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For the late, great Tom Hibbert


1968


ONE

‘Why didn’t you go when I told you, before we left the house?’ The question is aimed at a small, short-trousered boy, moving angrily down the pavement. Nanny, hair wild in the October wind, drives the huge Silver Cross pram with her right hand and drags the little boy along the pavement with the left. Baby has abandoned Nee-Noo, his felt elephant, and is grizzling under the yellow blanket. They had gone to the park. None of the other nannies had been there. It was too cold, but the children’s mother insisted they go for a walk every morning before their elevenses. Mother believed in fresh air and exercise, though she herself preferred to stay home, sucking Park Drives and talking for hours and hours on the phone like it doesn’t cost anything and playing patience.

‘I told you to go, didn’t I?’ Nanny struggles onward, crab-fashion, each arm extended, one pushing, the other pulling. ‘Didn’t I?’

‘I didn’t want to go when you said.’

Nanny is dressed in the ugly navy cape she hates. Her shoes are black tasselled loafers that should only be worn by grannies. Makeup is not permitted. Skirts below the knee. And as for the daddy. Wandering hands.

The boy already has the assurance of one who appears to know that Nanny is just a paid employee. Three pounds ten a week plus board and can be treated as such.

‘I need to go now.’ The boy’s consonants are clear and clipped. He comes from stock that believes that giving orders requires plainness of speech.

‘Can’t you just hold it?’ demands Nanny. The first leaves of autumn blow past the three of them. ‘Just for five little minutes?’

The boy considers for a second, then answers simply, ‘No.’

‘Show me what a strong boy you are.’

‘I am a strong boy but I need to wee-wee,’ he says in a voice too deep for one his age.

Nanny wishes she was better at this. She is young and inexperienced. She took the job to escape life in the English provinces. Imagining Carnaby Street, she got St John’s Wood and a small, spoilt boy who wears a blazer, woollen shorts and garters on his socks, and a father who wants to grasp her bum when the boy’s mother is not looking. Homesick and lonely, the seventeen-year-old’s only pleasure is her nights listening to Radio Luxembourg. The radio tells her there are more people like her somewhere in England and that stops her from going mad. Last night the disc jockey played ‘Fire’ by The Crazy World of Arthur Brown and she wished her world was crazy like that, that the whole world would burst into flames.

They give her Sundays off, and what’s the point of that? Nothing happens on Sundays. She went down Kensington on her last day off just to look at all the clothes in the dark windows of the shops. She couldn’t have afforded any of what they sold anyway. She daydreams that David Bailey is going to spot her, dress her up in beautiful clothes to take her photograph and make her famous, but no one’s going to notice her looking like a middle-aged witch.

London just means she’s more aware of everything that’s happening out of her reach.

‘What are you singing? It sounds horrid. Stop singing.’

Had she been singing? It was probably that Arthur Brown song going round in her head. She decides to try to ignore the boy, pushing onward up the pavement. She notices, under her yellow cotton blanket, Baby beginning to cry. It is almost feeding time.

‘You were singing your pop music. Pop music is a horrid noise.’ He parrots his mother.

In the Soviet Union, they say, pop music is banned. Brezhnev will send you to Siberia for listening to it. The same in Spain and Greece. Only they just lock you up there. And pull your fingernails out. And you’re not allowed to wear miniskirts either. Mother just bangs on the door when she plays hers and tells her to stop that degenerate swill. If all the teenagers in England got together they could kill everyone over thirty. Everyone old should die. Even her dad. She wouldn’t care. Were those blackberries on the hedge she was dragging the boy past poisonous?

‘I need to go.’ The boy pipes up again. It is so inconvenient of him. In this part of London you can’t just wee anywhere. The young nanny looks around, wondering if she could knock on one of the doors of the white-painted houses with the posh cars parked outside and ask to use their WC. But she is shy and unsure of herself.

‘I’m going to wet my shorts,’ the boy announces. ‘I really am.’

Mummy, Baby and Alasdair have elevenses together before Mummy’s mah-jong and sherry session with her friends. It would not do to arrive back home with him wet. She grabs the boy’s hand tighter. ‘This way,’ she says, yanking little Alasdair determinedly halfway across Hall Road.

‘Ow. You’re hurting me.’

‘No I’m not. Hurry.’

She is tired and angry. The place she has chosen to cross is a poor one. It is on a slight curve of the main road. She cannot see the traffic coming towards them from the north.

‘Quick,’ says Nanny, now halfway across and beginning to realise the danger. But the little boy in grey shorts and jacket is fiercely strong, pulling against her as she tries to manoeuvre her two charges across the remaining tarmac.

In this absurd tug of war she is winning, but as she approaches the kerb on the other side, the momentary concentration it takes to tip up the wheels of the enormous pram gives Alasdair the chance to slip her hand.

‘Alasdair. Come here now!’ she screams.

Alasdair ignores her and stands, arms folded, in the middle of the road.

‘You stupid boy.’ Nanny pushes the pram onto the safety of the pavement before lunging to grab Alasdair. The child leaps back further, grinning. Nyah-nyah.

Around the corner spins the inevitable black cab, doing at least forty, orange light on ‘For Hire’. Even at that speed, Nanny can see the horror on the cabbie’s face as he swerves, eyes wide.

On the tarmac, Alasdair is too shocked to move. He stands alone, face suddenly white, eyes wide.

The taxi skids to a halt thirty yards down the road near a red phone box. Luckily, he had been a good driver. He had kept control of the vehicle even when its wheels hit the kerb and bounced back into the road. There is a second of absolute, total, world-stopped stillness before the driver’s window slides down, and the tweedcapped head emerges, craning backwards towards the teenage nanny who has now captured the wayward heir in her arms.

‘You stupid fucking bint.’ And then for emphasis, in a voice still tremulous with shock, the taxi driver shouts again: ‘You stupid stupid stupid fucking bint.’

‘See what you did?’ shouts Nanny. ‘See what you did?’

The boy’s lip is trembling. She turns left down a side street looking for privacy. He does not resist her now.

‘Stupid boy.’ If he were her younger brother she would have whacked him a good one by now.

A little way down the side street she has ducked down, she notices a smaller driveway to some flats behind. They are modern, built on a bombsite, and newer than the big Victorian houses on the main road, but their proportions are mean and ugly in comparison and already they have a neglected air. A piece of cardboard taped to the front door says Concierge bell not working. Even here it’s hoity-toity. Not caretaker, mind you. This is N.W.8. A row of small padlocked sheds stands on the left-hand side of the small entrance. Beyond that, down the short muddy pathway to where a few clothes lines crisscross an area of tarmac, there is a pile of rubbish. A rusting bicycle, sodden cardboard, an old stained mattress, springs emerging from the cotton.

She pulls the boy down the alley and looks to left and right and up at the net-curtained windows of the yellow-bricked flats. No one seems to be watching them.

‘There,’ she shoves the boy by the shoulder. ‘Do it there.’

‘Here?’ says the boy, looking at the pile of rubbish.

‘Yes. There. Hurry up.’

She is still shaking. She imagines the boy’s body flying upwards, struck by the cab. A limp shape on the black roadway. There would have been such a fuss. And of course she would have got all the blame. She pulls a hanky from her pocket and wipes the wet from her eyes. There is a pause.

‘I can’t if you’re watching.’

‘I’m not watching,’ she protests. She turns her back and waits for the boy to pee.

She knows what will happen, of course. The boy will tell on her for calling him stupid, for letting go of his hand in the middle of the road. ‘Listen. I promise I won’t tell your mummy that you were a naughty boy in the road. That can be our secret, can’t it?’

The boy doesn’t answer.

‘I don’t need to tell her. So let’s keep it between ourselves.’

The boy is still silent.

‘I’ve got a packet of Spangles in my room. I’ll give you some.’

‘I don’t want to wee here,’ says the boy solemnly.

‘Oh for goodness’ sake.’ She turns angrily. He is standing there, hands at his undone flies, looking straight at the pile of debris. He looks pale. It must be the shock from the near miss with the taxi, she assumes. ‘What’s wrong with here? I thought you wanted to go?’ She assumes this is part of some upper-class tic he has learned. We only urinate in the proper place. ‘Get on with it. Baby needs to have her feed.’

‘I don’t want to wee-wee on the lady,’ he says.

For a second, Nanny does not understand what he is saying. What lady?

The boy starts to cry. It’s a whining noise that lacks his usual volume and indignation. Something is wrong. Then, as she bends down to the height of the small child, she catches sight of a dark glimmer, from under the bottom of the dirty orange mattress. In the darkness she makes out a nose, a lip, curled up, frozen in Elvis-like half-sneer. A woman’s face, eyes open and glistening unblinkingly in the squalor of the pile of rubbish.

Amazingly, Baby has drifted back to sleep through the shouting and the squealing of brakes of the near miss on Hall Road, but Nanny’s brief staccato scream is enough to wake him now. She begins to howl up a storm. Curtains twitch. Faces appear at the windows of the flats above.


TWO

It had been a mistake to go to work yesterday.

Breen had not been himself. He had not been ready. He had been tired. He had stayed on too long after his shift because he had not wanted to go back home to be alone.

The details of what had happened last night were not clear to him. There had been a knife. There had been blood. There had been fear. Afterwards, he had scribbled notes in the hospital corridor but when he had tried to read them later at home they made little sense. He could not understand why he had behaved the way he did.

The nurse had said Sergeant Prosser would be OK. They were only flesh wounds though he had bled a lot. Breen had hung around the hospital to see him for himself but it was 1.30 in the morning and the nurse in her starched white hat had hissed, ‘He’s asleep, poor man. Go home to bed, get some sleep yourself and let the bugger be.’

