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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.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         Lilly was late.
 
         She was standing in the queue to pass through the metal  detectors at Luton Youth Court, the two boys ahead of her refusing  to put their mobiles on the conveyor belt.
         
 
         One waved his Nokia under the guard’s nose.
 
         ‘If that machine wipes my contact list, I’m coming for you,  man.’
 
         The guard rolled his eyes and hitched up his belt.
 
         ‘I’m gonna sue you for loss of business, you get me?’ said  the boy.
 
         Lilly recognized him immediately. She’d represented him half  a dozen times. Beneath the bravado was a brittle child slowly  unravelling in the care system, making the inevitable descent into  drugs and crime.
 
         She tapped him on the shoulder. ‘You might have all day,  Jermaine, but some of us have to work for a living.’
 
         His face lit up. ‘What you doing here, Miss?’
 
         Lilly opened her arms to encompass the bare brick walls, the  stained carpet tiles and the crowds of young people pushing,  swearing and ignoring the smoking ban.
 
         ‘I fancied a day out.’
 
         Jermaine laughed. ‘Thought you said you weren’t doing this  work no more, Miss.’ 
         
 
         ‘Just doing someone a small favour.’
 
         Jermaine bounced back on his heels. ‘How about doing me a small favour then, Miss? My brief is one useless mother. I swear I’m gonna end up inside.’
 
         ‘No chance,’ said Lilly. ‘And if you don’t get a move on I’ll shove you in the cells myself.’
 
         Jermaine kissed his teeth, but placed his mobile in a plastic tray and passed through into the court. Lilly followed suit, praying she didn’t set anything off.
 
         ‘Who you here for, Miss?’ asked Jermaine.
 
         Lilly fished in her jacket pocket and pulled out a scribbled note. ‘Tanisha McKenzie.’
 
         Both boys sucked in a breath and began dancing from foot to foot, flicking their wrists.
 
         ‘I take it you know her,’ said Lilly.
 
         ‘Man,’ Jermaine laughed, ‘everybody knows Tanisha.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Annabelle was waiting for Lilly by the vending machine. She was wearing the same orange waterproof and looked even more incongruous amidst the pandemonium of the Youth Court. Yet she seemed perfectly comfortable, her shoulders relaxed.
 
         ‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Lilly.
 
         Annabelle shrugged and smiled. ‘The lists are enormous. The usher says we won’t get on before eleven.’
 
         ‘You obviously know your way around,’ said Lilly.
 
         ‘When you foster teens this place is home from home.’
 
         Lilly laughed. ‘Where’s Tanisha?’
 
         Annabelle gestured towards a black girl sitting on the bench opposite, furiously texting on her phone.
 
         Lilly could see where the boys’ appreciation stemmed from. Tanisha was soft and curvaceous, wearing a skin-tight T-shirt declaring ‘Holla if U want me’. Her banana-yellow baseball cap matched her enormous yellow hooped earrings, large enough to fit around a wrist.
         
 
         Lilly took the seat next to her. ‘Annabelle asked me to come here today to represent you.’
 
         Tanisha looked up. Each eyelid was completely covered by turquoise shadow. Coupled with the yellow it ought to have looked horrific, but instead the effect was vibrant.
 
         ‘Do you have any previous convictions?’ Lilly asked.
 
         ‘Some.’
 
         ‘Such as?’
 
         Tanisha shrugged. ‘Threatening behaviour, common assault.’
 
         ‘Is this the first time you’ve been done for drugs?’
 
         ‘It was only a bit of weed.’
 
         ‘It’s still an offence, I’m afraid.’
 
         Tanisha looked disgusted. ‘When the police stop us they usually just keep it for themselves.’
         
 
         Lilly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
 
         ‘I’ll explain to the magistrates that you’ve had a tough time, but that you’re settled in foster care now, trying to make a fresh start,’ she said. ‘Is that okay?’
 
         ‘Whatever,’ Tanisha yawned.
 
         Back at the vending machine Annabelle looked apologetic.
 
         ‘She does care, you know, she just doesn’t know how to show it.’
 
         Lilly nodded and put her hand on Annabelle’s arm. ‘It’ll be fine.’
 
         
             

         
 
         God, this place is a dump.
 
         Jamie wanders through the Clayhill Estate. His mum always tells him not to look down his nose at ‘those less fortunate’ but it’s hard sometimes.
 
         He comes down here once a week and it never ceases to amaze him how many girls there are pushing buggies, the babies sucking on bottles of purple juice. Why are they here, circling like scraggy birds of prey?
         
