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      To my dad. You are missed.
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      Odd Child Out is set in my home city of Bristol. While some locations have been used as precisely as possible, others have been altered for the purposes of the story. The characters and events in this novel are entirely fictitious and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events, is entirely coincidental.
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After Midnight

        A black ribbon of water cuts through the city of Bristol, under a cold midnight sky. Reflections of street lighting float and warp on its surface.

        On one side of the canal there’s a scrapyard, where heaps of crumpled metal glisten with frost. Opposite is an abandoned red brick warehouse. Its windows are unglazed and pigeons nest on the ledges.

        The silken surface of the canal water offers no clue that underneath it a current flows, more deeply than you might expect, faster and stronger.

        In the scrapyard a security light comes on and a chain-link fence rattles. A fifteen-year-old boy jumps from it and lands heavily beside the broken body of a car. He gets up and begins to run across the yard, head back, arms flailing, panting. He runs a jagged path and stumbles once or twice, but he keeps going.

        Behind him the fence rattles a second time, and once again there’s the sound of a landing and pounding feet. It’s another boy and he’s moving faster, with strong, fluid strides, and he doesn’t stumble. The gap between them closes as the first boy reaches the unfenced bank of the canal, and understands in that moment that he has nowhere else to go.

        At the edge of the water they stand, just yards from each other. Noah Sadler, his chest heaving, turns to face his pursuer.

        ‘Abdi,’ he says. He’s pleading.

        Nobody who cares about them knows that they’re there.
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Earlier That Evening

        At the end of my last session with Dr Manelli, the police psychotherapist, we kiss, awkwardly.

        My mistake.

        I think it’s on account of the euphoria I’m feeling because the sessions I’ve been forced to attend with Dr Manelli are finally over. It’s not personal; it’s just that I don’t like discussing my life with strangers.

        At goodbye time she offered me a professional handshake – long-fingered elegance and a single silver band around a black-cuffed, slender wrist – but I forgot myself and went in for a cheek peck and that’s when we found ourselves in a stiff half-clinch that was embarrassing.

        ‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Anyway. Thank you.’

        ‘You’re welcome.’ She turns away and straightens some papers on her desk, two dots of colour warming her cheekbones. ‘Going forward, I’m always here if you need me,’ she says. ‘My door is always open.’

        ‘And your report?’

        ‘Will recommend that you return immediately to the Criminal Investigations Department, as we discussed.’

        ‘When do you think you’ll submit that?’ I don’t want to sound pushy, but I don’t want any unnecessary delay, either.

        ‘As soon as you leave my office, Detective Inspector Clemo.’

        She smiles, but can’t resist a final lecture: ‘Please don’t forget that it can take a long time to recover from a period of depression. The feelings you’ve been having – the anger, the insomnia – don’t expect them to disappear completely. And you need to be alert to them returning. If you feel as if they might swamp you, that’s the moment I want to hear from you, not when it’s too late.’

        Before I embed my fist in a wall at work again, is what she means.

        I nod and take a last look around her office. It’s muted and still, a room for private conversations and troubling confidences.

        It’s been six months since my therapy began. The aim was to throw me a lifeline, to save me from drowning in the guilt and remorse I felt after the Ben Finch investigation, to teach me how to accept what happened and how to move on.

        Ben Finch was eight years old when he disappeared in a high-profile, high-stakes case, the details of which were plastered all over the media for weeks. I agonised over him and felt personally responsible for his fate, but I shouldn’t have. You have to preserve some professional distance, or you’re no good to anybody.

        I believe I have finally accepted what happened, sort of. I’ve convinced Dr Manelli that I have, anyhow.

        I call my boss in the Criminal Investigations Department as I jog down the stairs in Manelli’s building, my eyes fixed on the pane of glass above the front door. Slicked with daylight, it represents my freedom.

        Fraser doesn’t answer, so I leave her a message letting her know that I’m ready to come back to work, and ask if I can start tomorrow. ‘I’ll take on any case,’ I tell her. I mean it. Anything will do, if it gives me a chance to rejoin the game.

        As I cycle away down the tree-lined street where Dr Manelli’s office is located, I think about how much hard graft it’s going to take to play myself back in at work, after what happened. There are a lot of people I need to impress.

        Riding a wave of optimism, as I am, that doesn’t feel impossible.

        I’m upbeat enough that I even notice the early blossom, and feel a surge of affection for the handsome, mercurial city I live in.

         

        The light from the gallery spills out onto the street, brightening the dirty pavement.

        Tall white letters have been stencilled on the window, smartly announcing the title of the exhibition:

        
           

          EDWARD SADLER: 

          TRAVELS WITH REFUGEES

        

        In italics beneath, there’s a description of the work on show:

        
           

          Displaced Lives & Broken Places:  

          Images from the Edge of Existence 

        

        The photograph on display in the window is huge, and spotlit.

        It shows a boy. He walks towards the camera against a backdrop of an intense blue sky, an azure ocean speckled with whitecaps, and a panorama of bomb-ruined buildings. He looks about thirteen or fourteen. He wears long shorts, flip-flops and a football shirt with the sleeves cut off. His clothes are dirty. He gazes beyond the camera and his face and posture show strain, because looped across his shoulders is a hammerhead shark. Its bloodied mouth is exposed to the camera. That, and a red slash of blood on the shark’s muscular white undercarriage are shockingly vivid against the ruined architectural backdrop: marks of life, death and violence.

        On the Way to the Fishmarket. Mogadishu, 2012, reads the caption beneath it.

        It’s not the image that made Ed Sadler’s reputation, that gave him his five minutes of fame and then some, but it was syndicated to a number of prestigious news outlets, nevertheless.

        The gallery’s packed with people. Everybody has a glass in hand and they’re gathered around a man. He’s standing on a chair at the end of the room. He wears khaki trousers, scuffed brown Oxford shoes, a weathered leather belt and a pale blue shirt that’s creased in a just-bought way. He has sandy-coloured hair that’s darker at the roots than the tips and thicker than you might expect for a man in his early forties. He’s good-looking: broad-shouldered and square-jawed, though his wife thinks his ears protrude just a little bit far for him to be perfectly handsome.