He had not slept.

Now, stepping off the Number 30, he walked slowly into the wind. A route he’d taken a thousand times before. Each street corner was familiar, yet vivid. Things he had never noticed before included a paving stone cracked in three by two parallel lines, a front door with a postcard of the Virgin Mary on it, held with rusty drawing pins. The quality of greyness in the morning light seemed more menacing.

A few yards ahead, a GPO van pulled up. By the time Breen was level with it, the driver was already pulling thick wads of letters from the belly of the postbox, stuffing them into a hessian sack. As he passed, one single white letter slipped from his hand and fell on the pavement. Immediately, a gust of wind caught it and flipped it over, sent it skeetering back from where Breen had just come.

‘You dropped one,’ called Breen, pointing at the letter that was tumbling away down the street.

The postman didn’t even look up, just gave the tiniest shrug, then clipped up the top of the postbag. Breen set off running after the letter. The first time he was close to it another blast lifted it tumbling down the street again. The second time he caught up with it, stamping his shoe down on the envelope. ‘Got it,’ he shouted, but when he looked round the postman and his van were already gone. He posted the letter back into the box and walked on.

Turning off into Wigmore Street, his skin began to feel clammy and his scalp had started to prickle. His pace slowed. He tried to suck in air more evenly, exhale more slowly. He paused and took out a packet of No. 6. Cigarette number one. A scabby-footed pigeon pecking at a crust of sandwich fluttered away, wing beats startlingly loud. He looked around for a bench or something to sit on to catch his breath, but there wasn’t one. And he was already late.

The familiar music of one-finger typing and unanswered telephones. The smell of smoke and floor polish.

The desk sergeant didn’t even look up from his paper as Breen walked past. He almost managed to make it to his desk before anyone said anything. It was big John Carmichael who spotted him first, new leather jacket, white shirt pinching slightly at his fleshy neck, fag stuck to his lower lip.

‘What happened, Paddy?’ he asked quietly.

‘Anyone know how Prosser is?’ Breen asked.

Jones, the youngest one in the office, looked up and said, ‘Look what the cat sicked up.’

He thought he heard someone mutter the word ‘cunt’.

Jones, red-faced with anger at him, said, ‘He says you ran and left him on his own to face the Chink with the blade.’

All eyes on him, Breen moved past them and sat at his desk. The morning light filtered through the canvas blinds. Olivetti typewriters filled with triplicate forms, white on top, yellow in the middle and pink underneath. The picture of the Queen. Blackstone’s Police Manual and Butterworth’s Police Procedure. Green enamel lampshades hanging from the ceiling, comfortably coated in dust.

‘You just bottled it and ran out on a fellow copper.’

‘Shut up, Jones. More to it than that, isn’t there, Paddy?’

Jones said, ‘I’m just saying what happened, that’s all.’

A black-and-white photograph of a charred arm sat at the top of Breen’s in-tray. His stomach lurched. He turned it upside down.

‘Prosser should get a medal. As for you …’

‘Now, now,’ said Carmichael. ‘Come on. How are you then, Paddy?’

‘I’m OK.’

‘Why you even sticking up for him, Carmichael?’

‘We were worried about you, mate.’

‘Reckon not.’

‘Stop it, Jones.’

‘Prosser said you ran so fast he thought you were training for the Mexico Olympics.’

‘Have you seen him?’

‘Went to the hospital this morning. He’s OK. No thanks to you. What in hell were you thinking?’

‘Come on, lads. Give the man a break. We all have our bad days.’

Jones snorted. ‘Be fucked.’

‘Language!’ shouted Marilyn from the other side of the room. ‘That’s enough.’

‘Oooooh,’ hooted Jones. ‘I’ll give you some language, love.’

The door to Bailey’s office opened. All heads looked down. The one-fingered typing restarted.

‘Ah,’ said Bailey. ‘I was wondering what the noise was. Breen. Inside, please.’ He nodded towards his office.

He closed the door behind Breen, then sat slowly in a chair behind his desk. He was a thin man with a lined face and deep-set eyes. A white speck of toothpaste stuck in the corner of his mouth. Stubble left in the cracks of skin by his safety razor.

‘Have you written your report into what happened last night?’

‘Not yet, sir.’

Bailey chewed his bottom lip, then said, ‘Make sure you write it all down while it’s fresh in your mind.’

In Breen’s two years in D Division, he had seen younger men leapfrog Bailey, becoming Superintendents, joining C1 or one of the other close-knit units like the Flying Squad. Men promoted over his head, men going places, who walked with the swing of people who know they are on the rise. Bailey played by the rules. He was from the army generation. Honest, stiff-backed, hard-working. If he smoked, it was Senior Service, never an American brand.

‘I visited Prosser this morning in hospital.’ Bailey rolled a yellow pencil back and forth on the table. ‘He’s not so badly hurt. He’ll be up on his feet in no time. Naturally, he wouldn’t tell me precisely what happened.’

‘No, sir.’

Bailey looked Breen in the eye. ‘So I’m asking you.’

A pause. Breen looked at Bailey’s desk and saw there was a dark blue folder with his name written on the front. His records. ‘It was dark,’ Breen said. ‘There were two men in the shop. One of them pulled a knife.’

Bailey took off his black-rimmed spectacles and polished them with a cotton handkerchief, lifting them occasionally to breathe moisture onto the glass.

‘I’m quite aware of what the men are saying. They think it’s your fault Prosser was injured. They think you were windy and left him to face the assailant alone.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well?’

‘What, sir?’

‘Please don’t be obtuse, Sergeant. I expect that from a man like Prosser, but not you. Start at the beginning. You presumably heard there was a robbery in progress?’

Breen couldn’t help looking at that speck of toothpaste. ‘Yes, sir. On the radio.’

‘What were you doing in a car? Your shift was long over.’

What had he been doing? He was not sure. Above all, he hadn’t wanted to go home to an empty flat to start to clear out his father’s belongings. ‘I was driving around looking for vagrants, sir.’

‘Oh, for pity’s sake.’

‘We think that the body in the fire last week was probably a tramp. I thought if I could find one …’

Bailey shook his head. ‘That’s not proper CID work,’ he said. ‘Uniform can do that.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘So you drove to the shop in response to a call from Control. Did you and Prosser enter the shop together?’

Breen hesitated again. ‘No, sir.’

‘Why not?’

‘Prosser got there first, sir.’

‘He’s an idiot,’ said Bailey. ‘He should have waited for another officer.’

‘He must have known I was just behind.’

‘How could he have known that? He’s a liability. But you went in after him? What, two, three minutes?’

‘I suppose it must have been …’

‘And?’

‘And there was this man holding a knife. He had his arm round Prosser’s neck and was holding the knife out at me.’ Breen realised he was holding out his right hand in front of him over the desk, prodding it towards Bailey. He laid his hand back on his lap.

‘And?’

And? How could he explain what happened next? He had no idea why he panicked. He ran. Back out of the shop towards his car, crouching down behind it, heart thumping, hands shaking. How was he supposed to put that into words?

‘I made an exit, sir.’

Bailey gave a small grunt. ‘So I suppose it’s true what they’re saying. You left Prosser on his own?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘That’s when Prosser was wounded, fighting off the assailant?’

‘Yes.’

Bailey replaced his spectacles and looked at Breen. ‘This was what time?’

‘Just gone nine.’

‘You left another officer alone with an armed and dangerous man? The men will not like that one bit.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Bailey looked at him but said nothing.

‘Is that all, sir?’

‘You’ve been on the force, what, twelve years?’ Tugging at his ear.

‘Thirteen.’ Enough to be due a small pension to supplement his income as a factory nightwatchman, or a PE teacher in a comprehensive. What other jobs did ex-policemen do?

‘This kind of incident can wreck a career for ever.’

‘Maybe I should take a couple of days off,’ said Breen. ‘Get back on top of things. I’ve had a lot going on.’

Bailey’s face twitched. ‘You were perfectly entitled to take time off when your father died,’ he said quietly. ‘If you’d have taken a couple of days off then maybe this would never have happened … but I’m not giving you time off now. That would be a mistake.’ Bailey went back to rolling the pencil back and forth over the blotting paper on his desk. ‘These things are no good,’ he said. ‘If you turn your back on them, they fester. People talk. Tell me, why doesn’t Prosser like you?’

‘I wasn’t aware he didn’t, sir.’

‘Don’t play simple, Breen. You know he doesn’t like you.’

‘I’m not one of the lads, I suppose.’

Bailey opened the folder and picked through sheets of paper. ‘You don’t live on our turf, do you?’

‘Stoke Newington, sir. I was stationed there before I moved to Marylebone.’

Bailey stood and walked slowly to his windowsill. He grew African violets there. They were lined up in a small row of terracotta pots sitting on jam-jar lids. The east-facing light was ideal for them. He kept a small bucket outside the door to the yard that collected rainwater for the plants. Tap water was too strong for them, he said.

‘Prosser is not a good policeman. He’s uncouth and does what he pleases,’ said Bailey, his back still to Breen. ‘Nor am I convinced of his integrity. I barely recognise the force I joined these days.’

A familiar speech. They’d all heard it a hundred times.

‘You, on the other hand … until now you’ve been a diligent old-fashioned copper. Steady. One stupid incident and Prosser’s a hero. And as for you. Talk starts. It doesn’t go away unless you make it. Better to face it down.’

‘Yes, sir.’

