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            Prologue

         
 
         We’ve run the length of the estate and my breath comes out in weird little grunts. I glance at Malaya but she’s staring straight ahead. Either she hasn’t heard me or she knows better than to comment.
 
         We slow to a jog, Malaya’s bangles jangling up and down her doughy wrist. Three of them. All gold. When I next get some peas, I’m buying me some of those.
 
         We stop outside a chip shop, panting. A woman comes out with a hot parcel under her arm. The delicious smell of steam and vinegar fills the air and my stomach growls. When we’ve done this thing I’m heading straight to KFC, man.
 
         Malaya looks up at the pair of box-fresh Nikes, tied together by their laces, and dangling from the telephone wire. We’ve crossed into South Side territory.
 
         ‘What will they do if they catch us?’ Malaya asks.
 
         ‘What would we do if we caught someone slipping into our ends?’ I shrug.
 
         She knows the answer to that one.
 
         We set off again, past the Spar, already closed for the night, metal shutters down, and into the estate.
 
         I can tell Malaya’s bricking it. Her eyes are wide in her fat face. She wants to be part of the crew, course she does, but she wishes the entry ticket wasn’t so expensive. 
         
 
         I remember my jump in. Fuck, man. I had to cut some girl’s face. I was so pumped I nearly took her nose off.
 
         We round the car park and arrive at a disused ground floor flat. The windows are boarded up providing a blank canvas on which the words South Side Massive are spray-painted in letters three-feet high.
         
 
         Underneath are the tags of all the South Side members. Carmel, Chelsea and that crazy motherfucker Yo Yo, who would cut you open as soon as look at you. Then there’s Michaela, Kadene and that slag Tanisha McKenzie. Plus a load of others I don’t even recognise. Youngers.
 
         For the first time I feel apprehensive and toss a spray can to Malaya. The South Siders are bad people and we don’t want to get caught.
 
         ‘Let’s do it.’
 
         Malaya begins to write next to the mural and I draw a massive arrow flanked by two footballs. When we’ve finished we step back to admire our handiwork:
 
         South Side Massive suck … and a huge pink cock covering the whole front door.
         
 
         I can’t resist a laugh.
 
         ‘Fucking sick, man,’ says Malaya.
 
         I nod and pull out my phone, take a picture of her grinning in front of it, her hand resting on top of an ugly bollock. Now we’re both laughing.
 
         ‘What’s funny?’
 
         I spin to the sound of the voice. Shit. It’s that mental case, Yo Yo, barrelling towards us.
 
         Malaya looks at me, her mouth opening and closing but no sound coming out.
 
         I throw down my can. ‘Run.’
 
         We dart sideways, out of Yo Yo’s path. I’m running hard now down the road and I can hear Malaya behind me, but I know Yo Yo won’t be far behind her. Up ahead I see the entrance to a swing park on the right. I crash through the gate, snagging my Adidas hoodie on a stray nail. Then I feel the sting and realize it’s sliced through more than my top. I put my hand to the gash in the material and feel the wet of blood on my fingers.
         
 
         A group of white boys are huddled under the slide but I can tell by their scabby mouths and the stink of them that they’re glue-sniffers and won’t give us any trouble.
 
         I risk a look behind me and see Malaya following, but she’s slowing down. Built for loving, not running. And Yo Yo is catching up, her teeth bared like the animal she is. Another girl follows. Then another. Shit, the whole crew are on our case.
         
 
         I pound across the rec when I hear a thump and a groan. Either Malaya’s fallen or they’ve caught her. Either way, I ain’t stopping. No way. I’m right at the other end of the rec, at the fence, and I throw myself over into an overgrown garden. I hit the deck, smelling dog shit and the plastic tang of used condoms.
 
         I keep my head down and listen good. No footsteps are chasing me. All I can hear is crying.
 
         I hold open a couple of spiky branches and peep through a tiny gap in a bush.
 
         Malaya is in the middle of the rec, lying on the ground, curled up like a baby in one of those ultrasound pictures. She’s making a noise in her throat, somewhere between a sob and a choke.
 
         Yo Yo stands over her. ‘So what you got to say, girl?’
 
         She jabs Malaya with her foot. Not real hard. Just enough to make Malaya groan.
 
         ‘Cos I’m wondering what reason you got, coming into my area, disrespecting my people.’
 
         Malaya doesn’t answer, just covers her face with her hands.
 
         Yo Yo’s mouth twitches like she’s done a pipe or something. But trust me, that girl don’t need a stone to get riled. 
         
 
         ‘You ain’t going to answer me, bitch?’ she screams down at Malaya. ‘Cos if you don’t give me some explanation, I’m going to show you what I’m all about.’
 