        He wipes his suntanned forehead. He’s a little drunk, on the good beer, the amazing turnout, and the fact that this night represents the peak of his career but also a devastating personal low.

        It’s only four days since Ed Sadler his and wife, Fiona, sat down with their son, Noah, and his oncologist, and received the worst possible news about Noah’s prognosis. Reeling with shock, they’ve so far kept it to themselves.

        Somebody chinks a spoon against a glass and people fall silent.

        Head and shoulders above the crowd, Ed Sadler gets a piece of paper out of his pocket and puts a pair of reading glasses on, before taking them off again.

        ‘I don’t think I need this,’ he says, crumpling the paper up. ‘I know what I want to say.’

        He looks around the room, catching the eyes of friends and colleagues.

        ‘Nights like this are very special because it’s not often that I get to gather together so many people who are important to me. I’m very proud to show you this body of work. It’s the work of a lifetime, and there are a few people that I need to acknowledge, because it wouldn’t exist without them. First, is my good friend Dan Winstanley, or as I should say now, Professor Winstanley. Where are you, Dan?’

        A man in a button-down blue shirt, and in need of a haircut, raises his hand with a sheepish smile.

        ‘Firstly, I want to thank you for letting me copy your maths homework every week when we were at school. I think it’s long enough ago that I can safely say this now!’ This gets a laugh.

        ‘But, much more importantly, I want to thank you for getting me access to many different places in Somalia, and in particular to Hartisheik, the refugee camp where I took the photographs that my career’s built on. It was this man Dan who took me there for the very first time when he was building SomaliaLink. For those of you who don’t know about SomaliaLink, you should. Through Dan’s sheer bloody-mindedness and talent it’s grown into an award-winning organisation that does incredible work educating and rebuilding in projects throughout Somalia, but it was founded almost twenty years ago with the more humble objective of fostering links between our city and the Somali refugee community, many of whom came to Bristol via Hartisheik and its neighbouring camps. I’m very proud to be associated with it. Dan, you’ve been my fixer for as many years as I can remember, but you’ve also been my inspiration. I never could contribute much in the way of brains, but I hope these images can do some good in helping to spread the word about what you do. Taking these photographs is often dangerous and sometimes frightening, but I believe it’s necessary.’

        There’s a burst of clapping and a heckle from one of his rugby friends that makes Ed smile.

        ‘I do this for another reason, too, and that, most of all, is what I want to say tonight…’ He chokes up, recovers. ‘Sorry. What I’m trying to say is how proud I am of my family and how I couldn’t have done this without them. To Fi, and to Noah, it hasn’t always been easy – understatement – but thank you, I’m nothing without you. I do all this for you, and I love you.’

        Beside him, Fiona’s face crumples a little, even as she works hard to hold it together.

        Ed scans the room, looking for his son. He’s easy to find because his friend Abdi is beside him, one of only four black faces in the room, apart from the ones in the photographs.

        Ed raises his bottle of beer to his son, salutes him with it, and enjoys seeing the flush of pleasure on the boy’s cheeks. Noah raises his glass of coke in return.

        About half the people in the room say, ‘Awww,’ before somebody calls out: ‘Fiona and Noah!’ and everybody raises a glass. The applause that follows is loud and becomes raucous, punctuated with a couple of wolf whistles.

        Ed cues the band to start playing.

        He steps down from the chair and kisses his wife. Both are tearful now.

        Around them, the noise of the party swells.

         

        While Abdi Mahad is at the exhibition opening with his friend Noah, the rest of his family are spending the evening at home.

        His mother, Maryam, is watching a Somali talent show on Universal TV. She thinks the performances are noisy and silly, but they’re also captivating enough to hold her attention, mostly because they’re so awful.

        The show is her guilty pleasure. She laughs at a woman who sings painfully badly and frowns at two men who perform a hair-raising acrobatic routine.

        Abdi’s father, Nur, is asleep on the sofa beside his wife, head back and mouth open. Maryam glances at him now and then. She notices that he’s recently gone a little greyer around the temples, and admires his profile. He doesn’t have his usual air of dignity about him, though, because he’s snoring loudly enough to compete in volume with the shrill presenters on the TV. A nine-hour shift in his taxi followed by a meeting of a local community group, and a heavy meal afterwards with friends, has knocked him out as effectively as a cudgel.

        As the TV presenters eulogise over a rap performance that Maryam judges to be mediocre at best, Nur snorts so loudly that he wakes himself up. Maryam laughs.

        ‘Bedtime, old man?’

        ‘How long have I been asleep?’

        ‘Not too long.’

        ‘Did Abdi text?’

        ‘No.’

        They’ve been worried about Abdi going to the photography exhibition. They know the subject of the show is refugee journeys, and they know that some of the images that made Edward Sadler famous were taken in the refugee camp they used to live in. These things make them uneasy.

        Abdi never lived in the camp. Nur and Maryam risked their lives to travel to the UK to ensure that he never had to experience a life that looked the way theirs did once everything they’d ever known had unspooled catastrophically and violently in Somalia’s civil war. Both of them were torn from comfortable, educated homes, where James Brown played on the turntable some evenings, and Ernest Hemingway novels sat on the shelf amongst Italian books, where daughters were not cut, and children weren’t raised to perpetrate the divisive clan politics that would soon become lethal.

        Nur and Maryam tried hard to dissuade Abdi from going to the exhibition, but he wasn’t having any of it.

        ‘Don’t wrap me in cotton wool,’ he said, and it was difficult to argue with that. He’s fifteen, confident, clever and articulate. They know he can’t be sheltered for ever.

        They reasoned eventually that if the extent of his curiosity about their journey as refugees was to visit an exhibition, then perhaps they would be getting off lightly, so they let him go, and told him to have a good time.

        Maryam turns the TV off, and the screen flicks to black, revealing a few smudgy fingerprints that make her tut. She’ll remove them in the morning.

        ‘Are you worried?’ she asks Nur.

        ‘No. I wasn’t expecting him to text anyway. Let’s sleep.’