He turned to face Breen again. ‘How’s the investigation into the body in the fire going?’

‘Nothing yet, sir.’

Bailey grunted again, overfilling one of the plant pots so water spilled over its saucer onto the carpet. ‘Bugger,’ he said. ‘Pass me a tissue, will you?’ He pointed to a box of tissues on his desk. Breen pulled one out and handed it to him.

‘We are a small team here at Marylebone. There is not room for enmity and division. Whatever his merits, Sergeant Prosser is popular. He has influence. An incident like this only boosts his reputation at the expense of yours. We don’t want that, do we?’

On his desk, positioned so Breen could see it too, Bailey kept a silver-framed photograph of his wife, round-faced, soft-skinned, smiling.

‘Report. On my desk this afternoon.’

‘You resigned yet, then?’ said Jones. People looked up, curious.

‘Shut up, Jones, or I’ll clock you one,’ said Carmichael.

Breen said nothing. Marilyn brought a beige folder over to his desk. Pink Marks and Spencer’s pullover. Bullet bra. Bleached hair with occasional roots.

‘What’s this?’

‘Missing Persons file you asked for. You OK?’ she added quietly.

‘I’m OK,’ answered Breen. ‘Your boyfriend got a job yet?’

She scowled. ‘I’ve warned him unless he does he’ll be out.’

‘Good for you, Marilyn.’

‘Hasta la bloody vista, know what I mean?’

She leaned in, straightening the folder she had just left on his desk. ‘What Jones and the rest is saying, I don’t believe it. Not for a minute. Don’t you worry.’

‘But it’s true,’ said Breen.

‘It can’t be.’

‘Can I ask you something? Do you think I’m old-fashioned?’

She laughed. ‘Sort of. I don’t mind though.’

‘What, like, stuck in the mud?’

Not answering, she turned her back on him and returned to her desk. The tidiest in the whole room.

He looked at the Missing Persons folder, not opening it yet. The same night Breen’s father had gone into hospital there had been a fire in one of the bombed-out houses in Carlton Vale. Locals had been complaining that truanting kids from Kynaston Tech had been setting light to the derelict houses all summer, but when the firemen had dampened the flames they found human remains on what was left of the first floor. The can of lighter fuel next to the body suggested it had been a dosser attempting to light a fire to keep himself warm. The burned body remained unidentified. No time for that now. He put the folder aside. He had Bailey’s report to write.

Breen placed a sheet of carbon paper between two sheets and wound them into his typewriter. He typed ‘Detective Sergeant C. Breen 14/10/68’, then stared at the blank page for a minute. He had read the shaky writing that filled six pages of his notebook several times and still failed to make sense of it.

Marilyn’s phone rang. Distracted, Breen watched her answer it, saw the softness of her face disappear as she listened. ‘Right,’ she said. She picked up a notebook and started writing out details in shorthand. ‘OK,’ she said, pencil still in hand, ‘got it,’ and put the phone down. It rattled on the cradle. She looked up at Breen.

‘One just come in,’ she said. She stood and walked straight to Bailey’s office.

‘Sir?’ She knocked on the glass of his door.

Bailey stood, square-shouldered, in the middle of the office. He was cleaning his glasses with his handkerchief again, listening with the rest of them as Marilyn read from her notes.

‘A young naked woman,’ Marilyn said. ‘Found under debris. St John’s Wood. Discovered by a woman. Approximately eleven a.m. Local resident called it in. Body appears recent.’

It was 11.20 now, according to the bakelite clock that hung above the door.

‘Aye, aye,’ said Carmichael. ‘Young naked woman. Best not send Jones. He’s never seen one of them.’

‘’K off.’

‘Some things we don’t joke about in this office, Carmichael.’

‘No, sir.’ Carmichael smirked, looking downwards. Tobacco suede Chelsea boots, finger loop at the ankles.

‘May we continue?’

‘Go ahead,’ said Carmichael.

No one liked Bailey, but people hadn’t used to be so obvious about their feelings.

Bailey cleared his throat and turned to Marilyn again. ‘Any sign of a weapon?’

‘Didn’t say, sir.’

Bailey gazed around the room, looking from face to face. Then he made up his mind. ‘Breen, by rights I think this one’s yours.’

‘Me, sir? You already put me on the arson one, sir.’

Bailey sniffed. ‘I’m aware of that. However, as you might have noticed we’re a little short-staffed today. Nothing wrong with you taking on another case, is there, Sergeant?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Specially as you’re the reason we’re short,’ muttered Jones.

‘I’m sure you’re keen to show you’re up to it, aren’t you, Paddy?’ said the inspector.

‘Yes, sir,’ he said.

Bailey pursed his lips for a second as if deep in thought. Eventually he said, ‘Jones? You’ll assist on the murder squad.’

‘Assist Breen, sir?’

‘Yes. Assist.’

Jones glowered at Bailey. ‘Yes, sir. If you say so.’

‘Good.’ And turned back to his office and his African violets and closed the door behind him.

They stood there for a second, saying nothing, until Marilyn said to Jones, ‘You know what he’s trying to do, don’t you? Stop you acting like a total spacker about what happened to Prosser.’

‘Thanks for making that perfectly clear, Marilyn,’ said Jones. ‘Only it ain’t going to work.’

‘I know,’ said Marilyn. ‘You’re still going to be a spacker either way.’

Breen began looking through the drawers of his desk for a fresh notebook. There was a prescription for some painkillers for his father and a pile of raffle tickets from the D Division Christmas Ball 1967, but no notebook.

Jones, nylon blazer and brown slacks, dark hair Brylcreemed down below his collar, came up and stood close to him and said quietly, ‘I said I’d go and do an errand for Prosser. On account of him being in hospital. ’Cause he got stabbed. I’ll be along this afternoon, if you can handle it until then, that is.’

‘Fine by me,’ said Breen. ‘Anyone got a spare notebook?’


THREE

Two local constables from the St John’s Wood station stood at the entrance to the alleyway into the back of the flats. They were still waiting for the tarp to cover the victim with.

‘A kid found her,’ volunteered one of the constables. ‘The body was covered up by a mattress. All sorts of people must have walked past her from the back of Cora Mansions this morning, but he spotted her on account of his height. Being short, you see?’

At the beginning of an investigation, local constables were especially keen.

‘So she could have been there a while, I reckon.’

‘Thanks.’

The body was out of sight beyond the line of sheds. Breen noticed a man setting up a camera on a tripod.

‘Anybody know who she is?’

‘No, sir. Unidentified so far.’

‘Anybody gone round the houses yet?’

The policeman, a pale-looking youngster, raised an eyebrow. ‘We was waiting for you, sir.’

Breen stepped back. On the fire escape at the back of Cora Mansions, a woman in a pale housecoat stood leaning over the metal banister looking down at the group of men working around the body. ‘You going to take a look, sir?’

A ginger cat sat on the roof of one of the sheds, glaring at the activity. The police camera’s flash went off.

The cameraman was lowering his tripod to alter the angle of his shot. The police doctor looked up from his kitbag. ‘Bugger me,’ he said. ‘Paddy Breen. Heard you were last seen running away from the scene of the crime. What are you doing here?’

‘Good to see you too, Dr Wellington,’ said Breen.

‘If I die,’ said Wellington, ‘please don’t let me be found with my naked behind sticking up to the sky. What a way to go.’ Early forties. Balding. Hair swept over the top. Rakish sideburns and a cravat.

They had moved the mattress off the body and stood it against the brick wall next to her. The woman – not much more than a girl really – lay awkwardly, head jammed down on the earth, legs above her, tangled in a rusted bicycle frame. Absurd in her nakedness. Drizzle trickled unevenly from her upturned bottom down her pale, dead back. A small drip of blood had dried at the upturned corner of her mouth. Her pale blue eyes were wide and glassy.

Breen looked away. ‘Excuse me,’ he said.

He managed to walk four paces before he was sick into a patch of straggly nettles a little further down the alleyway. There had not been much in his stomach besides coffee. When he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his mouth, he felt his hand shaking.

‘You all right, sir?’ said a constable.

Breen looked away. His nostrils, throat and mouth stung. His stomach churned. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’

‘Christ,’ said Wellington.

‘I think it’s just a bug …’

He bent over and vomited again. He spat a long dribble of saliva onto the grass next to his small, pink pile of sick.

‘I think that’s what the college boys call contaminating the site, Breen,’ called Wellington, rummaging in his equipment bag and eventually pulling out first a thermometer and then a small jar of Vaseline.

‘Do you want a cough drop, sir?’ said the local copper.

Still leaning over the patch of weeds he answered, ‘No, I’ll be fine,’ spitting onto the grass again to try to clear the stinging taste from his mouth.

He straightened himself up, stomach aching from the convulsions. ‘Was she killed here, or dumped?’ he asked Wellington. His voice was quiet, not much more than a whisper.

‘Dumped,’ said the doctor.

‘Yes?’

‘Well, I don’t think she bloody walked here looking like that. Looks like she was lying on her side for an hour or so after she was killed. Come here. Only don’t go chucking up on the evidence, Breen.’

Breen took a deep breath, stood up straight and approached the corpse again. ‘Look here,’ said Wellington, leaning over the woman. ‘Blood pooling in the tissue of her left-hand side.’ He pointed to a blueness in the skin on her pale thigh. ‘A prettier corpse than the last pile of bones you brought me,’ he said.

Still leaning, he reached out and, holding it between finger and thumb, inserted the thermometer into the dead girl’s anus. ‘Convenient, at least,’ said Wellington, twisting the glass rod a few times to push it in further. ‘This won’t hurt a bit,’ he muttered.

