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one

The twin girls ran across the playground.

They were laughing their heads off.

Five minutes later they would be dead.

Three thirty on the dot the kids were streaming out at home time at Parkhurst Primary School on Claremont Road in the heart of London’s East End.

‘Oranges and lemons’ played temptingly from an ice-cream van in a neighbouring street. The July sun dazzled in the clear, blue sky. The heat was hitting twenty-nine degrees C.

‘Mum! Mum! Look at my picture,’ one of the ten-year-old girls yelled as she waved a piece of paper in the air.

Their mum, twenty-seven-year-old Marina Lewis, smiled tightly back as she waited just inside the playground, near the former school keeper’s house. She was size-zero thin, medium height, shoulder length blonde hair she had done up every two weeks at Betty’s hair salon, and blue eyes that darted behind false eyelashes as if she were looking for something better in life. But it didn’t matter how hard she tried to copy those celebs she read about in mags she bought for 99p a time, she always looked like something that came from a bargain bucket.

She knew which of her daughters was calling out to her. Molly. Most people couldn’t tell the twins apart, but she could. Minnie was the talker, took after her, while Molly was the naughty one taking after her dad. Although she’d never been quite as naughty as her dad. She’d never murdered anyone in cold blood for a start. Although she felt the sun on her skin, she shivered. If he knew what she was planning to do . . . She let the terrifying thought hang in the air.

She needed to get them away quick. Into the car where their suitcases and passports were packed ready to go. Hit Gatwick before her bastard of an ex realised what was going on. Whatever else was wrong with her life, and there was plenty wrong with it, her daughters had always been what was right about it. She’d lost faith in everything and everybody else but she’d kill and be killed for these girls, she’d never been in any doubt about that.

Oranges and lemons.

The sound of the ice-cream van got closer. Her nails dug into her Chloe Paddington shoulder bag as Minnie and Molly continued to run towards her. The girls’ excitement added to the beautiful summer’s day. They had the sun behind them shining through their blonde hair and in the crowd of other children rushing towards their parents, they seemed to be floating rather than running towards her.

‘My little angels,’ she whispered.

Her blue eyes shifted momentarily away from her beloved girls as she flicked her gaze onto a group of other parents. Seeing her eye them up they almost took a step back. Wankers. The other parents milling at the gate might nod to her, but they never came anywhere near her. Mind you she couldn’t blame them really. They knew what she was. Or rather had been. Stanley Lewis’s missus. Well ex-missus now. Been divorced for the last two years. But Stanley wasn’t your normal husband or run-of-the-mill dad, no, he was what he liked to call the ‘managing director’ of East London’s notorious Lewis gang. Well at least he was while the old man, Kenny, was doing bird for robbery in Oldgate Prison, something Stan didn’t thank you for reminding him of. She felt the looks of the other mums, the fear and envy, the respect and contempt. Marina’s gaze stopped on the only parent who had the nuts to look her straight in the eye like a normal person. Jackie Jarvis. Short cropped red hair, green eyes, freckles and maybe barely a couple of inches above five foot but as tough as nails. Jackie had a strength in her face that Marina knew she would never have. The other woman boldly met Marina’s blue gaze. Nodded and sent her a whatsup? smile. Marina nodded back but didn’t smile. She didn’t have time for that not with her worrying about . . .

‘Mum, mum.’ She forgot about Jackie as a small body barrelled into her. Minnie looked up at her with her pearly white teeth and excitedly gushed, ‘Look at what I drew.’

No kisses and hugs for her little ladies today.

‘We ain’t got time for that now.’ Marina pushed Minnie back. ‘We need to get going.’

She quickly turned, missing Minnie’s look of disappointment as she headed out of the school gate. Her hand shook, dipping into her bag, searching for a smoke. She needed to calm down her nerves. The other parents and kids pushed out with her onto the street.

‘Oh mum, please . . .’ Minnie whined behind her.

‘Not now, get moving,’ she snapped not bothering to turn around. She found her pack of Bensons. Pulled it out. Popped one to her painted lips as she gazed idly down the street. That’s when the smoke caught in the back of her throat, when she saw the black Merc, with the black-tinted windows, picking up speed as it came down the street towards the school.



Thirty-six-year-old Jackie Jarvis knew there was going to be Trouble as soon as she saw the Merc, tyres squealing, coming to a halt outside her sons’ school. If there was one thing that she had learned in her life it was how to spot Trouble when it came blowing down the street.

Oranges and lemons.