        As her parents go through the familiar motions of converting their sofa into their bed, Sofia Mahad, Abdi’s sister, is sitting at her desk in her bedroom next door. She’s just received an email from her former headmistress, asking if she would be willing to revisit the school and give a speech to sixth-formers on careers day.

        Sofia’s twenty years old, and in her second year of a midwifery degree. She’s never done public speaking before. She’s shy, so she’s avoided it like the plague. She’s flattered by the invitation, though, and especially by the sentence that describes her as ‘one of our star pupils’.

        ‘Guess what?’ she calls out to her parents, ‘I’ve been asked to give a speech!’

        She takes out one of her earbuds so she can catch their response, but there isn’t one. They obviously haven’t heard her. She’ll tell them face to face later, she thinks, when she can enjoy seeing the proud smiles on their faces.

        She rereads the email. ‘One thing that might really interest our Year 13s,’ the headmistress writes, ‘is hearing about what inspired you to become a midwife.’

        Sofia does what she usually does when she’s considering something. She gets up and looks out of the window. Outside, she can see a small park that’s empty and quiet, and a large block of flats on the other side of it. The uncurtained windows reveal other people’s lives to her, lit up in all shades from warm to queasy neon, some with a TV flicker.

        She knows exactly what inspired her: it was Abdi’s birth. The problem she has is that she’s not sure if she can write a speech about it, because nobody in her family has ever talked openly about what happened that night. Her mother tells a very short version of the story of Abdi’s birth: ‘Abdi was born under the stars.’

        Sofia also knows that’s not the whole story, because she remembers the night in vivid detail. Like all of her memories of Africa, it’s intense. She sometimes thinks of that part of her life, the part before England, as a kind of hyper-reality.

        Abdi was born in the desert, and Sofia can picture those stars. They roamed the sky in great cloudy masses. They looked like cells multiplying under a microscope. They cast their milky brightness down once the truck had stopped and the headlights were extinguished.

        The men didn’t let Maryam out of the truck until her time was very close. She had been labouring for hours, crammed into the flatbed with the others, and she continued to labour in the Saharan emptiness. There were no other women to help, so it was Sofia who knelt and cradled her mother’s head, her fingers feeling the sweat on Maryam’s cheeks and the clench of her jaw. Nur knelt beside them and delivered the boy with shaking hands.

        Sofia remembers the feel of the stones digging into her shins, her knees and the top of her feet. She remembers how the light from the stars and the crescent moon made the shifting surfaces of the sand dunes shimmer. She thought that their brightness drew Maryam’s cries up to the heavens and coaxed the baby from her body.

        The smugglers spoke harshly to Maryam, telling her to be quiet and quick. Each of them had a third leg to their silhouette, made from a long stick or a gun. They leaned on them impatiently, propped up by violence, and hungering for speed and the maximum profit from their human cargo.

        Sofia remembers how the blade of the knife glinted in the torchlight when the men severed Abdi’s cord. ‘Hurry! Get back in the truck!’ the men said, and their eyes cast threats of abandoning Maryam there if she didn’t obey. Minutes later she delivered the afterbirth obediently, wet and bloody onto the parched ground, and the wind speckled it with sand.

        Back in the truck, the faces of the other passengers were swaddled against the sand and wind. Maryam passed out: heavy body sweat-soaked, and clutching blood-dark material between her legs. Nur held her and his breathing shuddered as the engine revved. Sofia cradled her new brother. She kept him warm. She put her face up close to the baby’s and gazed at him. In the starlight she examined his sealed-up eyes, his damply soft flesh and hair, and she knew that she loved him.

        As the truck swayed and skidded on the track through the desert, that thought brought her a feeling of warmth, even though she was very afraid.

        Sofia breathes in suddenly – almost a gasp – and it snaps her out of her reverie. She types an email to her headmistress thanking her for the invitation and telling her she would like to give it some thought.

        When that’s done she lapses once again into thinking about Abdi, and how strange it could be to be born between places, as he was, under the gaze of smugglers and thugs. Where would you belong, really? How would it affect you, deep in your bones? Would you know that threats had torn you from your mother’s sweaty, terrified body?

        She doesn’t dwell on it too hard, though, because her attention is soon diverted by the buzz of her social media notifications, and all the distractions of the present.

        Sofia doesn’t think about Abdi again that night. Nor do her parents, apart from a brief discussion once they’re tucked under the duvet, when they sleepily debate whether Abdi should give up chess club to make more time to study exams he’s due to take this summer. They have so much hope that he will get the results he needs to apply to a top-rank university.

        All is quiet in the household overnight. It’s in the frigid early hours of the morning that the buzzer to their flat begins to ring repeatedly, long and loud, before dying away like a deathbed rattle as the battery fails. Nur climbs out of bed to answer it. He’s hardly awake enough to be on his feet.

        ‘Hello?’ he says. He can see his breath.

        In response, he hears a word that he learned to dread at an early age: ‘Police’.
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      It’s a good moment putting my ID badge back on after so many months off. ‘Detective Inspector’ is a title I worked hard for.

      The air is crisp and cold and the traffic seems lighter than usual on my morning journey to Kenneth Steele House, the HQ of Bristol’s Criminal Investigations Department. I make good time on the new road bike I bought when I had time on my hands, between therapy sessions and tedious teaching duties. The ride feels very sweet.

      Here and there, I see evidence of fallout from a march that took place in the city centre a week ago: a huddle of yellow traffic cones like part-felled skittles wait for collection near the waterfront; a few boarded-up windows punctuate the reflective panes.

      The march started as a small-scale problem, a nasty little anti-immigration demonstration by a neo-Nazi group, the only redeeming feature of which was that it was anticipated to be very sparsely attended. It might have petered out after a couple of hours if it had been well managed – it should have done – but things got out of hand. Medium-scale rioting and looting led to some large-scale embarrassment for the police. The whole debacle left a nasty taste in the mouths of many city residents.

      I don’t dwell on it as I coast down the road to work, though. I’m focused on holding my head as high as I can when I walk back through those doors into the office.