 
         Dump or not, it’s better than Combined Cadet Force. At the beginning of each year everyone in the senior school has to sign up for community service. Most of the boarders went for the CCF and Jamie had followed without thinking. It turned out to be the worst mistake of his life. Being screamed at by some sergeant-major while you crawled on your belly in the mud was no fun at all. Jamie hadn’t lasted the first term.
         
 
         When his dad got his report he’d gone ballistic.
 
         The worst cadet I have ever had the misfortune of meeting.
         
 
         Talk about an over-reaction.
 
         So Jamie had to sign up for the Duke of Spastic’s Award Scheme instead. It’s true that some of the leaders are complete tits but it isn’t too bad. Not as bad as boot camp anyway.
 
         The camping trips are always in boring places like Wales or Dartmoor, and there is never enough food, but every Tuesday morning he gets out of school to do some voluntary work.
 
         Jamie has landed a spot in a Help the Aged in Luton. The old ladies that run it are pretty nice and once he’s helped them lug boxes of smelly books from the back they usually let him go early, and he spends the rest of the morning mooching around.
 
         He goes into the Spar and rifles through the latest magazines. Cheryl Cole has had a trim and Madonna has had a nose job. Yawn.
 
         A girl appears next to him. ‘All right.’
 
         She pronounces it as if it were one great ‘eye’. No Rs or a T. Mrs Rafferty, head of Speech and Drama, would have a fit: ‘How we speak, and how we present ourselves say everything about us.’
 
         What would she make of this girl in her camouflage parka with a furry hood, a gap between the ribbed edge and her tracksuit bottoms, where a roll of brown flesh peeps out?
 
         Jamie’s met her a few times now but doesn’t know her name. 
         
 
         She flashes him a smile and she’s got one of those diamonds stuck to her tooth. He’s always wondered how they stay on. Why she doesn’t swallow it when she’s eating.
 
         ‘You chasing, rich boy?’
 
         He shakes his head. After the last time he’s not touching that shit again.
 
         ‘If you change your mind you know where to find me,’ she says.
 
         Jamie watches her walk away, her movements languid and lazy and he feels a little twitch in the pit of his stomach. Maybe he’s being a bit hasty. The other night he took too much. Got greedy. If he takes it steady he should be fine. And Benjamin Hamilton-Hobbs is having a party on Friday night. A little taste would be just the thing.
         
 
         As if she can read his mind, the girl turns with a sneaky smile and Jamie smiles back at her.
 
         She shouts something to a boy on a mountain bike hovering in the doorway. He can’t be more than twelve and he races off. Then she gestures for Jamie to follow her down the aisle where a woman in an apron is mopping up a pool of spilled milk. She looks up from her bucket and narrows her eyes, but the girl stares her down until she moves away.
 
         The boy on the bike returns and skids to a halt in front of them, leaving a black rubber track mark on the newly cleaned floor.
 
         The girl holds out her hand to Jamie. ‘Twenty.’
 
         Jamie fishes into his back pocket and pulls out a note. The girl snatches it and stuffs it inside her basketball boot. Then the boy pulls a wrap from his mouth and presses it into Jamie’s palm. It’s warm and wet.
 
         ‘Catch you later,’ says the girl and walks away, the boy on the bike idling by her side. 
         
 
         Jamie pushes the drugs deep into his pocket and rushes off to  the bus stop, his heart pounding.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Not a bad result,’ said Lilly, as they filed out of the courtroom.
 
         Tanisha yawned loudly without covering her mouth.
 
         ‘I’ll send you a letter confirming exactly what a supervision  order entails,’ said Lilly. ‘But the reality is not a fat lot.’
 
         Tanisha put her baseball cap back on, carefully arranging the  peak. She pulled a small mirror out of her pocket and checked  her reflection. ‘What will happen to my grass?’
 
         ‘Sorry?’
 
         ‘The grass they arrested me for,’ said Tanisha. ‘What happens to  it now?’
 
         ‘I expect it gets destroyed.’
 
         Tanisha let out a snort. ‘More like it gets bagged up again and  ends up back on the streets.’
 
         The depth of her young client’s cynicism was no doubt meant  to make her seem tough, but it struck Lilly as painfully sad.
 
         ‘Take care,’ she said. ‘And try to stay out of trouble.’
 
         Tanisha didn’t respond so Lilly smiled a goodbye to Annabelle  and turned to leave. She needed to get back to the office and the  pile of divorce petitions waiting to be drafted. If she picked up a  sandwich on the way, she could work through the afternoon  before she had to collect Alice from nursery.
 
