d rustled up some coddled eggs and munched down an entire cantaloupe melon, washed that through with two cans of Red Bull, then dropped the bags off at Forensics. Two blocks away in a £5 car wash, a youth had given Staffe’s car the third degree. The youth had tied a West Ham scarf around his face to guard against the smell and quoted twenty quid for a quick valet. Danger money, he had called it.
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