      Detective Chief Inspector Corinne Fraser doesn’t look any different from when I last saw her, months ago: grey eyes, frizzy slate-coloured hair only partially tamed by a severe bob cut, and a gaze as penetrating as a brain scan. She gets up from her desk and gives me a warm, two-handed handshake, but wishes me luck in a tone that makes it clear that I’ve got work to do to regain her trust. It’s a welcome back, but an unnerving one. It’s vintage Fraser.

      My other colleagues greet me nicely enough. Mostly it’s in a hail-fellow-well-met sort of way that feels pretty genuine, though one or two of them don’t hold eye contact for as long as they might. There’s no shame, Dr Manelli once said, in what happened to me, in the fact that I flipped my lid publicly, but I reckon some of my colleagues might be feeling it on my behalf. I try not to take it personally. That’s their problem, I tell myself. My job is to prove how good a detective I am.

      It’s during ‘Morning Prayers’, her daily briefing meeting, that Fraser hands me the Feeder Canal case. I get the feeling she’s glad to have some poor soul to allocate it to. Its priority level is made clear by the fact that it’s the last item on the agenda before a housekeeping request that we make an effort to reuse the plastic cups at the water cooler.

      Fraser asks a familiar face to precis the details of the case for me.

      Detective Constable Justin Woodley throws a half-smile my way and clears his throat before reading from his notepad. I haven’t had much to do with him since he witnessed me throwing up into the front garden of a major witness on the Ben Finch case. It was a humiliating reaction to a bit of bad news.

      Water under the bridge, I tell myself. Hold your nerve. I nod back.

      ‘A fifteen-year-old boy fell into the canal last night, just down the road from here by the scrapyard. He was fished out by emergency services and they took him to the Children’s Hospital. He’s in very bad shape currently, in intensive care and in critical condition. He was with another lad who was found canalside. Not injured, but in shock, and he’s being checked over at the Royal Infirmary.’

      ‘And they want someone from CID because…?’

      ‘There’s a witness. She says she thought there was some funny business going on between the lads before the fall into the canal. She’s the one who called it in. She’s still at the scene.’

      ‘What does the lad who wasn’t injured say?’

      ‘He’s not spoken to anybody yet.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘He’s just not speaking, apparently. Whether it’s can’t speak or won’t speak, we don’t know.’

      Woodley flips his pad closed.

      ‘I believe the victim’s a white boy, and the other kid is from the Somali community so sensitivity is paramount,’ Fraser chips in.

      ‘Of course,’ I say.

      Fraser continues: ‘I’m sure it won’t surprise you to hear that budget is tight to non-existent, so I’m not going to press the investigation button on this one unless there’s very good reason to. If we can put it to bed easily, then let’s do that and let uniform handle it. Jim, you and Woodley will be working together on this.’

      Fleeting eye contact tells me that I’m not the only one feeling nervous about that.

      Woodley and I take a walk down to the scene. It’s less than half a mile up Feeder Road from Kenneth Steele House, and it’s not Bristol’s most scenic destination.

      We pass beneath a stained and graffiti-tagged concrete overpass that moves four lanes of traffic from one corner of the city to another. It’s oppressive. Even on a nice day the underside is gloomy and the shadow it casts is deep.

      Beyond the overpass, the properties that border the canal-side road are mostly warehouses, lock-ups and the odd automotive place, and most of them have high-visibility security in the form of spiked or barbed perimeter fences.

      ‘Does this case sound like a hospital pass to you?’ Woodley asks.

      ‘I don’t know. Depends what the witness saw. It could be something or nothing.’

      ‘Did he jump, or was he pushed?’ He makes it sound like a teaser. I forgot that Woodley had a sharp sense of humour. I find myself smiling.

      ‘Something like that.’

      Woodley clears his throat. ‘Full disclosure: I cocked up really badly on a case. I lost some evidence.’

      I take a moment to absorb that. I guess I’m not the only one who’s walking wounded, then.

      ‘What was the case?’ It matters.

      ‘Child abuse.’

      ‘Did it cost you a result?’

      ‘Yes. The dad was allowed back to his family. He was guilty as sin. My fault.’

      It’s the very worst kind of case to make a mistake on.

      ‘Happens to the best of us,’ I say, though I’m sure that doesn’t reassure him at all. I’m not sure what else to say. I’m in no position to judge him, but now I understand why Fraser has us working together. We’re the last kids to get picked for the team. We’ll sink or swim together on this case.

      ‘For what it’s worth,’ he says after we’ve walked on a bit, following the canal’s path, ‘on the Ben Finch case I thought your work was solid. Lots of people did. You went after what you believed.’

      I look at him. Nose like a ski jump, a small patch of thinning hair appearing on his scalp, and those clever eyes, searching mine for a reaction. He still wants to be a player, I think. That’s good for us both.

      ‘Thanks. I…’ but I don’t know what else to say; it feels too soon to be having this discussion with a colleague. I’m not ready. Woodley doesn’t push it.

      Further up, we pause at the edge of the canal to take in the scene. The water looks soupy and uninviting. Sludgy pale brown mud banks up the sides and the foliage along the water’s edge looks as if the long winter has depressed it terminally. A fisherman is huddled in wet-weather gear a few hundred yards to the east.

      Beside us, there’s an abandoned warehouse and a modest Victorian pedestrian bridge that spans the canal. The path across it is weed-covered and trash-strewn. Underneath a layer of black paint that’s peeling like a bad case of psoriasis, the structure looks rusty enough that it’s unlikely to last another hundred years.

      Across the water, we can see the scrapyard where the incident took place. I can’t imagine what business two teenage lads would have around here. It feels like a wasteland. They must have been mucking about. Daring each other to trespass, or looking for somewhere to sneak a drink or smoke a joint.

      ‘I think this case is a minnow,’ I say. I look into the murky water. There’s nothing to see except the legs of a shopping trolley that’s gone beetle-up on the bank. ‘Small fry. But it’s better than traffic duty.’

      In retrospect, I misinformed Woodley, because neither of us recognised this case for what it really was: menacing, strong and smooth, perhaps not making waves at first, but able to turn on a dime and surprise you with a razor-toothed bite. This case was actually a shark.