         She was mentally deciding between a BLT or a panini when  she caught sight of Jack picking his way through the crowds  towards her. Her stomach lurched and fear made her knees bend.
 
         ‘Oh my God,’ she called out. ‘What’s happened?’
 
         Jack pursed his brow.
 
         ‘Has something happened to Alice?’ Lilly said.
 
         ‘Not at all,’ he replied.
 
         Lilly tried to catch her breath and leaned heavily against him. 
         
 
          Jack put a strong arm around her shoulders and led her to the bench. He pressed her to sit down.
 
         ‘I’m so sorry.’ His arm was still in place. ‘I should have realized you’d be worried.’
 
         Lilly inhaled deeply.
 
         ‘Oh God, this has nothing to do with Alice,’ he said.
 
         Lilly nodded, relief flooding her system. ‘So what are you doing here?’
 
         Jack cleared his throat and removed his arm. The moment of intimacy vanished.
 
         ‘Business, I’m afraid,’ he said, glancing at Tanisha who was now chatting with Jermaine, one hip jutting suggestively towards him.
 
         ‘Social Services told me I’d find Tanisha McKenzie here,’ he said. ‘I need to have a wee chat with her about the girl in hospital.’
 
         ‘She’s my client,’ said Lilly.
 
         Jack exhaled slowly. ‘Isn’t it always the way with us?’
 
         ‘So is this the sort of chat that involves coffee and a cake, or a full body search and a caution?’ asked Lilly.
 
         Jack’s smile was relaxed. ‘Just a few questions.’
 
         Lilly sat up straight. Jack might be one of the most easygoing men she had ever met, but he was also a copper, and years of experience had taught Lilly that the laid-back approach was bullshit.
 
         ‘What exactly do you want to ask Tanisha?’
 
         Jack shrugged. ‘Nothing specific. We think the injured girl was attacked by the South Side Massive and it’s possible Tanisha knows something about it.’
 
         The South Side were notorious. Lilly flicked a glance at Tanisha. The kid was bloody difficult but Lilly wouldn’t have put her down as violent.
 
         ‘What evidence have you got against her?’
 
         ‘It’s not like that,’ said Jack. ‘We just want to talk.’ 
         
 
         No evidence then. This was a fishing expedition. Get Tanisha yapping and hope she would trip herself up.
 
         ‘I don’t think she’ll agree,’ said Lilly.
 
         Jack opened his palms. ‘We can do this the easy way or the hard way.’
 
         ‘What?’ Lilly narrowed her eyes. ‘You’ll arrest her even though you’ve got bugger all to go on?’
 
         ‘A kid was almost kicked to death, Lilly. Who knows if she’ll ever wake up or what state she’ll be in when she does. You said it yourself last night, this gang stuff is getting out of hand.’
 
         Lilly looked over at Tanisha who was laughing now, her head thrown back, white teeth showing. The kid was about to get caught in the middle of a shit storm.
 
         ‘I’ll get someone to represent her,’ said Lilly.
 
         Jack raised an eyebrow.
 
         ‘I told you that I wasn’t doing these cases any more and I’m not,’ said Lilly.
 
         The eyebrow rose higher.
 
         ‘Listen, Doctor Spock, this was a tiny job at the Youth Court, nothing more,’ she said. ‘I’ll make the call now.’
 
         She couldn’t be sure, but Lilly thought she saw the trace of a smile at the edges of Jack’s mouth.
 
         
             

         
 
         Demi frowns at the gas fire.
 
         Gran only allows two bars. More than that and the key card runs out before pay day, plunging them into days without anything to cook on.
         
 
         ‘Four bars may warm your feet,’ says Gran, ‘but not your soup.’
 
         Demi wishes Gran were here now, lecturing and wagging her finger. She runs her thumbnail up and down the metal grille, as if she were strumming a guitar, and peers into the orange glow. She fancies some toast but there isn’t any margarine left in the tub and Gran took the change from the dish in the kitchen to pay for a taxi back to the hospital.
         
 
         Things didn’t used to be this tight. Gran used to work in the café at the leisure centre. After school, Demi and Malaya would go down there and Gran would give them a hot chocolate. They’d wait for her while she finished wiping the tables and listen to her big laugh fill the room.
 
         When her hip got bad and she couldn’t do it any more, the manager gave her a big bunch of roses and everyone signed a card. Demi remembers Gran crying that night as she filled out some benefit forms.
 