Breen quelled the spasm in his throat.

‘Charming,’ muttered one of the coppers.

Satisfied that it was in far enough, Wellington stood and looked at his watch. ‘You don’t look well, Breen,’ he said. ‘You want me to take your temperature too? When she’s finished with it?’

‘I’m fine, thank you, Dr Wellington. Thank you for asking.’

‘How was she killed?’

‘I’ll go a tenner on asphyxiation. No other signs of injury so far.’

‘Strangled, like?’ said a constable.

Wellington glanced at the young man, irritated. He was not an investigating officer and had no right butting in. ‘Possibly,’ he said. ‘Faint petechiae on the face. Blood spots. Her head appears to be congested with blood.’

The rain was starting to come down harder now, forming puddles in the dirty earth. Water dripped off the dead girl’s white fingers. Wellington carried on counting the seconds on his watch.

For constables who spent most of their time on the beat, a murder was a treat. They crowded round, eager, notebooks at the ready. Breen started by dividing them into two groups. The first were to start with a fingertip search of the whole back alley, working out onto the road and then spreading out from there.

‘What are we looking for?’ said one.

Breen paused. He felt another lurch in his stomach.

‘Anything,’ he said.

The policemen looked at each other, puzzled. Breen pulled out his handkerchief again and held it to his mouth. He turned his back to them and stared hard at the ground as the world around seemed to dip and weave.

A voice behind him. ‘Sir?’

‘Give me a minute,’ he muttered.

He could hear the buzz of conversation growing behind him. Someone laughed.

‘Clothes,’ he said. The murmuring stopped. He took another breath of air. ‘Clothes. Dress. Blouse. Bra. Knickers.’ He paused, rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand, then continued. ‘She’s naked, isn’t she? Where are her clothes? Handbag. Coat. Purse. Think of anything a girl carries around. Lipstick. Powder. Women’s things. You –’ he pointed to a ruddy-faced copper who looked a little older than the rest. ‘You’re in charge of checking out these flats’ bins, OK?’

A groan.

‘Shrubbery. Front gardens. Knock on doors and ask to look in back gardens. Any railways or canals round here?’

‘There’s the underground up there.’

‘Good. How far?’

‘’Bout a quarter-mile.’

‘You. Call up the Transport Police. Give them my name. Say we want to search the banks, especially around road bridges. You two do the canal.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You …’ Breen pointed to one of the constables.

‘Me, sir?’ He’d picked the tallest, a lanky lad with thick eyebrows.

‘You take a note of the locations where they have searched and write down exactly where anything is found.’

‘Right, sir,’ the lad said, pleased to have been picked.

‘Can’t I do that?’ said the one who’d been given the bins. ‘Only I got a bad back.’

‘You stick to the bins. You’ll be fine. Anybody finds anything, report it back to … What’s your name?’ The copper mumbled his name. ‘Towels. Sacks. Blankets. Sheets. Anything she might have been wrapped in before she was dumped. Or just anything that you think shouldn’t be there …’ he tailed off.

Still they stood there, waiting for more instructions.

‘Right then. Start by that wall,’ he said. ‘In a line. Move towards the street. And then … spread out.’

Finally they shuffled off, happier now he’d told them what to do. He turned to the second group. ‘Door-to-door,’ he said.

This time they huffed like kids who had been picked for the fat boy’s team. Like all beat policemen, they abhorred knocking on doors, talking politely to members of the public. He gave them four questions. Did anybody have any idea who the dead girl might be? How long had that rubbish been piled by the sheds? Had anyone heard anything suspicious last night? Had anybody seen or noticed anyone different around the flats in the last few weeks? There were almost certainly better questions, but he couldn’t think of any, right now. He told the constables to start with the ground floor flats and work up. After that they could begin to move on up the road.

When they had set off to do what he had asked, he went to sit in the police car and lit a cigarette. Breen smoked five cigarettes a day. No more. He liked using them to divide up the day, plus it made a packet of No. 6’s last four days. Today he was already on his second. He sat behind the driving wheel, leaning forward to lay his head on the cool plastic. The sight of a dead body had never affected him like this before. He was not well.

After a minute he sat back and pulled out the clean notebook and the pencil. He sat for a while, holding the pencil in one hand and the cigarette in the other.

A few minutes after Wellington had left, an ambulance arrived, bell ringing, to take the body away. It parked in the middle of the street. The flash of its blue lights shone off the last damp leaves on the lime trees. As always, a small crowd had gathered to watch the goings-on. A young man dressed in football kit, and a woman with a headscarf and shopping trolley. A pair of young girls joined them to watch the gurney pass, rattling on the uneven ground. Dressed in big woollen coats and loud scarves the girls clutched each other by the arms as the dead girl passed them, covered by a black sheet. Craning her neck to see past them, a nanny dressed in a dark uniform stood smoking a cigarette just a few yards back from the rest of them. They seemed to be there just to feast on the sadness of the scene. Jones had arrived. He was picking through the debris, where the body had lain.

After a while, Breen started to feel cold, so he switched on the Cortina’s engine. The hum of the engine was reassuring.

A knocking on the driver-side window. It was one of the constables. ‘Are you all right, sir?’

He wound it down.

‘I said are you OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Breen. He wiped his eyes with the cuff of his jacket. ‘I just needed a couple of minutes to think.’

‘Yes, sir. Only, there’s a woman on the second floor. I think you should speak to her.’

He squinted up at her, leaning down towards the car’s open window. ‘Did she hear something?’

‘She was the woman who called it in, sir. And she says new people moved in round here.’

‘And?’

‘And I think you should speak to her, sir.’

He turned off the car’s motor. ‘Do you have a mint or something?’

‘No, sir. Sorry.’

Breen shook himself, then adjusted the rear-view mirror to look at himself. He got out of the car to follow the copper.

The second-floor flats had their own walkway that ran along the front of the building. Faces peered out from behind doors as they passed. Breen had never minded it before. To be a policeman is to be watched. You were like a car crash. People stopped to gape.

The constable stopped in front of a green-painted door with a knocker in the shape of a pixie and a doorbell to one side. He rang the bell. A woman opened the door a crack. ‘This is Detective Sergeant Breen,’ said the copper.

Breen stepped forward. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs … Miss … ?’

‘Shankley,’ said the policeman reading from his notebook.

‘Miss,’ said Miss Shankley, unchaining the door and standing back to let them in. Breen recognised her now. She was the woman in the housecoat who had watched them from the fire escape. She led them down a short corridor into a living room cluttered with china ornaments. Cheap plaster heads of leering Moors, one-eyed pirates, swarthy fishermen and swashbuckling highwaymen stared down from the walls. Shiny porcelain animals stood on every available surface.

Breen walked over to the window. The net curtains were drawn back. A family of white china cats sat on the sill.

‘We’ve never had anything like this happen round here. Would you like a cigarette?’ Breen shook his head and the constable did the same. ‘I have filter tips if you’d prefer? No?’ Picking up a packet of Woodbines from the mantelpiece above the gas fire, the woman sat herself in an armchair opposite the television. On top, a pair of toby jugs stared at each other.

‘Any idea who she is?’ asked Breen. He looked back out of the window. The small crowd was still there, peering round the sheds at the policemen as they picked through the rubbish on which the girl’s body had lain.

‘I heard,’ the woman leaned forward, flicking a lighter, ‘that she was a prostitute.’ She wore thick foundation that ended abruptly at the side of her face and at the line of her chin.

‘You heard?’

‘It’s talk. In the building.’ She smoothed down her housecoat over her knees.

‘Who was doing the talking, Miss Shankley?’ Breen looked down at her.

The woman pouted. ‘I just heard it on the stairs. It’s amazing what you pick up.’

Breen looked down at his shoes. He wished she would ask them both to sit down, but she just sat there puffing on her cigarette. He had barely slept last night. He said, ‘Anything we know that could identify her is extremely important. Who did you hear it from?’

She sniffed, then said, ‘If you must know, it was Mr Rider.’

The constable looked at his notebook. ‘Flat number 31,’ he said. ‘Floor above.’

‘That’s right. Are you going to mention that to him? Only, I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell him it was me as said so, you understand. I don’t want to cast any aspersions. This is a nice block.’ Miss Shankley tipped the ash of her cigarette into a large ashtray. ‘How was she killed?’

‘We can’t say yet.’

‘Was she interfered with?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘There was a woman abducted in a van on Abbey Road a few years ago. It turned out to be a young man who was a bit soft in the head who worked in the bakery. I don’t think he lives around here now, though.’

The woman sighed. The sound of a telephone ringing in the flat next door travelled through the walls.

‘This has been a terrible experience. It’s really shocking for everybody who lives here, you know.’

‘What were you doing when you found the body?’

‘Not me, no. I didn’t find the body. It was the girl.’

Breen frowned. He looked over at the constable. ‘The body was first spotted by a young woman who was walking with a child,’ he said.

‘She was screaming her head off. I came out to see what all the fuss was about,’ said Miss Shankley. ‘She was standing down there bawling her eyes out with these two poor little children.’

‘Who is this girl?’

The constable shrugged. ‘Miss Shankley said she was wearing a dark uniform. Possibly a nurse or a nanny.’

‘She ran off,’ said Miss Shankley.

Breen remembered the girl he had seen before, watching the body being removed. He went to the window and looked down but the girl was nowhere to be seen. ‘Have you passed her description to the other constables?’

‘Not yet, no, sir.’

‘The constable here said you had something to tell me.’