The ice-cream van was around the corner. She hugged her ten-year-old twin boys, Darius and Preston, looking over their heads as the passenger door of the car flung open.

‘Mum, can I get an ice-cream?’ Preston asked eagerly.

Darius was the sparkier of the twins taking after his dad, while Preston was still mummy’s little boy. They both had their dad’s smooth, brown, Caribbean skin and Preston liked to have small flicked up dreads in his hair at the front just like his dad wore all over. But Jackie didn’t give her son the nod that he could go anywhere as her gaze skidded back to the Merc outside the school. She knew Trouble was in the air . . .

‘Oh, please mum,’ Preston pleaded.

Jackie looked at the face her son pulled and it tugged at her heartstrings. She found it hard to say ‘no’ to her boys sometimes.

‘Mum . . .’

‘Alright,’ she finally agreed. She pointed her finger at him as she added, ‘But no hanging around . . .’

Before she could finish he let out a whoop as he hopped, skipped and jumped down the street. Jackie let her gaze go back to the car. She sucked in her breath when she saw who got out.

Twenty-five-year-old Stanley Lewis. Leather jacket, gelled brown hair, D&G shades and that mean look he wore when he was on duty as an East End street thug. Two other men got out of the motor, leaned against the bodywork and watched their boss get on with his work.

She drew Darius closer to her side, her arm curling around the Arsenal rucksack on his back.

Oranges and lemons.

‘You thinking about taking my kids away, bird?’ Stanley shouted at his ex-missus. ‘Who do you think you’re dealing with here? A social worker or something?’ But he didn’t wait for an answer, instead he swaggered up to his ex-wife like a pop star on a shoot.

An unnatural hush fell over the other parents as they drew their kids protectively to their side. Darius looked across at Molly with frightened eyes. Jackie knew her boy was sweet on the little cutie, although he’d never admit it in a million years. They were tight those two, always getting up to all kinds of naughties at school. Her son’s first love and it had to be some villain’s daughter. She held him tight as the street soap turned dirty.

Marina grabbed her daughters’ hands as she tried to march past her former husband.

‘You know the rules Stan – or do I have to go back to court and remind you of them? Today ain’t one of your visiting days so fuck off.’

A few of the parents let out shocked noises on hearing the F word and put their hands over their kids’ ears. But they didn’t leave. Two-faced creeps, Jackie thought. They should be belting the other way with their kids, the way they always treated Marina like a leper, but they couldn’t resist watching a bit of good old-fashioned East End drama. Beats having to pay West End theatre prices any day of the week.

Stanley pushed himself threateningly towards his former old lady. ‘I know what your game is babe. I’ve seen the suitcases in the back of your motor.’

Marina’s face whitened, but she stood her ground. ‘Ain’t there a tart on a barstool waiting for you somewhere?’ She spat the words in his face.

His arm came up so quick that not even Jackie saw it coming. He struck Marina a stinging blow across her flushed face. Some moved forward to intervene and then caught the eye of Stan’s goons and thought better of it. The crowd sucked in their breath as she stumbled onto the outer wall of the school. Minnie and Molly shifted quickly to the side, out of harm’s way. But didn’t cry, as if they had seen this all before. Seeing the distress of his friend, Darius tried to wriggle out of his mum’s arms, but Jackie held him tight. No way was her boy getting involved in this mess.

Oranges and lemons.

Jackie’s gaze flicked down the road as she heard the ice-cream van once more, checking on Preston. But she couldn’t see him or the van.

Marina launched herself off the wall. ‘Some kind of tough guy, aren’t you . . . ?’ She swung her arm and clawed at her Stan’s face with her four-inch, bubblegum pink acrylic nails.

He let out a yelp as her nails dug into his skin. He bashed her arm to the side with a vicious blow. Used both hands to shove her in the belly. She slammed back into the wall. He grabbed her hair with one hand. Yanked her head to the side. Swung his other hand and belted her in the face. She cried out. He twisted his hand and backhanded her across the other cheek. This time he split her lip. Maybe it was the taste of blood in her mouth that finally tipped Marina over the edge, but Jackie watched as she screamed and flew at her ex-husband with both arms raised. Surprised by her attack he stumbled back, his shades falling and smashing on the ground.

‘You ain’t having ’em,’ she screamed as she hit him, over and over again, with her fists.

Everyone’s eyes were on the fighting couple so no one noticed as their girls hurried further away, along the wall. Jackie hugged a shocked Darius and debated whether she should step in. Pull them apart. Remind them that their daughters and the whole friggin’ world were watching them.