         ‘Never forget this day, girls,’ she waved the papers at her granddaughters. ‘Whenever you are tempted to stop listening to your teachers, think about this day.’
         
 
         Demi sighs. Gran thinks the answer to everyone’s prayers is ‘a good education’. She never gets tired of telling them that back home school isn’t free, and that kids will walk miles without any shoes for a single lesson. Demi imagines their bright smiling faces and blistered feet.
 
         The trouble is Demi just isn’t cut out for the whole school thing. Maybe the books are different in Nigeria, but here in England the letters jump around the page like black flies. No matter how hard she concentrates, the words don’t make sense.
         
 
         She used to dread the Friday spelling tests, fear solidifying in her stomach on her way to Miss Wilson’s classroom. The humiliation when the marks came back. Two out of ten. Must try harder. She started to make excuses. A headache. A sore throat. She hasn’t sat a test all term. No one seems to have noticed.
         
 
         Demi’s knees are so close to the fire they’re smarting. But she doesn’t move away. Instead she rubs the hot skin with the heel of her hand. She supposes she should get washed and head off for school. She might get there in time for lunch if she hurries. Gran will be furious if she finds out Demi has sat at home all morning.
         
 
         She stretches her limbs like a cat. Just a few more minutes.
 
         
             

         
 
         Lilly tracked down Annabelle who was waiting patiently outside for her charge. Her cheeks were pink from the cold. As soon as she saw Lilly’s expression the muscles of Annabelle’s cheeks tightened.
 
         ‘Everything okay?’
 
         Lilly shook her head. ‘The police need to interview Tanisha about an assault.’
 
         ‘On who?’
 
         ‘I don’t know the girl’s name, but she’s in a very bad condition. If you could tell Tanisha what’s happening I’ll call someone I know to go to the station with you,’ said Lilly, pulling out her mobile.
 
         Before Lilly could punch in the number of a colleague at a nearby law firm, Annabelle had placed a hand on Lilly’s wrist. Her grasp was surprisingly firm.
 
         ‘I’d prefer it if you could come.’
 
         Lilly nodded her understanding. She realized that was what Annabelle would want, but there was no way she could do it.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘This sounds like it’s pretty serious. You need someone who can devote the time to it and I’m completely snowed under at the moment.’
 
         Annabelle didn’t remove her hold. ‘I asked around. Everyone told me you were the best person to help Tanisha. That’s why I came to you.’
 
         Lilly looked down at Annabelle’s fingers, their grip was beginning to make her uncomfortable.
         
 
         ‘The guy I’m about to call is excellent, and right now he has more resources than I do.’ 
         
 
         Annabelle’s grasp tightened until it hurt.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Lilly, ‘but I can’t help you.’
 
         Annabelle’s hand slid to her side, lifeless, and she turned away. Lilly rubbed the bracelet of red welts beginning to appear.
 
         ‘Tanisha has no one to help her.’ Annabelle spoke into the distance. ‘Her mother’s in prison and she’s never known her father.’
         
 
         Lilly felt her heart sink in her chest. She’d met lots of kids like Tanisha. Life was very cruel to them. It never ended well.
 
         ‘She has you,’ said Lilly.
 
         Annabelle smiled politely. ‘I’m not a lawyer, and you know as well as I do that if the police get their teeth into her, she’s going to need more than a warm bed for the night.’
 
         Lilly did know. Jack could dress it up however he wanted but she could smell pressure like smoke in the air. The establishment needed an arrest and by hook or by crook they would get one. A child like Tanisha was a gift. A mouthy, obnoxious, completely vulnerable gift.
 
         ‘My colleague really will do a good job,’ Lilly confirmed, as much for her own benefit as Annabelle’s.
 
         She thought of the waiting paperwork, the fact that she didn’t have any help. Then there was Sam, almost a stranger to her. She desperately needed to spend time with him, break down his defences. And Alice, of course. The baby who never slept, the baby who needed bathing and changing and feeding. The baby who needed two parents. How were Lilly and Jack ever going to work things out if they were on opposite sides of a case like this one? Right now, they certainly didn’t need anything extra to argue about.
 
         ‘I understand,’ said Annabelle, but she didn’t. How could she? ‘Let’s go back and tell Tanisha.’
 
         They trooped back through court where Tanisha was still flirting with Jermaine. They were listening to a track on his iPod, Tanisha grinding her backside against his groin. When she saw Annabelle and Lilly she scowled. 
         
 
          ‘What?’
 