‘Well, yes, but I’m not sure it’s important,’ said Miss Shankley with a prim smile.

‘It might be,’ said the copper.

‘Yes, of course. It might be. Who am I to say? You are the professionals, after all.’

Breen rubbed his head. ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ he asked.

‘I’m sorry. Rude of me,’ she said. The sofa had plastic covers that squeaked as he lowered himself onto them.

‘I feel so dreadful for the girl,’ Miss Shankley said. ‘Even if she was, you know … I mean, being found naked too. So degrading. It was never like this when I moved in. It was lovely, this block. We used to have street parties down there.’

‘My colleague said you …’

‘You told me you had noticed some new people move into the building.’

‘Not this building, thank heavens,’ she said. ‘No, no. The house behind.’ She stood and pointed out of the window.

Breen stood again, slowly, took a couple of paces to the window and looked out to where she was pointing. Behind the lock-ups, behind where the dead girl had been found and the wall against which the rubbish was stacked, was a white Victorian house, half hidden by a large lime tree that stood between the new flats and the older building. Paint was peeling from the wall closest to them and a leaky overflow pipe had left a green stain down the white wall.

Miss Shankley stubbed out her cigarette, smoothed her housecoat, then stood up. She picked up the ashtray and disappeared to the kitchen to empty it.

‘When did they move in?’ called Breen.

‘Two weeks ago. Two and a half now. On the Wednesday.’

‘You’re very precise about that.’

‘You notice things,’ she said, re-entering the living room with the ashtray wiped clean.

‘Like what?’

‘Well, you notice things that are unusual, don’t you?’

‘Not everyone does,’ said the copper.

‘I suppose not,’ said Miss Shankley, smiling as she smoothed down her housecoat.

‘Unusual?’ asked Breen.

She lowered her voice. ‘They’re dark,’ she said, as if they might hear if she spoke too loud.

‘Dark?’

‘Black. You know. Africans,’ she said, as if he hadn’t understood.

‘I see,’ said Breen. He sat back down on the sofa. ‘Africans?’

‘Well, they told me they were from Africa,’ said Miss Shankley.

‘Oh.’ He sat back on the sofa. On the walls were three mallards, all different sizes, flying up in a diagonal line. He closed his eyes and rubbed each side of his nose with the finger and thumb of his left hand, then looked at his watch. It was past one o’clock. Lunchtimes in the pub were routine. He would not mind missing that today.

‘Is that all you want to know?’ asked the woman, disappointed at his silence.

‘I’m just wondering why they told you they were African,’ he said.

‘Well, you see, at first I thought they were Jamaican. We had a Jamaican family move in last year. There was a lot of fuss about that. They didn’t stay. Perhaps they didn’t like it here. Well, it’s not their sort of place, is it? We were very relieved when they moved. I’m sure they were too.’

Breen put his hands in his mac pockets. ‘So … you told your new neighbours to go back to Jamaica and they told you they were Africans?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ said Miss Shankley, lifting her chin a little higher.

‘Nothing. I think that’s all for now,’ he said, standing.

‘It was just a neighbourly conversation, that’s all,’ said Miss Shankley.

‘But they’re new in the area and you think that they’ve got something to do with the dead girl?’

‘I didn’t say anything of the kind, officer,’ she said, mouth hard and small. ‘I just thought you should know that there were people who were not from round here who had recently moved in.’

‘And we’re grateful for you being so observant,’ the constable butted in.

The woman sat on her plastic-covered armchair, pouting.

‘Did the constable here ask if you heard anything out of the ordinary last night?’ said Breen, pausing in the hallway.

‘I asked her all your questions, sir. She says the rubbish has been like that for weeks. And she sleeps with earplugs in.’

‘I have nothing against Africans,’ said Miss Shankley. ‘But they have the whole of Africa to live in.’

‘Just one more question. What time do you get up in the morning?’

‘Around six. I listen to the radio.’

‘Do you remember if you looked out of the window?’

‘Probably.’

‘There’s a mattress down there. It’s orange.’

Breen pointed out of the window. Miss Shankley got up and stood beside him. The mattress was still leaning against the wall where the police had propped it when they uncovered the woman’s body. ‘Do you remember seeing where that was when you got up this morning?’

‘Why would I notice a thing like that? You know,’ said Miss Shankley, ‘I saw you being sick in the bushes down there, Sergeant. I noticed that, clearly enough. I’d have thought you’d have got used to it by now.’ Then to the copper, ‘Is he all right? He’s still looking a bit peaky if you ask me.’

‘I think we’re done, Constable,’ said Breen.

‘I’m a woman on my own. I find all this very disturbing.’ She led them to the front door and as she held it open for them she said to the other policeman, ‘Rivers of blood, you know.’

‘What?’ said the copper.

‘Immigrants,’ said the woman. ‘What Mr Powell said. They don’t have any place here. You wait. What if there were as many niggers in the country as bloody Irish? They let a thousand Pakis in the other day. Think about it. It’s going to be trouble. You’ll see.’

On the walkway outside, the copper said, ‘Mind you, I think she’s got a point. We all do.’

‘What?’ said Breen.

‘You know. All the coons coming over. People don’t like it. Not just Enoch Powell. They’re taking our jobs. And they’re bringing crime with them. They’re taking over all the knocking shops too. And selling drugs.’

He strode on ahead down the walkway, then stopped and turned, waiting for Breen to catch up.

‘My father was an immigrant,’ said Breen.

‘Yeah, but he definitely wasn’t a coon, sir.’

Breen started up the stairs to speak to Mr Rider at number 31, the man who had told Miss Shankley that the dead girl was a prostitute, but there was no answer. The neighbour’s front door opened and an old woman peered out and said, ‘He’s not in.’

‘We going to knock on the darkie’s door now?’ said the constable.

When they went to try the door of the white house behind the sheds, no one was in there either.

‘We could break in?’ suggested the copper.

‘We could,’ said Breen. ‘If this was Z-Cars.’

‘Just an idea.’

Breen squatted down and pushed back the black painted letter flap to peer into the house but there was a letter box on the other side, blocking the view.

Back inside the police car, Breen wound down the passenger window and watched the policemen, standing awkwardly in doorways as they talked to the residents, slowly working their way down the street.


FOUR

West London was full of colour. Each year the colours got louder. Girls in green leather miniskirts, boys in paisley shirts and white loafers. New boutiques selling orange plastic chairs from Denmark. Brash billboards with sexy girls in blue bikinis fighting the inch war. A glimpse of a front room in a Georgian house where patterned wallpaper had been overpainted in yellow and a huge red paper lampshade hung from the ceiling. Pale blue Triumphs and bright red Minis parked in the streets.

Around Clerkenwell the colour faded. The old monochromes of post-war London returned. Still flat-capped and grey, East London continued about its business.

The bus back to Stoke Newington was crowded and fractious. He stood downstairs, hanging onto the strap until the bus emptied out at Angel. For the rest of the journey he sat next to a young woman who was crammed into a seat surrounded by shopping bags full of new clothes. She was pretty in a Bardot-ish way. He found himself looking at her reflection in the glass of the bus window. On the other side of the glass, the orange street lights were bleary in the wetness.

He lived in a cul-de-sac behind the police station where he had worked before he took the job with D Division. Basement flat.

There had been no chance yet to put away his father’s things. A carton of bandages still sat on the dresser and his walking frame was still by the door. On the telephone table a pile of the notes he had left for the women he had paid to look after his father while he was at work. The nurse’s folded zed bed, tucked into the corner of the room. A tangle of wires from a single socket powered the radiogram, two standard lamps, the electric clock and the television.

His father had stayed here for the last six years of his life but had never liked it. He had lived on his own in Fulham until the day he had forgotten about a pan of sausages and set fire to the kitchen of his flat. Breen had had to move out of the police section house on Mare Street to rent this place. It had a spare bedroom that his father could use until he was well enough to move back on his own. That had never happened.

It seemed too early to start moving his father’s belongings. They still cluttered the flat: his photographs and books, his records by Italian tenors, his poetry and his novels and his collection of walking sticks, even the leather armchair Breen was sitting in now.

Normally Breen enjoyed cooking for himself. From the age of ten or eleven he had taken over cooking the meals for himself and his father. Tonight, though, he just heated a can of beans. He went to cut a slice of bread to go with it, but the loaf in the bread bin was sprouting grey mould.

He ate the beans on their own in front of Olympic Grandstand. He was watching a girl from the USSR who was doing floor exercises to some thumping piano music – she was beautiful in a scary, Soviet kind of way – when the electricity clicked off. The light on the television shrank to a small line, then a single dot, then disappeared into blackness.

Breen sat there a minute, eyes adjusted to the darkness. The sounds of the street seemed louder now. When his eyes began to make out dull shapes, he stood and felt around for the electric meter by the front door. He usually left a pile of half crowns on top but they were all gone. He dug one out of his pocket, fed it into the slot and turned the handle. The television came back to life, blaring a national anthem he didn’t recognise.

After he’d washed the plate and put it on the rack he smoked his fifth and last cigarette, then dressed in his pyjamas and went to bed, worn thin by the day.

He sat in bed looking through his police notebooks, one for the dead man, the other for the dead girl. He hadn’t even begun to write his report about what had happened to Prosser last night. He fell asleep trying to remember what he had meant when he had written ‘Ask about the doors’.

Four hours later he woke, unable to return to sleep. He switched on the light by the table, and lay awake for a few minutes, then he got up and shaved.

Outside it was dark. He walked down Kingsland High Street, deserted at two in the morning but for the occasional car, pavements silver with rain. The late summer was slipping into winter with little in the way of autumn in between.