         Some of the other girls step forward to form a semi-circle around Malaya’s head and I have to swallow my panic. I could call my own crew, get them over here. But they’re on the other side of Clayhill, waiting on us. How long would that take? Enough time for the South Side to find me.
 
         All I can do is lay low and hope Malaya can take it.
 
         Then I see that slag, McKenzie, put her hand on Yo Yo’s arm. ‘Don’t be vexing yourself, sister.’
 
         Sister. I cringe at that. Back in the day, Tanisha and me used to roll together. Used to be like we was family. Not any more.
 
         Yo Yo shrugs her off. ‘You saying we should just leave it?’
 
         Tanisha shrugs, picks her thumb nail.
 
         Yo Yo nods. ‘Maybe you’re right and we should just send this piece of shit back to where she came from.’
 
         Then she starts to walk away. I can’t believe it. Malaya’s one lucky bitch. When Yo Yo’s taken two, maybe three steps, I allow myself to exhale.
 
         Suddenly, she spins sharply and runs at Malaya. Lands a flying kick in her back. The thud of trainer against flesh makes me heave. Acid stings my throat.
 
         I close my eyes, hoping a few lashes from Yo Yo will be punishment enough. Each kick is accompanied by a scream from Malaya. One, two, three, four.
         
 
         Then silence.
 
         I open my eyes, praying it’s over. That someone has interrupted them and sent the South Side scattering back to the estate like the fucking rats they are.
 
         But no. The park is quiet. Even the glue-sniffers have sloped away. The only sound is Malaya quietly crying and Yo Yo panting like a dog. 
         
 
         She steps back, wipes her hand across her mouth. The others look to her expectantly. I hold my breath. Please let this be it. Let Yo Yo get bored.
 
         Then I see it. The flash in her eye. Like an electric current. She ain’t bored. She ain’t even got herself started. She throws back her head and yells at the night sky. Then she jumps on Malaya and stamps on her head. The others join her. Punching, slapping, kicking. Shouting, screaming, laughing. Hysterical.
         
 
         Nothing will stop them. They got da bloodrush.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One

         
 
         ‘You look terrible.’
 
         Lilly fixed her son with a glare. It had been a long night. Long and draining.
 
         Sam reached into the kitchen cupboard for a glass, leaving the door wide open. ‘Do you want me to lie?’
 
         She considered pointing out that telling lies and not telling the whole bald and ugly truth at all times were not one and the same thing. That there was no moral obligation to state the bloody obvious.
 
         ‘What?’ Sam helped himself to a carton of juice and nudged the fridge shut with his hip. He slurped his drink and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
 
         ‘Nothing,’ said Lilly, and mentally filed this battle with the countless others marked ‘simply not worth it’.
 
         Instead, she turned to Alice, who was smacking the tray of her high chair with a pudgy fist, and proffered a spoon of yoghurt.
 
         ‘At least you haven’t learned to talk yet,’ she said.
 
         Alice rolled her head from side to side, her baby curls jiggling like a halo of red snails.
 
         ‘Come on, sweetie.’ Lilly brushed the spoon against her daughter’s lips. ‘Eat your breakfast.’
 
         Alice clamped her mouth closed. More cat’s bum than Botticelli angel.
         
 
          
         Sam leaned over, his fringe flopping into his eyes. He peered into the pot and wrinkled his nose at the white gloop.
 
         ‘Maybe she doesn’t like it, Mum.’
 
         Lilly waved him away. ‘Of course she does.’
 
         She waggled the spoon and its contents enticingly. Alice watched the trajectory of her breakfast with caution, her eyes following it from left to right. When it came within a whisper of her face, Alice gave a gummy grin.
         
 
         ‘She loves this stuff,’ Lilly sang out.
 
         Her eyes twinkling, Alice opened wide and raised her hand as if she were about to give Lilly a high five.
 
         ‘See.’ Lilly was triumphant. ‘All babies love this stuff.’
 
         The yoghurt wobbled as the spoon touched Alice’s lips, causing her to laugh out loud. Then, without warning, she batted the spoon away, splattering Lilly in the eye.
         
 
         Sam let out a hoot. ‘Let’s face it, Mum, Alice is just not like other babies.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The doorbell rang and Lilly made her way through the hall, Alice under her arm. She carefully picked her way through an assault course of papers and wine bottles awaiting recycling and answered.
 
         It was Jack. ‘Mary, Mother of God, you look awful.’
 
         ‘So would you if you’d been up all night.’
 
         Alice held out her arms to Jack and Lilly passed her over.
 
         ‘How’s Daddy’s little girl this morning?’ Jack kissed the baby’s sticky cheek. ‘Are you pleased to see me?’
 
         Alice gurgled and Lilly felt a familiar stab of regret. Alice was always pleased to see Jack. And he was always pleased to see her. How easy life would be if they could live like a normal family.
 