         ‘The police want to speak to you,’ said Annabelle.
 
         ‘I don’t want to speak to them.’
 
         Jermaine laughed and rested his chin on her shoulder. Tanisha  stroked his cheek, her false nails improbably square, the tips gold.  A gangsta French manicure.
 
         ‘No choice, I’m afraid,’ said Annabelle.
 
         Tanisha kissed her teeth in disgust. ‘What they say I done this  time?’
 
         Annabelle glanced at Lilly.
 
         ‘A girl was attacked in Hightown by the South Side,’ said Lilly.  ‘They want to know if you were involved.’
 
         Tanisha’s face dropped. ‘I ain’t done nothing.’
 
         ‘Then you need to explain that,’ said Lilly.
 
         ‘What if I refuse?’
 
         ‘They’ll arrest you,’ Lilly shrugged. ‘Take you down the nick in  a van. This is a serious offence and they’re not going to play games.’
 
         Tanisha’s hands flew from Jermaine’s face and wrapped around  herself in protection.
 
         ‘You can’t let them do that.’ The anger was gone from her voice.
 
         ‘I don’t think I can stop them.’
 
         Tanisha’s eyes pleaded with Lilly and then Annabelle. She shook  her head in a quiet desperation.
 
         ‘It’ll be okay, Tanisha,’ said Lilly.
 
         Tanisha’s mouth slackened. For all the make-up and grandstanding  it was easy to see now that she was fifteen.
 
         ‘Will they call Social Services?’
 
         ‘I expect they’ll inform your social worker,’ said Lilly. ‘Frankly,  that’s the least of your worries, Tanisha.’
 
         The girl’s eyes glittered with tears and she hugged her stomach  tightly.
 
         ‘No,’ said Annabelle, ‘that’s Tanisha’s biggest worry.’
 
         Lilly frowned. ‘How?’
 
          
          Annabelle put an arm around Tanisha’s shoulder. ‘Are you going to tell her or shall I?’
 
         Tears fell down Tanisha’s cheeks in bright blue rivulets and stained Annabelle’s waterproof.
 
         ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said.
 
         
             

         
 
         The chief super set a cup in front of Jack. It was white china with a handle so small Jack could barely fit his finger into it. He rattled it against the saucer before giving up.
 
         ‘We need a result on this one, Jack.’
 
         ‘I’m doing everything I can,’ he replied.
 
         The chief super took a seat at the other side of his desk. On the wall behind him was a large photograph of the chief shaking hands with the new prime minister. They beamed at one another like children who had won all the prizes on sports day.
 
         ‘These gangs have to be stopped,’ said the chief super. ‘And it starts here.’
 
         Jack watched his boss cock his little finger as he brought his tea to his lips. He was tempted to mention that nobody had seemed to care very much up to now. He’d even heard rumblings in the canteen that if a bunch of blacks wanted to kill one another then why not just let ’em.
 
         ‘So where are we with the investigation?’ asked the chief super.
 
         ‘It looks like the victim was on a jump in,’ said Jack.
 
         The chief super frowned.
 
         ‘An initiation,’ Jack explained. ‘She was supposed to sneak into the turf of an enemy gang and spray-paint a mural.’
 
         ‘How do we know all this?’
 
         ‘Her hands were covered in the stuff,’ said Jack, ‘and we found her handiwork, less than five hundred metres from the scene. We can only assume she got caught.’
 
         ‘Do we know who is in this rival gang?’ 
         
 
         Jack shrugged. ‘We’ve one or two names. Got one girl in the nick now, sir.’
 
         ‘Any evidence to connect her to this crime?’
 
         ‘Not yet,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve got uniform going through all the CCTV footage in the area and forensics going over the victim’s clothes with a fine-tooth comb.’
 
         ‘Door to door?’
 
         Jack nodded. ‘I’ve two officers over there now, checking if anyone saw anything.’
         
 
         ‘Not a lot of point to that is there?’
 
         ‘Not really,’ Jack agreed. ‘But we can’t be seen to be doing nothing.’
 
         The chief super smiled at him and Jack realized he had crossed the line. He was now one of them. He’d earned his stripes the hard way. A couple of murders, a kidnapping.
 
         At last, it seemed, he was being taken seriously.
 
         ‘You’ll interview her yourself?’ asked the chief super.
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘Very good. Let me know if you need anything else.’
 
         Jack stood tall. ‘I will, sir.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The custody sergeant’s lip curled at the man slumped in front of his desk.
 