He passed shops with their wooden shutters down, barrows chained to trees, piles of rubbish and dogs that growled from behind locked gates. Below the pavement, water trickled noisily through drains.

At Dalston Junction he arrived at Joe’s All Night Bagel Shop. It never closed, serving tea and coffee to lorry drivers delivering at Ridley Road market and to the taxi drivers waiting for the early shift to begin. The front of the cafe was painted bright red. In the window was a handwritten sign that read 7 days without a bagel makes one weak.

Joe, leaning on the counter reading a novel, looked up as he came in. ‘Hello, my friend,’ he said, and spooned coffee into a mug without asking. Joe only served instant. When Breen had told him he should buy one of the machines like the coffee shops in the West End and start serving real coffee, he had said, ‘And maybe get a skiffle band to play for my customers too.’

‘Teacakes are half price,’ said Joe as he filled the mug with hot water from an urn. Breen never ate here, but Joe always offered something.

‘What’s the news?’ asked Breen.

‘My daughter is about to make me a grandfather,’ said Joe. ‘What’s happening with you?’

‘I’m in the shit.’

Joe said, ‘Don’t tell me your problems. I have enough of my own,’ and went back to reading his novel. Breen added a spoonful of sugar to his coffee, stirred, then stood at the counter slowly sipping it. The bell went and a young greaser couple in black leathers came in, ordered egg and chips and sat down on opposite sides of a small table, staring at each other while they waited for Joe to cook their food. The guy had long hair and huge sideburns, like some reincarnated Viking warrior. He stubbed out a cigarette and leaned over and started to kiss the young woman on the mouth. Older men gaped enviously over cooling tea. In all their lives they had never had the chance to be as young as this, to wear leather and to fondle beautiful women so brazenly in public. As if to tease them further, under the table, the man forced his right hand between the black leather of the young woman’s thighs. She slapped it away and broke the kiss, laughing loudly.

The doorbell rang again. This time it was a young man in a tweed cap that looked too small for him, brim pointing upwards. He approached the counter and asked for a cup of tea.

‘Cor, look at them two.’ He nodded at the pair of greasers who were kissing again. ‘I bet she fucks him,’ he said quietly. ‘What you think? I bet she likes it too. I bet she fucks anyone. I’d fuck her.’

Joe said nothing. While he served the tea, the young man said in a quiet voice. ‘Hey, I got something good for you. Do you want to buy any watches? Gold watches going cheap.’

Joe replaced the large teapot on the table and said, ‘What do I need to tell the time for? This bloody place never bloody closes.’ He turned back to the chip basket, lifting it from the hot fat.

The young man blinked a couple of times. It could have been a nervous tic. ‘I thought you Yids liked a bit of tom.’

‘A bit of tom? God save us. Talk English, schmuck. You watch too much television.’

‘Tom. Tomfoolery,’ the guy whispered. ‘You know, jewellery.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake go home,’ said Joe quietly. The chips were still too pale. He dropped them back into the bubbling oil.

Next the young man turned to Breen. When he’d come in, Breen had thought he was only about twenty. Now he looked closer he could see fine lines around his eyes, and veins breaking in the skin. ‘What about you, mate? Nice stuff.’

Joe said, over his shoulder, ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree there, my friend. I told you, if you know what’s best for yourself, get lost.’

The young man was offended. ‘I’m just trying to earn a living like the rest of you,’ he said.

Joe snorted. He cracked first one egg, then a second, onto the hotplate and wiped his brow with his forearm.

‘Shockproof,’ said the man to Breen, picking up his mug of tea. ‘Gold straps. Roman numerals. Guaranteed to five yards underwater.’

Breen put down his coffee and reached inside his jacket pocket. For a second the man’s face lit up, thinking he was about to make a sale, until Breen pulled out his wallet and opened it. ‘Do as he says. Get lost.’

The man slapped his cup back down, spilling brown tea over Joe’s Formica counter, and was gone into the night in half a second.

‘You could have waited till he paid,’ muttered Joe.

‘Keep your hair on,’ said Breen, putting his warrant card back into his jacket pocket. ‘I’ll get it.’

Joe wiped down the surface with a grey dishcloth. ‘Flash that flipping thing around in here any more and I won’t have any customers at all.’ He put two plates onto the counter and tipped the chips onto them, then slid two eggs from the hotplate. ‘Egg and chips twice,’ he called.

The greaser couple broke from their kiss and the man stood to fetch the plates. Breen pulled out his notebook and flicked through the pages he had written. His notes were densely scribbled and unmethodical. It was as if he had forgotten how he used to arrive at a scene and patiently record first the time of day, then the position of the corpse, and so on. Across the bottom of a page he had written ‘River Tiber’. He borrowed a pencil from Joe and turned to a clean page and started sketching what he remembered of the scene behind the flats. He had added diagrams to police notebooks before, but never drawings, even though he had a talent for it. Art had been one of the few subjects he had done well in at school. His father had never been able to hide his disappointment at the mediocrity of his son’s academic results, but the day before the funeral, Breen had discovered a small roll of the drawings he had done at school carefully tied in red ribbon, tucked in a box his father had brought with him to the flat.

He drew the downward curve of her back and the pure roundness of her behind, her arms folded awkwardly. ‘What you drawing?’ said Joe.

Breen closed the notebook rapidly and put it back into his pocket.

It was quiet now. In an hour or so the morning shift would start arriving on their way to work. Joe went to his LP collection and spent a while looking through it, pulling out a record, replacing it, eventually picking out another. There was a record player just to the right of the counter. Joe took the black disc out of its sleeve and laid it on the turntable, then lifted the needle and dropped it carefully.

There was a moment of crackle, then a piano began to play slow descending notes. A cello joined in for a short phrase, then the rest of the string quartet, until they all gave way to the cello exchanging conversational phrases with the piano.

The woman looked up, ‘What in hell’s that?’

‘Leave it,’ said her boyfriend, pausing from his chips.

Joe came out front and sat down on a plastic chair and took out a cigarette and tapped it quietly on the table in front of him, then lit it and smoked as the music played. No one spoke. The only other noise was the clatter of cutlery on plate and the sigh of one of the old insomniacs who gathered at Joe’s in the smaller hours. It was one of those times when the unsatisfactory complexity of the world fades far enough into the distance for the moment to become a thing in itself. Making a shape out of such sadness seemed to offer a safety from it. Breen sat and listened as his coffee cooled. The moment lasted for two or three whole minutes before the bell rang and a bobby on his beat came in, the door’s bell ringing dissonantly against the music.

‘Aye, aye, Joe,’ said the copper. ‘Cup of tea. Two sugars. An’ turn down that old racket, why don’t you?’


FIVE

On Wednesday morning the first post brought a letter from his father’s solicitor. There were no surprises. He knew the contents of his father’s will already. A few shares that were not worth much and around two thousand pounds that had been left over after paying for the nurses to look after him. Enough to give up the police, if he wanted, and live off what was left over for a year or maybe more. Maybe go to Ireland. He had never been. Or maybe buy a car. He had never owned one of those either. He put the letter in a drawer and walked up to Church Street to catch the bus to St John’s Wood.

Mr Rider was in this time.

He was a small, round, middle-aged man who lived alone. He wore a Marylebone Cricket Club tie with a brown cardigan and opened the door with a smoking briar pipe in his hand.

‘And?’ he said.

‘May I ask a couple of questions, sir?’

He eyed Breen up and down and pulled on his pipe. Breen took out his warrant card and showed it to him. The man peered at it. ‘What about?’

‘The murder of a young woman.’

‘Ah. Yes. Of course.’ He opened the door and beckoned Breen in.

Rider’s apartment was spartan: no television in the living room, no pictures on the walls. A complete set of Encyclopaedia Britannica and six volumes of The Second World War by Winston Churchill filled the bookshelf above a desk on which sat a solitary black and white photograph, framed in silver, of a young woman in army uniform.

‘You said the murdered woman was a prostitute. I wonder how you knew.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Mr Rider stood still, blinking at Breen.

Breen repeated what he had said.

Mr Rider opened and shut his mouth, then fiddled in his trouser pocket for a box of matches, before saying, ‘I didn’t.’

‘You didn’t what, Mr Rider?’

The room was thick with the reek of pipe smoke. There were no flowers or ornaments; a man’s room. The kind of absence of a woman’s touch that he recognised from his own childhood. ‘I didn’t know she was a … ah … prostitute.’

‘But apparently you told people that you thought she was.’

‘No I didn’t.’ Pause. ‘I suppose I may have. I was just guessing. Rather silly of me, really, I see now. It sort of shakes you up, when something like this happens.’

‘What made you think she was a prostitute?’

Mr Rider struck a match to relight his briar pipe, sucking on it furiously. ‘I mean, there are prostitutes not far from here. After all, you do notice them.’

‘You notice them?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Do you use their services, Mr Rider?’

The small man blushed and shook his head. ‘No. Certainly not.’

‘I wouldn’t necessarily think the worse of you if you did. I just want to know.’

The man shook his head again. ‘No. No. I don’t.’

‘So you have no particular reason for thinking the dead woman was a prostitute?’

The man said nothing.

‘People like to assume the worst of the dead; that it’s their fault for getting killed,’ said Breen. A strangled girl. A burned-alive man.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Can I ask where you were on Sunday night?’

‘Sunday night?’

‘Yes.’

‘The night the girl was killed?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’d have to think.’ The man reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a small knife and started excavating the bowl of his pipe.

‘Take your time,’ said Breen.