She made her decision. ‘Don’t move,’ she whispered to her son.

But just as she stepped away from him another voice yelled out. ‘What is going on here?’

Everyone turned to find the head teacher, Mrs Moran, standing just outside the school gate. Jackie stopped moving. If there was one person who could sort this out it was Mrs Moran. No one fucked with her, including the parents. It was one of the reasons Jackie had opted to send the boys to the school. Mrs Moran ran a tight ship, put excellent results at the top of the school’s priority list and didn’t take shit from no one.

Even Marina and Stanley stopped their scrap when they saw her. Jackie would say later, along with a couple of the other parents, that maybe they could’ve done something if they hadn’t had their eyes glued to Mrs Moran. But they had and no one saw what came next.

The sound on the street was an odd echo of Stan’s earlier arrival, for another vehicle was accelerating down the street at high speed. Jackie looked up the road towards it, as did everyone else. Marina’s eyes peered through the swollen flesh of her face in horror when she saw what was coming down the road. A 4x4 jeep with tinted windows was veering down the road, picking up speed as it headed towards the school wall. Jackie grabbed Darius by the arm and leapt backwards. Other parents did the same, pulling their children clear by their limbs or their hair. But some parents remained rooted to the ground in shock, others with hands pulled over their heads as if by that they would avoid the danger.

Yards from where Jackie was standing she saw the jeep bounce as it mounted the kerb. Pulled slightly to the left. Headed straight for Marina and Stanley Lewis’s twin girls. The terrified girls, who were pressed up against the wall, didn’t stand a chance. The bumper smashed into both girls, crushing them against the wall.

‘No,’ Marina whispered. She rushed towards the wall as the car skidded into reverse. Swung in to a one-eighty turn. It juddered backwards. Then screeched back down the road.

Horrified, Jackie watched as Stanley rushed after Marina. Sobbing, the distraught mum fell to the pavement on her knees and picked up Minnie’s shattered body. The girl’s limbs were at an awkward angle. Gently, she cradled her daughter’s limp head, rocking back and forth whispering, ‘My little angel. My little angel.’

‘Where’s Molly?’ Stanley shouted as he crouched over his ex-wife.

Jackie and everyone else swung into action. Looked at the car disappearing at high speed down the road. Jackie covered her mouth and shook her head in despair at what she saw. A pair of small legs, that’s all that were visible from the back end of the car, bumping and swaying against the hard road. A pair of trainers were scattered in the road. Molly Lewis was trapped under the car. Stanley was the first to move. Then everyone else – parents, Mrs Moran, Jackie – belted after him. Suddenly the car stopped. Stood still for a few seconds. People got closer. And closer. Then the engine re-ignited like thunder. The car took off again, swerving down the street. Everyone staggered to a collective halt. Stared at what the car had left behind. Ohmygod. Molly’s bloody, broken body.

His face frozen in disbelief, Stanley juddered forward like a zombie.

‘Oh no. No, no, no, no . . .’ he screamed as he looked at the wrecked and battered body of his daughter. He dropped to his knees beside her as Jackie and the others reached him.

‘Ambulance. Get a fuckin’ ambulance someone for Christ’s sake,’ someone yelled frantically into a mobile phone. Jackie looked across at the speaker and realised that it was Scott Miller, the Chair of the school’s Governing Body. His ten-year-old son stood terrified by his side.

Then came a moment of absolute silence. Absolute stillness. Only muffled weeping disturbed the quiet. No one wanted to move or believe what they had just seen. Then the silence snapped as Marina Lewis staggered down the street, her blouse wet with blood, carrying the broken body of her other daughter. The child’s arms and angelic blonde hair hung limply flecked with red smears. Her head flopped back in an unnatural angle. In one of her hands Marina clutched the picture Minnie had drawn.

‘You shouldn’t be carrying her.’ It sounded like Mrs Moran.

But Marina ignored the desperate advice and only stopped when she reached her former husband and other daughter. She took one look at Molly and started screaming at the same time there was a screech of wheels from around the corner. The picture she held in her hand fluttered to the ground revealing to everyone what the little girl had drawn – a picture of Stanley Lewis, now splattered with blood.

A shout and a scream came from around the corner. Jackie and a few of the other parents ran down the street. Turned the corner. Stopped. Jackie scanned the scene. A smashed pink ice-cream in the road. A crowd of people gathered around something. Someone moved out of the tight circle. That’s when she saw what they were all looking at. A small body, twisted in the road. Blood. Looked like a kid. Blue school blazer. Spiky hair. No, they looked like small dreads. Same ones that her Preston wore with pride . . . No, her mind suddenly screamed. Preston!