         ‘I have to get ready for work.’ Lilly spun on her heels and clattered up the stairs before Jack could see the sadness written over her face.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When Sam and Lilly had left, Jack breathed in the silence of the cottage and let out a heavy sigh. It was a complete mess. Every flat surface was littered with bibs and toys. The sofa was entirely covered in clothes that had clearly been carried from the tumble drier but hadn’t made their way upstairs. No doubt Lilly had been distracted by a phone call, or a question from Sam, or a leaf falling off a tree in a garden two miles away.
 
         ‘What’s the kitchen like?’ he asked Alice, who chuckled into his leather jacket.
 
         The answer was a rat’s nest of toast crusts, unopened post and pans left to soak on the window sill. He’d been in crack dens cleaner than this.
 
         He slid Alice into her high chair, reached for a dishcloth and sighed again.
 
         God, he missed living here.
 
         
             

         
 
         Daylight and noise spill into the dorm. Ten minutes ago, when the last bell for breakfast shattered the air like glass, the other boys had hauled themselves from their bunks, thrown on their crumpled shirts and blazers, and bolted to the dining room before the last rashers of greasy bacon could be cleared away.
 
         Since then, Jamie has laid in his bed, unable to lift his head. His sheet is knotted and uncomfortable beneath him, but he doesn’t care. He is concentrating every ounce of his being on not throwing up.
         
 
         ‘What’s this, Holland?’
 
         Mr Prior stands at the door, legs apart, hands on hips. Tristan Saunders does a pukka impression of him that has everyone laughing their arses off. He’s almost been caught in the act a few times, but he doesn’t give a shit. Tristan Saunders doesn’t give a shit about anything much.
         
 
         ‘I don’t feel well, sir,’ Jamie mumbles.
 
         Mr Prior enters the dorm, kicking shin pads and a hockey stick out of his way with a grunt. Anyone would think he was a general in the marines, not some poxy housemaster at a boarding school.
         
 
         ‘Let’s take a look at you,’ he barks.
 
         Half-heartedly, Jamie pushes back his duvet. The swoosh of cold air makes him shudder.
 
         ‘Sit up, boy.’ Mr Prior stands over Jamie, his five-foot-three frame almost blocking the light.
 
         ‘I don’t think I can, sir.’
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Holland,’ says Mr Prior and grabs Jamie by the shoulders.
 
         The sudden movement sends the room spinning and Jamie gasps. His head is banging and his stomach lurches.
 
         ‘A shower is what’s needed here,’ says Mr Prior.
 
         The pressure of his grip is agony. It’s as if the housemaster’s fingers are squeezing right through the skin to his bone. Jamie’s throat tightens and he gives a strangled cough.
 
         Mr Prior releases his hold and drops Jamie back on to his bed.
 
         ‘Five minutes,’ he bellows. ‘Then I want to see you washed, dressed and in my office.’
 
         As Mr Prior reaches the door, he turns and narrows his eyes at Jamie. They hold each other’s stare for a few seconds until Jamie leans over the side of his mattress and empties the contents of his stomach on to the floor.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Dear me, your pulse is racing.’ Matron holds Jamie’s wrist between her thumb and forefinger and checks her watch. 
         
 
         She’s moved him to the sick bay, where there’s always a smell of disinfectant and the beds have plastic under the sheets which crackle. Jamie once spent three uncomfortable days here with flu, sweating and sneezing into his pillow. At least it’s quiet and Mr Prior will leave him alone.
 
         Matron wipes his forehead with a damp flannel. It feels deliciously cool.
         
 
         ‘Do you want me to call your parents, dear?’
 
         ‘No.’ Jamie answers far too quickly.
 
         Matron squints at him, takes another swipe with the flannel.
 
         ‘They’ll be busy at work,’ says Jamie, ‘and I don’t want to worry them for nothing.’
 
         Matron eyes him for a moment longer, then nods.
 
         ‘I’ll leave this here.’ She pats a metal bowl perched on the bedside table. ‘Just in case.’
         
 
         Jamie smiles weakly. He knows she’s trying to be kind but he wishes she’d just give him some peace. When a day boy arrives with a blood-stained hanky covering his nose, Jamie can only sigh with relief and watch Matron bustle away to her next patient.
 
         The room tilts and Jamie lowers himself on to the bed as gently as he possibly can. He closes his eyes and breathes in through his nose. Never has he felt this rough in all his life, and he swears on everything that is sacred and holy that he will never take drugs again.
 
         
             

         
 
         Lilly pulled into the winding drive of Manor Park, her son’s school. As usual, she was stuck behind an army of shiny, new four by fours, inching their way to the entrance. Every morning she swore she would set off five minutes earlier and beat the yummy mummies to it, but every morning something got in the way. Today it had taken longer than she’d expected to scrub yoghurt from her eyelashes. 
         