      Of course I didn’t recognise it. Nobody else had, so why should we?

      Fraser would never have let us have it if she’d known better.

       

      Darkness is dissolving over the city, lingering only in pockets, as the Mahad family arrives at the Accident and Emergency Department at Bristol Royal Infirmary. They have been given very little information, no more than a scant outline of what’s happened to Abdi.

      The officers accompanying the Mahads greet two colleagues outside the rear entrance to A&E. They’re speaking to a man who has his back against the wall and blood matted in his hair. He’s sucking hard on a cigarette. He’s talking about salvation. Half of his face is in darkness, but a caged light fixture throws out just enough of a glow to show Sofia that his pupils are pinpricks. When he catches sight of Maryam his agitation increases.

      ‘That’s what I’m talking about,’ he says. ‘They wear them dresses so they can hide bombs under them.’ He lurches towards the Mahads. ‘You can go back to your fucking country. You’re ISIS, you fucking terrorists!’

      The officers react instantly, containing him, but not before a gob of his spit has landed near Sofia’s feet.

      Nur stands between his family and the man and ushers the women into the hospital. His face is perfectly composed, though his chest heaves. He knows that these are the words of an ignorant and almost certainly crazy man, but they still wound.

      Inside, the waiting area is filled with rows of chairs arranged in an airport configuration so the injured and unwell can pass the time by eyeballing each other. The police officers make sure the family bypasses the queue at the reception desk. A nurse takes them down a narrow corridor where there are bays containing beds, each with a curtain at one end that offers scant privacy.

      A police officer stands at the entrance to one of the bays, mainlining takeaway coffee. He steps aside so the Mahads can slip past the drawn curtain.

      Abdi lies in bed. He looks at his family, yet he seems not to see them.

      His parents and sister search his face for clues as to what he’s been through, and find nothing to reassure them. He hardly resembles the boy they love.

      There’s no animation in his face, no spark of life in his eyes, no twitching of his muscles around his mouth to hint that he’s about to smile or gently tease. He’s withdrawn to a place that’s blank and still.

      At the sight of him, Maryam feels fear flap darkly inside her. She doesn’t dare look at Nur in case she sees her mounting sense of dread mirrored in his expression.

      ‘Oh, Abdi,’ she murmurs.

      Sofia watches her mother lean in towards Abdi and place her cheek against his. She sees how Maryam tries to embrace him fully, but Abdi does nothing to reciprocate. Maryam withdraws and takes his hand instead. Sofia thinks there’s a strange energy between them.

      The space around the bed is cramped, but Sofia and Nur shuffle around each other so that they can try to embrace Abdi, too. He responds to neither of them. Both think that he feels somehow rigid yet not really there. They shuffle back, and stand awkwardly around the bed, trying not to stare, not knowing what to do or where to put themselves.

      Sofia watches her mother for a cue, because Maryam often sets the emotional tone in their family. Sofia’s not sure whether their mother will question Abdi, chide him, or tuck the blankets up around him and stroke his forehead. She expects Maryam to do one, if not all, of those things. She thinks of her mother’s love as a soft rain. It drenches gently, and when it’s warm, it’s the most gorgeous feeling in the world. When it’s cold, not so much. Either way, Sofia experiences Maryam’s love as intense and unwavering.

      Maryam stares at her son for what feels like a long time. She looks to Nur, and reading her silent request he takes her place at Abdi’s bedside.

      ‘Abdi, we’re here for you. Whatever happened, you can tell us about it.’

      He runs the back of his fingers gently across the boy’s temple.

      Abdi flinches and moves his head across the pillow.

      Sofia feels the prickling of tears. She thinks she would probably rather see Abdi physically injured than in this state.

      ‘It’s OK,’ Nur tells him. ‘It will be OK. Nobody will be angry.’

      Abdi shuts his eyes.

      Nur persists. ‘Abdi, can you tell me what happened?’

      Nothing. Sofia can hardly bear to watch.

      In the bay next door, a doctor is treating somebody, and Sofia tunes into and out of their conversation.

      ‘Why did you do it?’ the doctor asks. He gets a mumbled response from his patient that Sofia can’t quite hear through the partition.

      ‘Abdi.’ Nur won’t give up. It’s killing him that Abdi’s unresponsive. He shakes the boy’s shoulder gently and Abdi rolls onto his side, turning his back.

      ‘Why?’ The doctor’s voice is raised in the bay next door.

      Nur looks at Maryam and she shrugs. She doesn’t know what to do to get through to Abdi, either. Her hand covers her mouth.

      ‘Why did you do it?’ the doctor says again. ‘Tell me why you did it.’

      It must be a suicide attempt, Sofia thinks. It’s unbearable to listen to. No wonder Abdi’s in such a state. He shouldn’t be here.

      As Nur makes another attempt to get Abdi to talk, Sofia whisks back the curtain, surprising the police officer outside.

      ‘Why is my brother here?’ she demands, her shyness forgotten as she thinks only of getting Abdi home. ‘This is the wrong place for him to be treated. He should be at the Children’s Hospital. He’s only fifteen.’

      ‘The only ID we found on him was a library card, so if he won’t talk to us, we can’t know his age,’ the officer says. A strip light flickers above them. ‘We had to guess so we assumed sixteen or over because he’s a big lad.’

      Sofia doesn’t really care what the explanation is. She wants action.

      ‘Well, he’s fifteen, and we’d like to take him home.’ She’s convinced that Abdi’s in shock, that he’ll talk to them and become a more recognisable version of himself again if they can just get him out of here.

      She waits for the doctor to come out of the bay next door, and presses him for an update on Abdi.

      ‘He checks out fine physically,’ the doctor says, stripping off a pair of blood-stained gloves and binning them. ‘But we think he could be suffering from shock. You can take him home, but you’ll need to make sure he’s warm and comfortable, and keep an eye on him.’

      ‘Has he said anything at all since he’s been here?’

      She thinks of the way Abdi behaved when he came to meet her after one of her days on placement at this hospital. There was nobody on the ward he didn’t greet effusively. No hand he didn’t shake and no end to the questions he asked the consultant who took the time to chat to them.