She started running. And running. And running as ‘Oranges and lemons’ started playing again.





two

The door crashed open. The three occupants of the room, all at the bar, looked up sharply. The newcomer remained in the doorway. Positioned herself into a cocky pose – hands on swaying hips, feet slightly apart. Then started singing, a tune about your girlfriend being hot like me. Every time she sang the word ‘hot’ it was like she was breathing slowly, open-mouthed onto a window.

The others shook their heads and rolled their eyes as they checked her out. Anna Crane. She was a total knockout, black, tall, filled out in all the right places, wearing a short, sexy, floral number with heels that made her legs go on and on and on. She was a party monster through and through, but had a big heart and a matching sized mouth to go with it.

Anna did a happy little dance, shopping bags jiggling at her side, as she stepped into the main room of the Shim-Sham-Shimmy Club in Wapping. The club was one of the hottest nightspots in town. And Anna still got a thrill that she part-owned it with the three other people in the room – Misty, Roxy and Ollie. Anna’s face grew puzzled as she checked out the rest of the room looking for the other co-owner. Where the heck was Jackie? She of all people should be here as they were meeting to plan her kids’ confirmation party.

‘Stop that bloody racket,’ Misty McKenzie groaned in mock horror, her mobile next to her as she leaned on the bar, as if she were ready to dish out drinks. A choppy Paris Hilton style hairdo weaved around her face and neck and she wore everyday leggings and a T-shirt. Only her lime green, peep-toe heels shouted out about the more outrageous lifestyle she lived when day turned into night. She was really a he and had once been one of the city’s most talked about drag queens. But those who were in the know hadn’t forgotten the days she had once been a baseball-wielding member of the McKenzie family crew. What age Misty was, not many people knew and she wasn’t telling.

Anna just grinned. ‘The problem with you lot,’ she said as she strutted towards them, her shiny black hair weaving against her back, ‘is you ain’t got no taste.’ She settled herself on a lipstick-coloured kettledrum stool at the bar between Roxy and Ollie. Roxy was a buttermilk blonde, plump and could talk anyone under the table. Ollie was the quiet one, her dark skin, finger-combed small Afro and thick rimmed glasses making her look like a radical black sister. Anna, Ollie and Roxy were the same age as Jackie, all having met at the age of fifteen in St Nicholas care home for kids. A place they all tried hard to forget about.

‘What you having?’ Misty asked as she heaved herself off her elbows.

‘Pina Colada. I’m feeling all “exotic” today.’ Anna settled her bags on the floor beside her.

‘How’s Bell?’ Misty asked as she placed Anna’s drink in front of her in a long-necked cocktail glass. Bell Dream was one of the country’s most sought after lawyers and had also been Anna’s girlfriend for the last ten years. None of them had thought it would last – Bell being part of the professional establishment and a good twelve years older than her partner and Anna the rave queen who in her day, freely admitted, had been quite a tart. But to everyone’s amazement Anna had settled into domestic bliss like she’d been waiting for it all her life.

‘Still thanking God that she chose me to spend the rest of her days with,’ she answered cheekily. She started humming the tune she’d been torturing them with in the doorway, swaying to the rhythm on her seat. They all looked at her and chuckled.

Anna stopped singing and tucked into her drink. She licked some of the cream from her lips. ‘So where’s Jackie?’

‘Dunno.’ It was Roxy who spoke in that little squeaky mouse voice she’d always had. ‘Should’ve been here ages ago.’

‘Think she had to go to the hospital first,’ Ollie replied, pushing her glasses higher on her nose.

‘Ozzie?’ Misty’s voice was puzzled. ‘What for? She sick or something?’

Ollie just shrugged her shoulders. The women all tucked into their drinks for a few minutes. Then Anna said, ‘Well, might as well start. So what kind of bash are we throwing here?’

They were organising a party to celebrate Jackie’s twin boys’ Confirmation in three weeks’ time. The boys had made their Holy Communion a couple of years back and now were getting ready to take the next step in becoming young members of the Catholic faith.

Misty was back leaning on her elbows. ‘What do kids like these days?’

Anna flicked her black hair back. ‘They’re boys for a start, so maybe something rough and tumble. Maybe Jackie should ask Schoolboy?’