 
         ‘You won’t be late,’ Lilly told Sam, with more confidence than she felt.
 
         He shrugged, without looking up from his iPod.
 
         With fondness, Lilly remembered how the school run used to be a cacophony of singing and questions.
 
         As they approached the main entrance Lilly could see the maintenance staff stringing Christmas lights around the imposing oak door and the ten-foot fir tree that stood outside the music room window.
         
 
         ‘That’s going to look beautiful,’ she said.
 
         ‘Last year you said it was no wonder the fees were so extortionate if they wasted money on stuff like that.’
         
 
         ‘Well, last year I was Scrooge,’ she said.
 
         Sam’s thumbs whizzed across the touchpad. ‘And this year?’
 
         ‘I’m the other one,’ said Lilly. ‘The one who loves Christmas.’
 
         ‘Tiny Tim?’
 
         At last Lilly managed to pull into a parking space, the Mini Cooper dwarfed on both sides by black Range Rovers.
 
         ‘Not Tiny Tim,’ she said. ‘Bob what’s his name.’
 
         Sam opened the car door and slid out in one fluid movement. A blast of icy air smacked Lilly in the face.
 
         ‘Bob Cratchit,’ said Sam.
 
         ‘That’s the man.’
 
         Sam rolled his eyes. ‘So you’re going to be the guy who is completely exploited by his boss, never speaks up for himself, and sells out for a goose.’
         
 
         Lilly tried to think of a clever retort, but nothing came.
 
         ‘Well, good luck with that,’ said Sam and slammed the door.
 
         As she watched him take the steps two at a time, she wound down the passenger window.
 
         ‘Sam,’ she called.
 
         He turned and raised an eyebrow. 
         
 
         ‘Actually, I am the boss.’
         
 
         He laughed and disappeared inside.
 
         
             

         
 
         A dark-haired woman in her mid fifties, wearing a pillar-box-red overcoat and a scowl, was already waiting outside the offices of Valentine & Co. when Lilly arrived. She was stamping her feet against the cold and checking her watch at regular intervals.
 
         Lilly smiled warmly. ‘You must be the new secretary.’
 
         The woman peered at Lilly over glasses that were perched on the end of what looked more like a beak than a nose.
 
         ‘The agency told me you opened at nine,’ she said. ‘It’s ten past.’
 
         ‘The traffic was hideous on the A5,’ answered Lilly.
 
         ‘I see,’ said the woman. Her frown matched the grey winter morning. Her coat incongruously cheerful.
 
         Lilly smiled again and unlocked the door. This was the sixth secretary she’d welcomed through the doors in as many months. The previous five had left in various states of despair at Lilly’s special brand of working practice.
 
         Lilly had high hopes for this one. She’d come recommended from the agency as ‘robust and flexible’.
 
         ‘Let me show you around,’ said Lilly.
 
         The woman said nothing as Lilly gave the tour of reception, meeting rooms and kitchen, though there was an audible intake of breath when Lilly opened the door to her own office.
 
         ‘I’m not the most tidy of people.’
 
         Files were scattered across the floor and a brown apple core was discarded on her desk. Lilly scooped it up and catapulted it into an overflowing bin.
 
         ‘I don’t see clients in here.’ Lilly tapped the back of the spare chair which was piled high with documents and law books.
 
         The woman didn’t put so much as a toe over the threshold. 
         
 
         ‘So what do you think?’ Lilly opened her arms. ‘I think you’ll find I’m pretty easy to work for.’
 
         The woman didn’t speak.
 
         ‘Any questions?’
 
         The woman looked at Lilly as if she were completely mad. ‘No thank you.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The hospital room is completely bare apart from the bed and a chair pulled alongside. No pictures or posters on the grey wall. No books or magazines on the window ledge.
 
         Demi looks from her grandmother’s face to her sister’s and back again. She can’t say who looks worse, Malaya with her purple eyes, swollen shut, or Gran, her mouth pinched into a straight line.
 
         ‘Why don’t you get yourself a cup of tea, Gran?’
 
         Gran glances up at Demi. But only for a second. She’s been at Malaya’s side ever since she got here and hasn’t taken her eyes off her.
 
         ‘What if she wakes up?’ Gran asks.
 
         Demi opens her palms. ‘I’m here.’
 
         Gran breathes through her nose, her nostrils flaring, unable to decide. She must be thirsty yet she can’t bear to leave her poor girl.
 
         ‘You need to stretch your legs,’ says Demi.
 
         Gran gives a tight nod and pulls herself to her feet with a groan. She backs to the door, still unwilling to let Malaya out of her sight.
 