      ‘I don’t believe so. It’s possible he’s suffering some kind of emotional trauma relating to what he witnessed.’ The doctor seems to take pity on her, throws her a bone. ‘Resting up at home will certainly be better for him than being here.’

      Sofia replaces Nur at the head of Abdi’s bed as her parents go to complete the discharge paperwork.

      ‘Rest, Abdi,’ she whispers to him. She lays a hand tentatively on his shoulder, and he lets her leave it there for a moment, before shrugging it off.

      ‘OK,’ she says. ‘I’ll leave you be. We’re going home soon.’

      She folds her hands into her lap and remembers that when Abdi was a baby he followed her everywhere as soon as he could move, and tried to copy everything she did. If she studied his face in the minutes after he was born, he studied hers a million times in the years that followed. She remembers his gummy smile, his baby-tooth smile, his gappy smile and the smile after that, when his new adult teeth seemed too big for him. She feels that the two of them were knitted together at his birth, and always would be.

      He’ll be able to speak when he gets home, she tells herself, and she says this out loud to her parents when they return to the bedside.

      The police escort them out and offer to drive them home.

      As they exit the parking area, Sofia sees the Children’s Hospital next door. They’ve told her that Noah’s being treated there. That makes sense. There’s no way they could have mistaken him for a sixteen-year-old.

      Noah’s condition is critical. The police have explained this to Abdi, apparently, in an effort to persuade him to talk. She wonders how wise that was.

      She also wonders what Abdi saw and what he and Noah did.

      When she swallows, all she tastes is fear.

       

      ‘Noah,’ Mum says. ‘Can you open your eyes, love?’

      I can’t.

      She asks me to squeeze her hand, but I can’t do that either. I can’t move at all.

      ‘Anything?’ Dad asks.

      ‘No.’

      I think I can feel Mum’s fingers tightening around mine, and then, a little louder than before, she says, ‘Noah! Darling, can you hear me? Can you squeeze my hand at all, Noah, even just a little bit?’

      My first response is to think, I’ll be able to later, I’m sure I will. But then I’m not so sure, because everything is kind of a grey mist right now. I’ve no idea what’s happening. There’s only one thing that’s clear in my mind: a very recent memory. It’s the unforgettable, irreversible fact that I’ve had the talk, the one where they tell you that the wheels have fallen off the bike and there’s no putting them back on.

      ‘How long have we got?’ Mum said to Sasha, the day we got the news. We were sitting in the room on the Paediatric Oncology ward that’s supposed to be for parents to take refuge in when everything gets a bit much. Only families who are new to the ward use it, though, because everybody else knows that it’s also known as the ‘Bad News Room’. You learn to avoid it like the plague.

      Sasha’s my oncologist. Full name: Dr Sasha Mitchell, with lots of letters afterwards, but she’s been treating me for years – we’re firmly on first-name terms.

      ‘I can’t predict that with any accuracy,’ she told Mum. ‘I’m sorry.’ She had a grip on Mum’s hand, and I was glad because Mum looked as if she might vaporise if somebody didn’t physically hold her. ‘But I would hope, if we don’t get any kind of unexpected event, that there might be a couple of months. We can discuss how we might alleviate Noah’s symptoms, so that time can be as enjoyable as possible, but I’m afraid that’s all we can do.’

      Silence.

      ‘I’m very sorry,’ Sasha repeated. I didn’t want her to look at me.

      Dad wasn’t with us that morning. He was on a plane back to Bristol from somewhere.

      My favourite nurse, Sheila, was in the room, sitting in the circle of bad news. She’s been treating me for years, just like Sasha.

      My medical notes were on her knees, a stack of papers so thick that nobody had yet transferred them to the electronic system. They’re filed in multiple cardboard folders, each bursting with paper, dog-eared and coffee-stained, and joined to the next with treasury tags. They follow me around the hospital to wherever I’m having treatment. Trolleys look as if they might sag under the weight of them, and nurses have to carry them with two arms. They document everything that’s ever happened to me here. Families who haven’t been in the system for as long as we have eye them with fear. One of Sheila’s tears soaked into the cardboard cover. I wondered what the hospital would do with them when I’m gone. Trash them, I suppose.

      I blubbed in the Bad News Room, of course I did. The three of them rallied around me, arms criss-crossing my back and Mum said, ‘Noah, love, Noah.’

      I said, ‘But there are so many things I need to do.’

      On the way back to my room, with Mum and Sheila and the rolling IV stand that I was attached to, I noticed the other nurses at the station averted their eyes. They knew. I wanted them to face me. I used my elbow to knock over a tray that one of them had left in a precarious place. Syringes and blood vials clattered across the linoleum. The fourth-floor colour scheme is blue in Bristol Children’s Hospital, if you’re interested. Blue floor, blue walls. The vials rolled a satisfyingly long way. I felt as if everything was happening in slow motion.

      Mum’s voice interrupts my thoughts. She’s speaking slowly, like I’m half-witted or deaf. ‘Darling, you’ve been in an accident. You fell into the canal and you banged your head while you were under the water. The doctors have put you in an induced coma because they think that’s the best way to get you better. You’re in intensive care.’

      ‘Do you remember being by the canal last night?’ Dad asks.

      The canal: black water, the surface a thick, slick membrane until I hit it, and the cold clenched my chest.

      ‘With Abdi?’ he adds.

      ‘Don’t,’ Mum says.

      ‘He might remember.’

      ‘He’s not even conscious.’

      ‘Then why are you talking to him and asking him to squeeze your hand?’

      ‘Because I think it’s good if we talk to him, but I don’t think we should be asking distressing questions. We don’t know what happened.’

      ‘It was an accident. What else could it have been?’

      ‘I’m not talking about it now. I’ve just said it might distress him.’

      She has lowered her voice, but I can still recognise the tone she uses to let him know that she knows best. She does know best. Dad’s never home enough to understand everything about my treatment.

      My parents are quiet for a while, until Mum says she’s going to the loo. Dad waits until the sound of her footsteps has faded and then he talks to me again.

