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  Police Constable Jane Bennett put the squad car into reverse, rested her arm on the back of the passenger seat and manoeuvred into a space right outside the address in Peckham.

  She had seen a street sweeper leaving as they arrived, and yet the gutter was littered with empty bottles and takeaway food wrappers.




  ‘Impressive,’ Danny said, nodding his head at the size of the space.




  ‘You sound surprised,’ Jane said, raising an eyebrow.




  ‘It’s a well-known fact that women can’t park,’ he said with a smirk. ‘And as for new mothers . . . well, there’s a reason they have mother and child parking

  at the supermarkets.’ He wagged his finger in her direction. ‘They say you need the extra space for pushchairs and whatnot, but we all know the real reason.’




  Jane rolled her eyes. ‘I’m going to let that one slide, Danny, because it’s your birthday,’ she said, punching him on the arm. ‘Consider it my gift to

  you.’




  ‘Ahhh, and I thought this was my present,’ he said, pointing at the block of flats looming to their left. ‘You shouldn’t have . . . really.’




  ‘We’ll be in and out in five minutes,’ she said, starting to close her window. It had to be twenty-five degrees, and it wasn’t even sunny. It was as if the smog of

  south-east London was hiding the sun but still holding on to the heat in an attempt to sweat Jane into submission. She blew her fringe off her forehead. It was working.




  ‘You wish,’ Danny said, pulling his briefcase onto his lap and taking out two blue ring binders. ‘Why do you think you’re here?’




  ‘I’m your “just in case” copper,’ she said, unfastening her seatbelt. ‘We don’t know the situation yet. It might not be as bad as you think.’

  Danny didn’t answer. She looked over at him. He was flicking through the folders. When he started rearranging pages Jane rested her head back and opened her window again. She was in no hurry.

  The longer this job took, the less time she would have to spend in the office, and the sooner she would be home.




  Karen turned over and looked at the clock on her nightstand. It was just after six. Her breasts ached. She threw back the duvet, swung her legs over the edge of the bed and sat

  up, arching her back like a cat. As she stood up she pulled her dressing gown off the back of the door, wrapped it around herself and shuffled down the hallway to her daughter’s bedroom.




  Rose had been in her own room from three weeks old. Karen knew some babies slept with their parents for the first couple of months, if not longer, but having gone to such trouble decorating the

  nursery, she wanted Rose to enjoy it straight away.




  She pushed open the door and looked at her baby, still lost in sleep, nestled beneath the pink and white patchwork quilt she had made. It had taken most of her pregnancy, and though it

  didn’t quite match the picture on the instructions, she was happy. The cot was second-hand. Karen had painted the wicker sides herself. She walked into the room. Rose didn’t stir.

  ‘Rosie . . . Rose,’ she said in a sing-song voice. ‘Come on, my darling, time for breakfast.’ She leaned over the cot and lifted her precious baby into her arms. She was no

  heavier than a few bags of sugar, and just as sweet. Karen smiled and snuggled into Rose’s neck. ‘Let’s get you fed,’ she whispered as she settled herself in the rocking

  chair next to the window and opened up her nightdress. She hummed a lullaby, stroking Rose’s cheeks and forehead, her skin delicate as tissue paper beneath Karen’s fingertips.

  ‘Shall we have a bath?’ she said, covering her breasts, pushing herself up out of the chair with one hand, the other cradling Rose. She shuffled down the hallway.




  The water needed to be just right. Not cold, but not hot. Lukewarm. A heady smell of lavender filled the room as she poured baby wash into the swirling water. Her grandmother used to have

  lavender pots in her garden. Karen would pick little bunches for the dinner table when she visited, but that was a long time ago. She hung her dressing gown on the back of the door before taking

  her nightdress off over her head. ‘Right, madam,’ she said in a loud voice, ‘bath time.’ She laid Rose on a fluffy white towel on the bathroom floor before pushing the door

  closed. As she removed Rose’s babygro and nappy she tickled her little girl’s tummy. ‘You are turning into a little porker,’ she said, laughing. ‘I think Mummy had

  better come in the bath with you, otherwise you might sink.’ Picking Rose up and cradling her in the crook of her arm, she climbed into the bath, careful to hold onto the edge. The water felt

  lovely. She lay back, resting Rose on her chest as she scooped up handfuls of the warm water and let it run down her daughter’s tiny back. She could stay in here all day.




  When Karen climbed out of the bath an hour later she noticed that her skin, and Rose’s, was wrinkled from the water. ‘Prunes,’ she giggled. ‘We look like a couple of ripe

  prunes.’ She dried Rose off and dressed her in a pink and white babygro. It was Karen’s favourite. It had a bunny on the front and pink writing that read, ‘Rose loves

  Mummy.’ Karen had ordered it online. It always made her smile. ‘You can’t keep your eyes open, can you?’ she cooed, trying for a moment to see if Rose would take some more

  milk, but she was already asleep.
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