         ‘If anything happens …’
 
         ‘I’ll run and get you,’ Demi interrupts.
 
         Gran hovers in the doorway.
 
         ‘Go,’ Demi urges, shooing her grandmother away with her hand.
 
         Finally, Gran leaves and Demi takes her seat. It’s still warm. 
         
 
         Now she’s alone, Demi’s not sure what to do. She crosses her feet. Then she uncrosses them. Cross, uncross. Cross, uncross. She keeps time with the steady rhythm of the machine next to Malaya. It’s attached to her by a viper’s nest of wires. The nurse says the sound is her heart beating. Which seems incredible to Demi, because lying there, not moving at all, Malaya looks as if she’s already dead.
 
         Demi leans forward and places her hand next to her sister’s. Malaya’s is bigger than hers. Fatter. A ring sinks into the plumpness of her finger like a sausage tied in the middle. Demi tries not to think about all the times she’s watched Malaya stuffing her face with fried yam and called her a pig.
         
 
         ‘This is a terrible thing.’
 
         Demi turns to the door and sees their neighbour, Mrs Mboko. Like Gran, she’s at least eighteen stone, both their skins the anthracite black of the Igbo. At church on Sundays, dressed in their head wraps, they look like a couple of proud statues.
 
         ‘They think she’ll be okay,’ says Demi, though as far as she knows no one has actually told them that.
 
         ‘Your grandmother has already suffered so much.’ Mrs Mboko shakes her head sadly.
 
         ‘Yes,’ says Demi.
 
         Mrs Mboko kisses her teeth. ‘These gangs are a wicked thing.’
 
         It’s only now that Demi sees Chika skulking behind her mother, kicking her high-tops against the door jamb. She’s a few years older than Demi, and everyone on the estate knows her. She’s part of the gang that runs things.
 
         ‘You girls must concentrate on your studies and stay away from trouble.’ Mrs Mboko wags her finger.
 
         Chika mumbles something under her breath and Demi assumes they’ll leave, but Mrs Mboko remains where she is, her eyes closed, her lips moving. Demi realizes she’s saying a prayer. When she’s finished, she crosses herself. Demi copies her. A reflex action. 
         
 
         ‘Remember me to your people,’ says Mrs Mboko, and leaves.
 
         Chika stays behind, her nose ring glinting in the striplights.
 
         ‘She really going to be all right?’
 
         Demi shrugs.
 
         ‘That’s harsh,’ says Chika. ‘But you need anything, you let me know, yeah?’
 
         Demi nods.
 
         ‘CBD look after their bredren, you get me?’
 
         Demi nods again.
 
         ‘Have the police been?’ asks Chika.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘They will.’ Chika enters the room and lowers her voice. ‘Say nothing, you understand me.’
 
         ‘Don’t have anything to say.’
 
         A small smile plays around the edge of Chika’s mouth. Then it’s gone and something cold and hard settles.
 
         ‘We’re gonna sort this ourselves,’ she says.
 
         ‘How?’ asks Demi and instantly regrets it.
 
         Chika narrows her eyes. ‘You fuck with our family and we gonna fuck with you.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Lilly spun around in the swivel chair behind the desk in reception. She found that if she lifted her feet, she could make it almost 360 degrees.
         
 
         Her would-be secretary had left without even taking off her coat. A record. The agency had promised a replacement by lunchtime. In return, Lilly had promised to tidy things up. And she would. Just as soon as she had made an entire revolution in the chair.
 
         She held the edge of the desk and pushed herself from left to right to gain momentum. When she felt she had sufficient force, she propelled herself around, letting out a high-pitched squeal of delight.
         
 
         ‘Excuse me.’
 
         Lilly came to a juddering halt.
 
         Another woman was standing in the doorway. Her hair was sticking out at odd angles and she wore a bright-orange waterproof. Her expression was puzzled, but at least she wasn’t frowning.
         
 
         Lilly leapt from her seat and held out her hand. She was determined to make a good impression. Spinning like a child was not a good start, she conceded, but still.
         
 
         The woman shook her hand, her brow knotted.
 
         ‘Annabelle,’ she said.
 
         ‘Lilly.’ She grinned inanely. ‘Let me show you around.’
 
         She had already decided that her room was strictly out of bounds.
 
         ‘This is the reception.’ Lilly waved at the phone and computer.
 
         Annabelle nodded seriously.
 
         ‘I work on an entirely different floor.’ Lilly let out a strangled laugh. ‘Entirely separate.’
 
         ‘Is that where you want me to go?’ Annabelle asked.
 
         ‘No, no, no.’ Lilly shook her head. ‘Me and my things need not bother you at all.’
 
         ‘So where do you want me?’
 