      ‘You’re tough, buddy, you’re going to pull through this. We have things planned, Noah, and we’re going to do them. It’s not going to end like this.’

      He’s talking about my bucket list. We made the list when he arrived at the hospital after I got the news. He lay on my bed with me all night, smelling of airports and strange places, and we handwrote the list with a stubby pencil he always carries in his shirt pocket. Together, we whittled it down to thirteen items. Thirteen is not a lucky number, I know, but at this point you can probably understand why I’m not too concerned about that.

      Noah’s Bucket List Item No. 1: Don’t Tell Anybody Else I’m Dying. Not Even Abdi.

      ‘Are you sure about that?’ Dad asked me.

      ‘Completely sure.’ I wanted to spend my last few weeks doing things my way, and you can’t do that if everybody’s sobbing or being funny around you.

      Dad had stubble on his chin that night. I always wanted to have stubble one day, but that wasn’t going to happen now.

      Cancer’s a big fat thief, we agreed when we talked that night. It had taken so many things from me since my diagnosis – things I wanted to do, friends I wanted to make, experiences I didn’t want to miss out on, normal stuff – and now that it had decided to ink its signature onto my death warrant, it was going to take my future away, too.

      I’m aware of a weight on my hand and I think someone’s holding it. It must be Dad, because he’s talking to me again, or trying to. I can’t feel the temperature of them today, but I know that his hands are always warmer than my mother’s.

      ‘I wish we could have taught you to swim properly,’ he says. His voice cracks.

      I had some swimming lessons before my diagnosis, but they put a permanent line into your chest when treatment starts. It’s called a central line. It’s designed so they can shoot the toxic drugs into you and drag blood out of you whenever they want without sticking you with needles.

      Here’s a cool thing Sasha did when I freaked out about one of the drugs they were giving me, because I overheard a nurse saying it burns your skin. She showed me a photo on her phone of a little purple flower.

      ‘Firstly,’ she said, ‘this drug can’t burn your skin because you have a line in, so it’s not possible because we’ll inject it down the line. Secondly, look hard at this flower. It’s called vinca, and it’s what your chemo drug’s made from. When you get home, go and look in your garden and see if you can spot some growing there. If you do, you need to give it a little salute because it might look like nothing, but it’s going to do a grand job of fighting the cancer cells. It’s your friend, right now.’

      No-shit Sasha. That’s what my dad calls her, and he’s right. I liked her straight talk even when I was little.

      Anyway, whatever good stuff the line did, it was also a big pain. I wasn’t allowed to get it wet. Swimming lessons ended before I learned to swim strongly for more than one width of the pool. Pathetic.

      Dad’s repeating himself in the sort of self-flagellating way that drives my mum crazy: ‘We should have made sure you could swim better.’

      When he starts to cycle on the we should haves, it means he’s going to lose it big-time, and he does.

      A machine begins to beep.

      ‘Oh, crap. I’ve set you off,’ Dad says. He does this all the time. Mum knows how to slink carefully around my bed like a cat, but he blunders, snagging tubes or bumping machinery.

      I hear the metallic swoosh of curtain rings being whisked back.

      ‘Sorry,’ Dad says. ‘I think that was my fault.’

      A nurse must be there. They’re very quick to come on PICU. I’m impressed, though I guess it figures.

      ‘I’m not sure it was you,’ says the nurse. ‘I’m going to call the registrar.’

      Pressure grows and intensifies in my head.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Dad asks.

      ‘Give us some room, sir, please.’ A new voice.

      ‘Noah!’ Dad shouts. ‘Noah!’

      ‘Stand back, sir!’

      ‘Charging. Clear!’

      A hammer blow to my chest.

      In my mind, water closes in over me and drags me away. There’s fire in my lungs. Above the surface of the water I see Abdi. He’s blurred. He’s no more substantial than an eliding set of shadows. He’s something and nothing.

      As I sink, he watches.

       

      Detective Constable Woodley and I find the witness in one of the Portakabins at the scrapyard. She’s sitting with a uniformed constable who’s made himself a bit more comfortable than he should have. He gets to his feet quickly when we step in, looking like a kid caught with his hand in the biscuit tin.

      A fan heater pumps sickeningly hot air into the tiny space, powered from a socket that’s half hanging off the wall. Invoices and purchase orders cover a desk that fills most of the space. A stack of yellow hard hats and fluorescent tabards hang off a coat rack, alongside a row of keys on hooks, a dog lead and a calendar featuring pictures of sports cars.

      The witness isn’t what I expected from an industrial neighbourhood like this one. She’s young, late twenties at a guess, attractive, and, apart from the dark circles under her eyes that have doubtless emerged over a long night, well groomed.

      She stands up to shake my hand when we’re introduced, and it’s a confident gesture. Under a tailored jacket she’s wearing only a thin blouse and I understand why the fan heater is on full blast. Skintight jeans and a pair of very high heels complete the outfit. I thank her for waiting around to speak to us.

      ‘I was collecting from my lock-up, over there.’ She points in the direction of some low buildings behind the scrapyard. ‘It was just after midnight.’ She’s in control; her voice is calm.

      ‘What were you collecting?’

      ‘Stock. I own a lingerie shop. Upmarket, before you jump to conclusions, Detective. It’s in Clifton.’

      My own flat is located in a building on the edge of Clifton, and it’s also the neighbourhood where the boy who nearly drowned and his parents live. Clifton’s made up mostly of wide, tree-lined streets lined with Victorian mansions, many of which have chic mews houses hidden behind them. Some very pretty parkland and the city’s famous suspension bridge complete the picture, making its real estate some of the most expensive in Bristol. The shops are mostly small, smart and pricey. I think I know which is hers. Only one has a window display of mannequins dressed in tiny scraps of lace with extraordinarily high price tags.

      As if she can read my thoughts, the witness flashes me a smile that’s both sweet and knowing, and I have to fight to stop myself returning it instinctively. Out of the corner of my eye I notice Woodley smirking.

      ‘Do you normally collect stock in the middle of the night?’

      ‘Not normally, no, but I was out last night and I didn’t see a text saying we needed more stock until I was on my way home.’