On hearing the name of Jackie’s other half they all dropped into an uncomfortable silence. None of them wanted to say it, but they all knew that something was going on between Jackie and her old man. Jackie would barely talk about him these days.

‘We should really ask her what’s up,’ Roxy muttered quietly.

Ollie answered. ‘When she’s ready she’ll tell us.’ Her take on life was that you didn’t meddle in anyone’s business unless they asked you. Never asking questions was something she’d learned back in her days as a child soldier in Africa. Asking questions could mean a death sentence at the end of a gun or wicked-looking machete.

Anna kissed her teeth, a classic Caribbean gesture for showing annoyance, dismissing her friend’s remark. ‘Look, we’re her mates, yeah?’ She wriggled her head to emphasise her words. ‘We can all see something’s up so we should just point blank ask her. Schoolboy used to pop in here all the time and now I can’t remember the last time we saw his face.’

‘He’s busy with his own business,’ Ollie persisted.

‘No, I think Anna’s right.’ Misty took a sip from her G&T before she continued. ‘I weren’t happy, as you all know, about Jackie hooking up with him, but I’ve got to say he proved me well wrong. You couldn’t ask for a more blindin’ husband and dad than Schoolboy.’

‘So we’re all agreed then.’ Anna stared at them, her tone clearly saying she wasn’t asking but telling. ‘We’re going to ask her what’s—’

But before she could finish Misty’s mobile started going. With a sigh she picked it up.

‘Yeah?’ As she listened she slowly straightened to her six-two height as the blood drained away from her face. ‘We’ll be right there.’ She cut the call. Looked at the concerned faces of the others.

‘What is it?’ Ollie asked.

‘We need to get to the hospital.’ Misty started moving frantically from behind the bar.

‘Ohmygod.’ A distressed Anna shot to her feet. ‘Is it Jackie?’

Misty stopped moving. Shook her head. ‘It’s one of her boys. I think he might be dead.’





three

Across town the brakes of the jeep screeched to a halt outside the garage. The windscreen was shattered and the front crunched in on the left side. The driver got out. Bulky man, with a hooded top hiding his face. His breathing heaved in his chest as he moved swiftly towards the dirty splattered white door. Opened it. The garage was empty. Cold. He jumped back in the car. Drove inside. Got out of the car again. Headed for the door. Stepped outside. Bang. He slammed the door behind him. Then he ran, his hood still hiding his face.



The air ambulance touched down on the rooftop of the Royal London Hospital in Whitechapel in a whirl of noise. For those that had time to worry about such things, the views across the capital were mouth dropping, with the Gherkin building jutting out of the skyline to the west and Canary Wharf and the HSBC building to the south. But the occupants of the ambulance didn’t notice any of that, all they focused on was the boy inside hanging onto his life.

Jackie held her son’s hand, her mind spinning as fast as the helicopter blades, as she stared at the tubes coming out of him. Her little Preston. Mummy’s little boy. Jesus, Mary and all the saints please don’t let my little boy die. Please. Jackie snapped out of her prayer when the paramedic beside her flung open the door. A blast of cool air rushed inside.

He looked at her and said, ‘Keep your head down and just follow us.’

She nodded. With quick efficiency the doctor and paramedic moved the gurney that Preston lay on outside. They moved without glancing back at Jackie. She followed. Kept pace with them as the noise of the blades got slower and slower behind them. They stopped at a lift and were soon inside. Jackie’s trembling hand smoothed her son’s springboard locks back as she whispered, ‘You’re going to be alright, you’re going to be alright.’ Her mind skidded back to the horror show she’d witnessed half an hour ago.

She’d run towards Preston’s prone, bloody body. Knelt by his side, yelling for an ambulance at the same time. She’d looked at him, the tears washing her cheeks. And when she’d seen the blood pooling by his head . . . Oh Christ . . . she’d almost fainted dead away. But instead she’d reached for him. Wanted to pick him up. Squeeze him to her crazy beating heart. But someone had dragged her back, who it was she didn’t know. Told her not to touch him. Not touch him? Were they bonkers? No way could she leave her little boy there, broken in the road. That’s when she’d struggled, fought, whoever held her. But they wouldn’t let go. Her sobs had torn up the street like a wounded animal. The voices of the people around her had started floating over her, one voice merging into another, but she was able to pick out what one of them was saying. The jeep had ploughed into Preston as he crossed the road. Must’ve been the same car that had mowed down the Lewis girls outside the school. After that everything had become a blur and the next thing she knew she was riding beside her son, high above London in the air ambulance taking them to the hospital.