         Lilly gestured to the chair. ‘Your domain. Completely free of my … stuff.’
 
         Annabelle smiled and strode across the room, a rucksack jiggling on her shoulder, sat down and looked at Lilly expectantly.
         
 
         ‘Why don’t you log on to the PC and I’ll make us a coffee,’ said Lilly.
 
         ‘Log on,’ Annabelle repeated.
 
         She seemed a little vacant but at least she was in the building.
 
         ‘Milk and sugar?’ Lilly asked.
 
         ‘Er … yes, please.’ 
         
 
         Annabelle’s hands were poised over the keyboard. She looked back at Lilly, who smiled encouragingly, and headed for the kitchen.
 
         When she returned with two steaming mugs, Annabelle was frozen in the same position, her fingers floating in mid-air.
 
         ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ she said, ‘but I really don’t think I should access your computer.’
 
         ‘It’s fine,’ said Lilly. ‘Anything case sensitive is password protected.’
 
         ‘I’m still not comfortable.’
 
         Lilly reminded herself to be patient. Perhaps Annabelle had never worked for a lawyer before. How was she meant to know what she could or couldn’t be party to?
 
         ‘Seriously, you don’t need to worry.’
 
         Annabelle didn’t move to touch the keys.
 
         ‘How else are you going to type?’ Lilly joked.
 
         Annabelle’s face reddened. ‘Oh, I can’t type.’
 
         Lilly took a deep breath. She had told the agency that she would be prepared to take on someone without any prior experience. Actually, they had said that only someone who had never stepped foot in a solicitor’s office before might stand a chance of going the distance. Even so, there were some basic skills that any secretary needed to have.
         
 
         ‘How were you going to manage case notes and things?’ Lilly asked.
 
         Annabelle reached into her rucksack and pulled out a biro.
 
         Lilly stifled the urge to laugh. ‘I’m sorry, Annabelle, I mean I really do need someone like you, but I don’t think this is going to work out.’
 
         ‘But you don’t know what I’m going to say.’
 
         Lilly smiled in what she hoped was a kindly way. ‘Look, I’m sure you’re hard working and that you have lots of excellent qualities if only I would give you a chance, but with the best will in the world I need a secretary who can at least type.’ 
         
 
         Annabelle hung her head.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Lilly, ‘it’s nothing personal.’
 
         The other woman buried her face in her hands and her shoulders began to heave.
         
 
         ‘Oh please don’t cry.’ Lilly reached out. ‘I’m sure you could go on a course or something.’
 
         Annabelle let out a choking noise in her throat and rocked back and forth. Oh God, this was terrible. Lilly had to force herself not to relent and employ the woman. She bit her lip to stop herself.
 
         At last, Annabelle let her hands drop and threw back her head. Her cheeks were puce and damp with tears. Lilly furrowed her brow. Annabelle wasn’t weeping. She was laughing.
 
         ‘Oh dear me.’ Annabelle pressed her palms into her eye sockets. ‘You think I want to work here.’
 
         Lilly frowned in response which sent Annabelle into another volley of giggles.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, but it’s so funny,’ said Annabelle.
 
         ‘You haven’t come for the job?’ asked Lilly.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘So what did you want?’
 
         Annabelle fished a crumpled hanky from the depths of her pocket and blew her nose. ‘Some legal advice, of course.’
 
         ‘Oh shit.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Jack balled a handful of tissues and aimed for the bin.
 
         ‘Slam dunk,’ he called out when they landed on target.
 
         Alice gurgled in appreciation.
 
         He aeroplaned around the now-clean kitchen, his daughter waving her chubby arms and legs.
 
         ‘I used to be in the school basketball team.’ Jack changed his voice to a vague imitation of Marlon Brando. ‘I could have been a contender.’ 
         
 
         He scooped Alice up from her high chair and swung her in the air. ‘Now it’s your turn, kiddo.’
 
         She squealed, laughed, then burped as Jack pretended to line up his trajectory. He carried on pitching her high above his head until his mobile rang.
 
         ‘McNally.’ He slid his hiccupping baby back into her chair.
 
         ‘Jack, it’s the chief superintendent.’
 
         Aye, aye, something was up.
 
         ‘What can I do for you, sir?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid there’s been more gang violence. This time on the Hightown Estate.’
 
         Jack wasn’t surprised. The last six months had seen a rash of knife attacks on the bordering estates of Clayhill and Hightown.
 
         ‘It’s open warfare up there,’ the chief muttered.
 
         Jack grunted in response.
 
         ‘The latest victim is a fifteen-year-old girl. Beaten, kicked, left for dead,’ said the chief super. ‘She’s still unconscious.’
 
         ‘Witnesses?’
 