      ‘Can you describe what you saw?’

      ‘It was more what I heard. I was loading my car when I heard shouting. I wasn’t too bothered at first because it sounded like somebody calling somebody else, but it got rougher.’

      ‘Could you hear what they were saying?’

      ‘Not exactly, but it sounded like a name, like they were calling out to somebody. It was hard to tell where it was coming from, but I thought it was probably the scrapyard.’

      ‘Could you see anything happening at all?’

      ‘Not at that point. I locked up because I felt a bit nervous, and got in my car. As I drove past the scrapyard I could see two figures by the edge of the canal. Looked like two young lads.’

      ‘Did you see this from your car?’

      ‘I was too nervous to get out.’ Her gaze flickers across mine as if she’s wondering whether I’ll judge her for this admission. ‘There was something about them.’

      ‘Can you explain a bit more what you mean by that?’

      ‘There was a threatening look about them.’

      ‘Did you witness any violence between them?’

      ‘They were pushing and shoving.’

      ‘Was that how one of them ended up in the water?’

      ‘I couldn’t say, but it’s not rocket science, is it? One of them was much bigger than the other.’

      ‘But you didn’t actually witness the fall?’

      ‘No. I was getting my phone out of my bag so I could call you, wasn’t I?’

      ‘And the next time you looked, what did you see?’

      ‘Just one of them, standing on the side, looking into the water.’

      ‘Did he try to help the boy who went into the water?’

      ‘Not that I saw.’

      ‘Did he try to run away?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Did he threaten you?’

      ‘No. He didn’t see me. I wondered if they were off their heads.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      Her eyes dart sideways. ‘One of them, I think it was the one who fell, was weaving around a bit before.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘Sort of sideways. Like this.’

      She gets up and enacts a bizarre drunken stagger. Woodley and I avert our eyes until she sits back down. It’s a small space and she has a curvaceous figure.

      ‘Did you see how they got into the scrapyard?’

      ‘No. Climbed the fence, I expect.’

      Woodley says, ‘Emergency services had to cut through the chain locking the main gate, so they must have, unless there’s a hole in the fence somewhere.’

      The witness shivers in spite of the heat. She looks tired.

      On the desk between us a mobile phone begins to buzz and dance, as if on cue. It has a glittery case. She grabs it and takes a look at the screen. Her finger hovers before she rejects the call.

      ‘It’s my partner.’ She lays it down carefully.

      ‘Do you need to call him back?’

      ‘No, it’s fine, we already spoke. He’s just worried.’ There’s something about the way she says this that makes me keep my mouth shut for a minute, just to see if she’ll elaborate. She does; they almost always do. Most people have an urge to explain.

      ‘He doesn’t think I’m in danger. He just wants me home, you know.’

      I notice a small dash of lipstick on the front of her teeth as she gives me a smile that’s more an exercise in muscle control than a show of emotional warmth.

      ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘That’s understandable.’

      She squeezes her arms together awkwardly, showing me a glimpse of something lacy as her blouse parts. I look away again. The fan heater’s still blasting out hot air and Woodley and I are both tugging at our collars.

      ‘So, just to clarify, you didn’t see what happened at the precise moment when one of the lads went into the canal, because you were getting your phone out of your bag?’

      ‘I didn’t see, but just as I dialled I heard a splash and when I looked again the white boy was gone. It was just the black boy standing there, looking at the water.’

      ‘And were you able to identify the skin colour of the boys from where you were sitting?’

      ‘No, but I saw them after.’

      ‘After what?’

      ‘After emergency services got there and pulled him out of the water. Honestly, I’m surprised he was still alive. I can’t believe the other boy did nothing to help. If I hadn’t phoned you…’

      ‘You did the right thing.’

      As soon as she’s gone, I flick the heater off and leave the door open. Woodley and I watch her stride across the yard to retrieve her car from outside the entrance. It’s a top-of-the-range small Mercedes, sporty and fast.

      ‘What do you think?’ Woodley says.

      ‘She hasn’t actually witnessed a crime.’

      ‘She’d go down well in court, though,’ he says as we watch her leave.

      I agree. She’s articulate, confident and well presented.

      ‘Why would she have to fumble in her bag for her phone if she drives a motor like that?’ I ask. ‘Surely it would be Bluetooth connected. Can you check the paramedics’ account supports her story? And I’d like to hear the recording of the emergency call she made, please, if we can arrange that.’

       

      When the Mahad family arrives home from the hospital, Abdi walks up the stairs to the flat on his own, though Nur hovers anxiously behind him all the way. It’s painfully slow progress.

      Abdi takes himself straight to bed. He still hasn’t uttered a word.

      Sofia, Maryam and Nur have decided that the best thing to do is let him sleep, in the hope that it will help him get through his shock. Even so, for the next couple of hours, Sofia can’t stop checking on him. She reminds herself of the anxious first-time mothers she helps at the hospital.

      For a while she sits beside him in a silent vigil, a textbook beside her that she can’t concentrate on, but the sight of his immobile body gets to her. She fidgets, and her head snaps up sharply when her father appears in the doorway, blocking the light. He peers into the room.

      Sofia loves her father deeply and knows every inch of his silhouette as well as the back of her own hand. She’s noticed a stoop in his shoulders lately, which is new, and gives her a little pang of sadness.

      ‘Sofia,’ he whispers, ‘can you phone Fiona Sadler? We want to ask how Noah is.’

      Fiona Sadler is Noah’s mum, and Sofia doesn’t like her. There’s nothing specific Fiona’s said or done that Sofia could give as a reason for this if somebody asked, it’s more that she doesn’t seem to be a warm person. Sofia finds her prickly and difficult to talk to.

      ‘Do you think we should?’ she asks. ‘They’re probably at the hospital.’

      It’s a poor attempt to put off making the call, because she knows that if they’re asking, her parents will have already decided. They’ve asked her because she’s always been the one to call the Sadlers. When Noah and Abdi were younger, Maryam could never phone to make arrangements for play dates because her English wasn’t good enough, so it fell to Sofia. Nur has better English, but he’s not fluent like his children.
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