‘I don’t know. Probably went for a walk. Came back here. Had supper. Listened to the wireless. The Light Programme. Same as always.’

‘Nothing more definite than that?’

‘I don’t have particularly definite days,’ said the man with a small, high giggle. ‘I’m retired. A widower. I live alone. I suppose it’s rather odd to a young man like you, but the days just pass.’

‘Try and think.’

‘I’m trying,’ said the man abruptly and with that the knife slipped. The man gave a small squeak and put his left thumb into his mouth. A dribble of blood trickled down his chin.

‘You’ve hurt yourself, Mr Rider.’

‘It’s nothing,’ he said quietly, but to do so meant taking his thumb out of his mouth. Blood spilled down his old skin onto a thin Persian rug.

‘Hold your hand up. It’ll slow the blood,’ said Breen.

Breen went to the bathroom. He found Elastoplast where he would have expected it, in a small cabinet in which Mr Rider also kept his toothbrush, his razor, a tin of Eno Fruit Salts and an old empty bottle of Yardley English Lavender. A women’s perfume.

He returned with the plasters. ‘I can manage perfectly well myself,’ snapped the man as blood splodged onto the white cuff of his shirt.

Outside again, Breen made it to the end of the walkway, then stopped. For a few minutes he sat on the cold stairs writing his notes. When he looked back he found that he had written a list. ‘Pipe. Blood rug. Woman in photo. People think worst of dead. Lonely.’ Two pages that would sound ridiculous if he was ever required to read it out in court.

Breen looked up at the sound of footsteps. A man he recognised as one of the residents, clutching a stiff broom. ‘You going to be there all day?’ he said.

Breen closed his notebook, put it back into his pocket and stood, then watched the man patiently sweeping the stairs, one at a time.

The debris had all been cleared away. A search of the ground had turned up nothing. Now there was just a patch of bare earth next to the sheds.

The local constables were gathering again in the yard. Jones was there too, hands in his suit pockets, chatting to a couple of the uniformed men. Breen arrived at the bottom of the stairs just as a dustbin lorry was reversing slowly down the small opening between the sheds and the building. Somebody had scrawled on the back of the lorry’s dark green paint, Thunderbird 3.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Three guesses,’ called one of the binmen jumping off the back of the lorry. Wearing a large canvas apron and a big pair of leather gloves, he waddled to a pair of steel doors and banged back the bolt. There was a huge iron bin that collected the refuse from half of the flats inside.

‘Leave it,’ Breen said. ‘I don’t want it taking away.’ He called to a nearby constable, ‘What happened to that copper I told to go through the rubbish?’

‘Off sick I heard. Bad back, so he said.’

‘Off sick?’

‘Yep.’

‘Why didn’t anybody tell me?’

‘Dunno.’

The binman stood with a chain, ready to latch it onto the big bin.

Breen ran over. ‘Leave it alone. Come back another time.’

‘No skin off mine.’

‘What’s going on?’ Miss Shankley was leaning over the railings above.

‘Sergeant Breen is arresting your dustbins,’ said Jones.

The binman banged on the side of the lorry. ‘Ride ’em out, cowboy,’ he shouted. ‘Police orders.’

‘We need to examine the contents,’ Breen said.

‘Now the buggers won’t be back for another week. It’ll stink the place up,’ Miss Shankley called down.

Breen walked across the yard and pulled off the ladder that hung on hooks against the wall.

‘Careful with that,’ Miss Shankley shouted.

Leaning the ladder against the side of the bin, he said to the young freckle-faced constable who was still standing nearby, ‘In you go.’

‘Me, sir?’

‘Yes.’

‘Inside that?’

‘See what you can find.’

Jones said, ‘’K that for a lark. She was dumped, Wellington said. Chances are, you get your uniform all mucky for squat, mate. We’re not going to find anything round here anyway.’

‘We need to check the bins,’ said Breen, ignoring him. ‘Up,’ he ordered.

‘It reeks, sir.’

The other coppers jeered. ‘Go on, Pigpen.’

‘So. What are we going to do then, sir?’ one of the local constables asked Breen.

‘Keep on with the door-to-door.’

A half-dozen local officers were milling around, fecklessly waiting. Breen had asked for more but this was all he had been sent today. The assumption that the girl was going to turn out to be a dead prostitute was already having its effect. The force would not waste resources.

‘Move, then,’ ordered Breen.

A couple of them groaned. The novelty of an escape from the drudgery of the beat had already worn off. The officers were a mixture of the young and inexperienced and older coppers who didn’t like any officer telling them the way to do things.

Breen asked them to gather round. A circle of men surrounded him. ‘We’ll do this street, then move on to Abbey Road. OK? Take a house each and work your way down. Be imaginative. Try and find out if anyone—’

‘Sir?’ interrupted one.

‘Yes?’

‘We already done this street yesterday.’

‘Yes, I know,’ answered Breen. ‘And?’

‘And like I said, we already done that.’

‘We questioned the occupants in daylight, just after the murder,’ he said. ‘Half the people would have been at work. They’ll have been home now and had a chance to talk about it some more. Now we need to do it all over again to find out what they’re saying today. We haven’t even found the nanny who first found the body yet. Ask around. See if anyone knows where she lives. Keep going over and over until we find something.’

‘Two to one she’s not even from round here,’ muttered Jones.

There was grumbling from the younger ones at the back. Breen ignored it. ‘Find out what they’re saying. Find out … what they think about it all.’

‘What they think about it?’ said one of the older coppers incredulously.

There were a couple of sniggers. They preferred it when they had a list of questions they could go through one by one.

‘Yes. What they think about it all. About the murder. About who she might have been.’

‘You’re the boss.’

The policemen drifted off back down the street away from them.

‘Short odds she’s a judy like that guy upstairs says,’ Jones said to Breen. ‘If this was Prosser’s case he’d have already checked the streetwalkers.’

‘Then why don’t you ask Carmichael who the prostitutes are round here? He’s on Vice. He might have heard something.’

‘You’re the one who’s all matey with Carmichael,’ Jones said. ‘Why don’t you?’

Breen only half heard him. He was standing by the line of lockups, close to where the body was found and looking around him. He pulled an A–Z from the pocket of his coat and flicked through the pages until he found the one Cora Mansions was on. He looked from the page up at the streets around him. The alleyway at the back of the flats was narrow, too narrow for a car. If somebody had brought the victim in off the street they must have carried her. Strange place to choose to hide a body.

‘I do hope you’re not feeling poorly again, Sergeant.’ He looked up. Miss Shankley, housecoat flapping in the gentle breeze, was on the rear fire escape again.

‘Fine, thank you, Miss Shankley.’

‘Glad to hear it. No collywobbles today, then?’

‘Miss Shankley,’ he called up to her. ‘Is one of these sheds yours?’

‘Third from the left.’

He went to the door and examined it. ‘It has a new padlock.’

‘Should bloody hope so.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Wait a mo.’ She turned, then disappeared inside her flat. Two minutes later she had descended the front stairs and was standing next to him, tiptoeing around the muddy puddles in her fur-lined house slippers.

‘They’ve all got new locks,’ said Breen. All had been fitted with new brass hasps too. Ask about the doors.

‘They were all broken into, weren’t they?’ said Miss Shankley as she arrived at his side.

‘Were they?’

‘Three, four weeks ago. We had your lot round about it. Surprised you didn’t know that. It was a bloody nuisance. Took the caretaker that long to get round to fixing it. I’m really not sure why we pay a service charge at all. He drinks, you know. Thinks we don’t notice.’

Looking closer, under a new coat of paint, Breen could see the marks in the wood where each door had been prised open. He ran his fingers over splintered wood that had been covered with filler and sanded down. ‘So somebody came along and busted all these doors?’

‘You can see why we don’t like strangers round here,’ said Miss Shankley, nodding her head in the direction of the white house behind. ‘Things go missing.’

‘Oh yes. Your new neighbours. The ones that arrived, I think you said, two and a half weeks ago. That’s a week after your doors were busted in.’

‘I never actually said it was them, did I? You’re deliberately misconstruing me.’

The sheds were small. The doors all opened outwards.

‘I mean, it’s not people like us who go around entering and breaking,’ said Miss Shankley.

‘Did you lose much stuff in the break-in?’

‘No. Don’t keep nothing valuable in there. Paint pots. Household items that needed mending. That sort of thing.’ Breen remembered all the fearsome china ornaments in her flat and imagined a space crowded with limbless tigers and headless pirates.

‘Is that all?’ said Miss Shankley.

He held up the A–Z and pointed at the space to the north of the flats.

‘What’s this building here?’ he asked, pointing to the map. Taking his eyes off it, he looked down past the lock-ups to the wall that separated the flats. You could see a roofline of what looked like a workshop of some kind rising above the brick wall.

‘That’s that recording studio.’

Breen looked blank.

‘EMI. The Beatles. You know.’

Breen frowned.

‘Bloody nuisance,’ said Miss Shankley, turning away.

‘Tell me one thing,’ Breen asked her. ‘What day were the locks fixed?’

‘Last Friday, would you believe.’ Breen did the calculation. The killing would have taken place two days later.

‘How did you keep the shed safe before the caretaker fixed the locks?’

‘Weren’t any point really, was there? Nothing left in there worth having.’

‘So your door was easy to open – until three or four days ago?’

‘Wide to the world. Some people complained about them banging in the wind. Can’t say I heard them, but it weren’t my fault, was it?’ She turned and waddled away back into the courtyard.

‘Which people?’ called Breen.

‘Them people.’ She thumbed her nose at the white Georgian building behind the sheds.