         ‘That’s why I’m calling you, Jack. These kids won’t talk to the police.’
 
         ‘I hate to break it to you, sir, but I’m job myself.’
 
         ‘Yes, but you have a way of gaining their trust, Jack.’
 
         Jack wasn’t convinced. ‘These gangbangers are different to the kids I worked with in Child Protection. Another breed altogether.’
 
         The chief super’s voice became firmer. ‘I’m getting a lot of heat about our success rate and the press are all over it.’
 
         Jack sighed. This issue had been boiling for months but the top brass only got involved when the press and the politicians got themselves involved. Same old, same old.
 
         ‘I’ll come in later, sir, look at the file.’
 
         ‘No time for that Jack. My secretary will text you the details and you can get cracking.’ 
         
 
         Jack was about to explain that he really needed to read all the  information but the chief super was in no mood for discussion.
 
         ‘I’m putting you in charge of this investigation, Jack. Don’t let  me down.’
 
         Then he hung up.
 
         
             

         
 
         Penny Van Huysan greeted Lilly with a kiss on both cheeks. ‘Hello,  stranger.’
 
         She smelled of Jo Malone cologne and lip balm. In the  unfamiliar world of Manor Park with its talk of horseboxes and  second homes in Tuscany, Penny was a much appreciated ally.
 
         Not that Penny didn’t belong to this world, she did. Her teeth  gleamed and her hair shone. The understated handbag slung over  her shoulder cost several thousand pounds. But she was kind and  funny and real.
 
         ‘How’s business?’ She linked arms with Lilly as they strolled  from the car park to the quad where the pupils poured out in a  river of green blazers.
 
         Lilly groaned. ‘I had another secretary walk out on me.’
 
         ‘You’re worse than Henry,’ Penny laughed, ‘and he’s a complete  bastard to work for.’
 
         ‘It gets worse,’ said Lilly. ‘I made a client sit at the computer  and ordered her to log on.’
 
         ‘Why on earth would you do that?’
 
         ‘I thought the agency had sent her,’ said Lilly, still mortified by  the misunderstanding. ‘It turned out she was after legal advice for  her foster daughter.’
 
         ‘You need some help,’ said Penny.
 
         ‘No shit, Sherlock.’
 
         Penny delved into the bag worth more than the GDP of most  developing nations, and withdrew a leather-bound notebook. A slender silver pen was attached. If it had been Lilly’s, the pen would have been lost within days, replaced by a chewed pencil.
         
 
         ‘I met Carol at Pilates.’ Penny scribbled down a number. ‘A total godsend.’
 
         ‘I need someone who can type, not bend me into impossible positions.’
 
         Penny rolled her eyes. ‘Carol is fantastic. Our paperwork has never been in such great shape.’
 
         Lilly frowned as she imagined neat rows of taxi receipts and hotel bills from Henry Van Huysan’s endless business trips to the Far East.
 
         ‘For goodness sake, Lilly, why do you assume the worst in every situation?’ asked Penny.
 
         ‘I do not.’
 
         Penny turned to her friend and pursed her lips.
 
         ‘Okay, okay,’ said Lilly. ‘I accept I am not naturally an optimist.’
 
         ‘Cassandra was cheerier than you, believe me.’
 
         Lilly couldn’t help but laugh.
 
         ‘And I’m not even going to mention Jack,’ said Penny.
 
         ‘Then don’t.’
 
         As they waited for their children, Lilly counted in her head. One. Two. Three.
 
         ‘All I will say is that he’s a good man,’ said Penny.
 
         Lilly held up three fingers.
 
         ‘And he’s the father of your child.’
 
         Lilly exhaled slowly. Penny was right. Jack was a good man.
 
         ‘You two should be together,’ said Penny.
 
         ‘It’s not that simple,’ Lilly replied.
 
         Penny waved at her son who, unlike Sam, was always one of the first day boys to leave. He bounded towards her, his braces glinting. Lilly squinted into the distance, searching for Sam. Why was he always last? 
         
 
         ‘Do yourself a favour, Lilly,’ Penny put an arm around her son’s shoulders, ‘and don’t make life so hard for yourself.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Lilly had barely opened the cottage door when Sam pushed past her and headed upstairs mumbling about homework.
 
         ‘Advanced PS3, I assume,’ she called out.
 
         He grunted and slammed his bedroom door. Lilly sighed. He’d given her the silent treatment on the journey home from school, declining to speak except to mention that he was quite capable of getting the bus. Being collected by his mother was ‘totally embarrassing’. Lilly had pointed out that Penny still did the school run.
 
         ‘Van Huysan is a complete loser,’ said Sam. ‘Everybody knows that.’
 