The lift doors opened, pushing her thoughts to the side. Another doctor was waiting for them. Female, Asian, a pretty young thing, whose eyebrows wriggled together as she looked at Preston. They raced along the corridor, the new doctor speaking with the other medical staff as they moved. She wanted them to just shut up and do something. At the end of a corridor they hit A&E and swung through its doors.

Jackie stepped eagerly forward to go inside, but a hand on her arm stopped her. Her hand dropped away from the moving gurney as she looked sideways. The paramedic looked at her gently. ‘Miss—?’ He started.

‘Jarvis.’ She hadn’t taken Schoolboy’s surname of Campbell when they’d tied the knot. Keeping her name somehow made her feel her own woman still. ‘But people just call me Jackie, never Jack mind you,’ she babbled back. If she kept talking then there was no space for bad news.

The pressure of his hands increased as he smiled softly. She looked over his shoulder as they settled the trolley in the centre of the room. She tried to move forward but the increased pressure of his hands stopped her. ‘Best if you remain here so the medical team can work—’

‘But—’ she protested back.

‘Let them do their work.’

She wanted to argue back but knew he was right. She might just get in the way. She nodded back, her arms wrapping around her tense tummy. But she moved until she stood looking in the window of the room Preston was in. Her breath tumbled in her chest as the medical team cut off his clothes quickly and efficiently with a pair of scissors. Then she heard them talking, using words she didn’t know the meaning of:

RTA

Hypotensive

Tachycardic

FBC

ABG

She gasped when she saw the large bruise and blood clinging to his side. Her legs almost gave out then and there. Stay strong. Stay strong. Her arms tightened around herself. The tears gathered in her green eyes. One of the nurses turned around and caught her distressed stare. Walked over to her. ‘Why don’t you take a seat in the waiting area and we’ll come and get you—’

Jackie shook her head. ‘No disrespect – but sod off, I ain’t going anywhere—’

But, as if she hadn’t spoken, the nurse calmly took her arm and started leading her away. Jackie twisted her head and yelled, ‘Hang in there son.’ Then she was in the corridor, the noise of other people about not registering with her. Suddenly her mind started filling up with images. Preston bawling his head off as the Priest dropped water on his head as he was christened in a beautiful, white gown in church; Preston leaping in the air after scoring his first goal at Saturday footie club; Preston looking up at her with his adoring dark eyes as he lay with her on the sofa, whispering in her ear, ‘No one’s got a smile like my mum.’

She sniffed as she wrapped her arms tighter around herself. ‘Mum loves you.’

‘Ms Jarvis?’

Jackie twisted around at the sound of her name. It was Mrs Moran, the boys’ headteacher, who stood a few feet away from Jackie. Clutching her hand was Jackie’s other boy, Darius. He let go of Mrs Moran’s hand as Jackie opened her arms and flew into her embrace. She held him close as his little body shook with sobs. She knew he was crippled by the thought of his twin seriously hurt. She rocked him whispering words of comfort. Finally she raised her eyes to Mrs Moran and said, ‘Thank you.’ And she meant it with all her heart. Mrs Moran was here for her just as she had been for the school for the last six years. Parents couldn’t ask for a better head teacher than the woman standing in front of her.

Mrs Moran’s face was pinched, the paleness of her face matching the stark white of the blouse she wore under her navy skirt suit. The older woman nodded, making a stray strand of hair escape her no-nonsense brunette-tinted bob. She took a step closer to Jackie. ‘How’s Preston?’

Jackie opened her mouth but the words stuck in her throat. She swallowed and tried to speak again but the words just wouldn’t come out. Misreading her reaction the eyes of the older woman grew large. ‘I’m so sorry . . .’

‘No,’ Jackie finally uttered with a swift shake of her head. ‘They’re working on him now. He’s going to be alright, I know he is.’

Mrs Moran took another tentative step closer as if she were debating whether to take the plunge and haul Jackie into her arms. But instead she stopped and drew her shoulders back as if remembering she was still doing her job. Still had to be one of the people who were the backbone of her pupils’ community. ‘I’m sure he will be,’ she responded softly. ‘I would stay but I need to get back. The police want to talk to me.’ Without waiting for Jackie to respond she half turned, but Jackie’s next words stopped her.

‘How are the girls?’

The other woman slowly turned as Jackie felt Darius’s body tense in her arms. Suddenly he started sobbing harder.

Mrs Moran faced her. ‘They were pronounced dead at the scene.’
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