He walked up Garden Road and turned left onto Abbey Road. Twenty yards from the junction, a young girl of eight or nine in khaki shorts stood crying under an elm tree.

Other trees had lost their leaves in the rain of the last few days, but this one stood greenly straight, alone on the pavement. Breen walked past, then stopped and turned. The girl was still snivelling, eyes red.

‘What’s the matter?’ Breen called back at her.

‘My cat’s stuck up the tree,’ said the girl.

Breen looked up. ‘I can’t see it.’

‘She’s right at the top. Been there for hours.’

‘She’s just enjoying the view.’

‘No she ain’t.’

‘She’ll come down in a bit,’ said Breen.

‘No she won’t.’ The girl wiped her nose on the sleeve of her jumper.

‘She will. You’ll see.’

‘No she won’t.’

Breen walked on. By the next corner he stopped and looked back. She was still there, looking up at the tree, wetness shining on her face.

There was a low white wall behind which cars were parked. From a distance, it looked as if the paint was old and peeling. When he walked closer he saw that in fact the paint was relatively new, but hundreds of words were scratched into the surface. He peered to make them out. ‘Mo’. ‘Susan 4 George’. ‘I luv you John Mary B’.

He squatted down to read more. ‘Nina 4 Beatles’. ‘John xxx Lisa’. ‘Mary and Beth woz here 10/9/68’. ‘USA loves you’. ‘Wenna+Izzie always All we need is [image: ]’. ‘Pippi and Carolyn 1968’. ‘I shagged a Beatle’ – ‘LIAR’ – ‘NOT TRUE’. Painstakingly carved: ‘Those who make revolutions halfway dig their own graves’. ‘Hands off!!! I sor them 1st’. ‘Paul call me! V. important!! Greenwich 4328’. ‘Bob Dylan’ – ‘cant sing’. ‘Kirby Hill girls love u’. ‘I was alone I took a ride’. ‘Kiwis are No 1 Beatles Fans’. ‘YOU SAVED MY LIFE’. ‘Jill = Scruffs’. ‘Apple rules’. ‘Leprosy I’m not half the man I used to be Since I became an amputee’ – ‘THAT IS SICK’ – ‘How DARE you?’. ‘I am the walrus’ – ‘no i am’. ‘WE LOVE CYNTHIA’ … About thirty-five feet of wall, covered in these messages.

He walked round into the small car park. There were more words on the other side too.

‘We paint over it every few months,’ said a voice. Breen looked up.

The front of the recording studio was a large Georgian house, set back from the road. Standing on the steps leading up to the front door was a man in a brown caretaker’s coat, holding a clipboard. There was a pile of musical instruments at the bottom of the stairs: cellos and double basses.

‘Don’t know why we bother. It’s like that again in a few weeks.’ He leaned forward and checked the labels on the instrument cases, then made some marks on his clipboard.

‘Mostly girls?’ said Breen.

‘Ninety-five per cent.’

‘How do they know when the Beatles are here?’

The man shrugged. ‘Sometimes they’re how we know when the Beatles are due. When they start arriving we know that means the Beatles will be in today.’

Breen wandered up to him and showed his warrant card.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘If I showed you a photo, would you be able to tell me if it was one of the girls?’ he said.

‘Don’t bother. Another copper showed us it already. The dead girl.’

‘You didn’t recognise it?’

‘No. There’s so many of them. We don’t pay them any mind, really. They’re OK. Don’t do any harm.’

The man picked up a pair of cello cases and walked them up the stairs.

‘Is there anyone else I should ask?’

‘Almost certainly,’ he said, returning to pick up a double bass. ‘But I don’t know who that would be. Best thing you could do is come back when the Beatles are here. Then you’ll see them all, all the girls.’

‘When’s that going to be?’

‘No idea. Sorry.’

‘What is it they all want?’ asked Breen.

‘Who? The girls?’

‘Yes.’

‘They just want to be close to them.’ He walked the instrument up the stairs through the front door and returned again.

‘Do you want a hand?’

‘You’re not allowed to touch the instruments. Union regulations.’

The man paused and took a tobacco tin out of his pocket. ‘It’s like they think if they can only get to them, everything will make sense. People think they must have the answer to everything. It would drive me mad. Wouldn’t it you?’

‘Yes, it would.’

‘They try and break in sometimes. We’ve had one or two who made it past the doors.’

‘What happens then?’

‘Nothing really. They just stand there. They don’t know what to do when they’re actually in front of them.’ He licked his cigarette paper and spun the cigarette between his fingers, then went inside the building.

Breen left him and walked further up Abbey Road. It was a genteel street of mansion houses and dull apartment blocks with few people on the pavements outside them. A butcher, blood on his apron, came out of a corner shop and started yanking down the shutters of his shop. Breen checked his watch. It was Wednesday, half-day closing. The place would be dead soon. He lit today’s second cigarette as he passed Hall Road and carried on until he reached Langford Place, then stopped for a minute, finishing the smoke before turning back.

The girl was still there, weeping beneath the elm tree. Breen walked past her a second time, then stopped. He turned round yet again and walked back.

‘Does your mother know you’re here?’ said Breen.

The girl shook her head.

‘Wouldn’t she be worried?’

The girl shook her head again.

‘It must be a very special cat.’

This time the girl nodded.

Breen returned to the alley behind the flats where the dead girl had been found. The ladder was still leaning against the large bin. ‘You in there?’ he called, but the policeman who was supposed to be going through the contents inside the bin had vanished. The wooden extension ladder was heavier than he expected it to be, but he found a way to balance it on his shoulder.

‘You. Where you taking that now?’

Miss Shankley was leaning over her rear balcony.

‘I’m just borrowing it for a few minutes, that’s all,’ he called back.

‘Mind you do. That’s private property.’

By the time he reached the tree, the weight of the ladder was digging hard into the top of his shoulder. He dropped the ladder down onto the pavement and looked up at the elm. The lower branches started at around ten feet up; they were dense. It was hard to see a place on which he could balance the top.

‘What are you doing?’ asked the girl.

‘What does it look like I’m doing?’

‘Keep your hair on. Just asking.’

Breen jammed the ladder up into the branches. Halfway up, one side of the ladder slipped off the small branch that had been holding it. Breen gripped tight as the ladder twisted. ‘Hold the ladder steady,’ he ordered the girl.

She didn’t move.

‘If you don’t hold the bottom of the ladder, I can’t go up it to try to find your cat.’

The girl put one hand on the ladder.

‘Both hands. Don’t let it move. OK?’

The girl looked up at Breen and nodded.

A couple more rungs and Breen was in among the thick branches. They looked impossibly dense. He took a few seconds to choose a limb that seemed to offer a little more space than its neighbours, then cautiously wrapped his hand around it. The wood felt hard and cold next to his skin. Pulling himself up on it, he found a foothold for his right foot on the crook of a branch.

‘Are you sure this cat of yours is up here?’

‘Yes. He is.’

He looked up again. Leaving the safety of the ladder, he squeezed his left foot next to his right. Now he was in the tree, past the limbless trunk.

He paused again, considering his next step. He found himself smiling. He hadn’t smiled in weeks, it felt like.

The bark of the tree was creviced but his fingers were too big to fit between the cracks. He would have to rely on branches. He chose one above his head. Feeling bolder now, he looked for another to take the weight of his left foot. Raising his body upwards, his right shoe slipped suddenly from the branch, sending the weight of his body sideways, cracking into the trunk.

‘Ow,’ he said quietly to himself.

He had been careless. He would have to keep his feet directly on top of each branch. Leather soles had no grip.

He waited until he had caught his breath, then looked up again. ‘I can’t see him.’

‘He’s right at the top.’

Again, he placed his left foot back on the same branch, more firmly this time. Hauling himself up with his arms, he was able to raise his body higher now into the leafless branches at the centre of the tree. His body was twisted now, top half facing one way, legs the other, but there was something satisfying about having reached this place, above the traffic, away from the street. He must have climbed trees when he was a child. But when? He couldn’t remember.

‘What’s he doing up there?’ A voice from below.

‘Rescuing my cat.’

He was only perhaps fifteen feet above the ground but it felt more. Beyond the street, he could see the traffic clearly, the elderly man tugging a dog away from a bus-stop sign, the veteran with one leg swinging down the pavement on his crutches. If it hadn’t been for the ladder and the girl holding it, no one would know he was there. Through the leaves he could see Grove End Road. A mansion house on the corner. In a first-floor flat, a woman in a blue dress was standing at a cooker stirring something. The kitchen looked warm and cosy. A rich chicken soup, perhaps, or stew and dumplings. He could almost smell it. Was she cooking for a lover or for herself?

He tore his eyes away and looked up again. The sky behind them made the branches look even blacker.

‘What’s his name?’ he called down.

‘Whose name?’

‘The cat, of course.’

‘Loopy.’

‘Loopy?’

‘That’s right.’

So here he was, halfway up a tree, calling out to a cat called Loopy. He peered into the dark branches and thought he saw, clutching the main trunk like a sailor in a storm, a small black shape. Hard to make it out through the leaves, but as his eyes adjusted to the darkness it gradually came into focus. Claws dug into the bark, a small black cat looking down at Breen over its shoulder.

To be honest, Breen decided, the cat looked perfectly fine there. If anything, there was something scornful in its expression. He looked down again at the girl. Scruffy, thin-cheeked, hopeful.

‘Loopy. Loopy. Come here, Loopy.’

The cat didn’t move. It continued to stare at Breen, unimpressed. He would have to climb higher, he decided.
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