         After that, she hadn’t even bothered explaining for the six hundredth time that the bus was too expensive. Sam’s dad paid the school fees but Lilly had to cover everything else, and since she was virtually passing Manor Park on her way home from work she wasn’t about to cough up three quid a pop for his lordship to be taken home.
         
 
         Instead, she’d flicked on the radio. The local news was full of the latest gang-related attack.
 
         
            The police have confirmed that the victim was set upon by a group of assailants, which leaves the people of Luton asking when will something be done about these violent young people?
            

         
 
         Sam had sneered at Lilly as if to say these were the kids she had always represented. Proud of yourself?
 
         She had snapped off the programme, concentrated on the road ahead and wondered when would be the earliest she could allow herself a glass of wine. 
         
 
         Now, Lilly hung up her coat and went in search of Alice. She found her in the kitchen, asleep in Jack’s arms.
 
         ‘How’s she been?’
 
         ‘Grand,’ he smiled.
 
         Lilly flicked on the kettle while Jack kissed his daughter and hunted for his car keys.
 
         ‘Coffee?’ she asked.
 
         Jack stopped in his tracks. Since Alice had been born they had developed a routine of one in one out. Any attempts by Jack to initiate more than civility had been rebuffed by Lilly and soon abandoned. He was welcome to spend as much time as he wanted with Alice, but Lilly made herself scarce.
 
         ‘If you haven’t got time,’ Lilly didn’t look at him, ‘don’t worry.’
 
         He paused and Lilly felt the back of her neck redden.
 
         ‘A coffee would be good.’
 
         She reached into the cupboard and instinctively searched for Jack’s usual mug in the shape of Gromit. Sam had given it to him as a present and the nose was supposed to light up on contact with hot liquid. It had only worked once and it now had a chip.
 
         ‘So what are you up to at work?’ She tried to keep her voice light.
 
         ‘A GBH. The girl’s still in the hospital,’ he said. ‘Looks like another gang thing.’
 
         ‘I heard about that on the radio,’ Lilly sighed. ‘It’s getting out of hand.’
 
         ‘I know.’
 
         She placed the drink in front of him and couldn’t help notice him finger the now-defunct nose.
 
         ‘You?’ he asked.
 
         ‘I took on a kid in foster care.’
 
         Jack raised his eyebrows. ‘I thought you weren’t doing that work any more?’
 
         ‘I’m not,’ she said, ‘but I felt obliged.’ 
         
 
         He blew on his coffee and she knew exactly what he was thinking. So many of the other cases she’d taken on for kids in the care system had brought nothing but trouble. They took up too much time, and they were badly paid. Worse, they had placed Lilly in danger more than once.
 
         She had sworn to Jack, Sam, and more importantly herself, that she was sticking to divorce work. Boring, yes, but safe.
 
         ‘A quick guilty plea in the Youth Court for possession of class B,’ she said. ‘Ten minutes in and out.’
 
         ‘If you’re sure.’
 
         ‘I am.’
 
         A silence stretched between them until Jack smiled, drained his cup and stood. ‘Best get up to A&E.’
 
         She followed him to the door. He walked to his car and turned to her.
 
         ‘I’m glad we were able to do that,’ he said.
 
         ‘Me too,’ Lilly said. And she was.
 
         She waited until he was sat in the driver’s seat before stepping outside towards him.
 
         ‘Jack,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to fight any more.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Demi would like to punch the policeman, with his lopsided smile and tatty leather jacket. He probably thinks his Converse make him down with the kids.
 
         He’s said all the usual stuff, like how sorry he is, and how he wants to catch whoever did this to Malaya. The same thing the police always say whenever Gran calls them about the boys on the estate smashing a window or nicking a car. Mostly, they don’t even bother to come out.
 
         ‘Has Malaya had any arguments recently?’ he asks.
 
         Gran tries to reply that she’s a good girl, that she has lots of friends, but she’s crying and her accent always gets thicker when  she’s stressed. Usually it embarrasses Demi if someone can’t understand her, and she hisses a translation under her breath, but right now it’s just making her angry at the policeman.
         
 
         ‘Could you repeat that?’ he says, and Demi balls both hands into fists.
 
         Gran wipes her eyes. ‘My granddaughter is not the type of girl to be fighting in the street, Officer.’
 
         He nods but he’s obviously unconvinced.
 
         ‘What about you, Demi?’ he locks eyes with her. ‘Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt your sister?’
 
         Demi stares back at him, refusing to blink. ‘No.’
 
         Eventually he looks back at Gran.
 
         ‘Let’s hope Malaya wakes up soon and she can tell us who did this to her,’ he says.
 
         Gran’s face fills with hope. ‘And then you will bring these terrible people to justice.’
 
         The policeman smiles but promises nothing, and Demi can feel her nails digging into the palms of her hands until they draw blood.
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