         ‘I can’t help you out here, Terry,’ he said.
 
         The man’s emaciated body curled in on itself. ‘Please, Sarge.’
 
         The custody sergeant shook his head and looked down at his paperwork.
 
         ‘Just bail me till tomorrow,’ the man whined. ‘I’ll be at court first thing in the morning.’
 
         He leaned against the desk, his breath coming in rasps, scratched raw by years of smoking crack. Lilly watched him in pity. His face was gaunt, his cheeks sunk into the gaps where his back teeth had long since fallen out. It was impossible to even guess his age. 
         
 
         ‘You know I won’t skip,’ he begged.
 
         The sergeant tapped his biro against an A4 pad and even that slight sound seemed to pass right through the prisoner, making him shudder. Without any gear he was in for a very hard night in the cells.
 
         ‘I’ll get someone to bring you a cup of tea.’ The sergeant gestured to another policeman to take the man away.
         
 
         As he was half carried, half dragged away, he began to sob. Lilly looked away and tried not to wonder if he had a mother who had loved her little boy, who used to hang his pictures on her kitchen wall. Did she jump every time the phone rang, wondering if he’d been arrested? Or worse?
         
 
         The sergeant clapped his hands together, snapping Lilly from her thoughts.
 
         ‘What are we doing here today?’ he asked.
 
         His brisk tone sprang Lilly to her feet.
 
         ‘I’m Lilly Valentine,’ she placed a card at his fingertips, ‘and this is my client, Tanisha McKenzie.’
 
         The sergeant nodded and ran a finger around the edge of the white card, allowing the sharp corner to dig into the flesh.
 
         ‘We’re here voluntarily to answer some questions,’ Lilly said.
 
         The sergeant began transcribing Lilly’s details on to a form.
 
         ‘My client is not under arrest,’ she added unnecessarily.
 
         ‘Officer in the case?’
 
         Lilly coughed uncomfortably. She and Jack had attempted to keep their personal life just that, but there were some coppers who knew their story.
 
         ‘Detective McNally,’ she said.
 
         Lilly thought she saw the sergeant’s mouth twitch but ordered herself to stop being paranoid. She was a professional and so was Jack. There was nothing untoward about what she was doing. So why then was she dreading the very sight of him? 
         
 
         The sergeant punched a button on his phone. ‘Jack? It’s custody here. We’ve got a kid called McKenzie to see you. She’s with her brief.’
 
         Lilly felt a sliver of relief that he hadn’t mentioned her name. Then again, it merely delayed the inevitable by moments. When Jack entered the custody area she felt her heart pound and she tried to melt into the wall behind her. At last, he was standing right in front of her and she had no alternative than to look at him. His face was utterly impassive.
 
         When he didn’t speak, Lilly was forced to. ‘Could you tell me exactly what evidence you have in this matter and what you want to ask my client?’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Jack’s tone was even.
 
         He stretched an open palm towards the corridor and led Lilly into a side room.
 
         ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he hissed.
 
         ‘Tanisha needs representation,’ Lilly answered.
 
         ‘You said you were calling someone you knew.’
 
         Lilly stood taller. ‘My client was unhappy with that course of action.’
 
         ‘Your client was unhappy …’
 
         Jack turned away and ran his hand through his hair. He walked to the other end of the room and pressed his forehead against the wall. He took an audible breath and remained in the same position for what seemed like an eternity. Lilly didn’t dare speak.
         
 
         At last Jack faced her. His expression said it all. How can you possibly do this? Why would you possibly do this?
 
         ‘Tanisha is very vulnerable,’ Lilly whispered. ‘She needs me.’
 
         Jack looked deep into Lilly’s eyes as if he were trying to find the answers to a thousand questions. He seemed bruised purple by her decision. For a moment she thought he might weep. Instead he blinked hard and looked away.
 
         ‘Malaya Ebola,’ he said. 
         
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘The victim’s name is Malaya Ebola. She was dragged to the ground by a gang of attackers and kicked until she was unconscious.’
         
 
         Lilly swallowed hard.
 
         ‘She has a fractured skull, a shattered pelvis and broken ribs,’ said Jack. ‘She’s lucky to be alive.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Tanisha unwrapped a piece of Hubba Bubba and slid it into her mouth. As she chewed, the air filled with the chemical scent of artificial strawberries.
 
         Lilly watched her client’s jaw move up and down seamlessly, and listened to the wet smack of her lips.
 
         Conversely, Annabelle was pinched and nervous, her eyes darting between Lilly and Tanisha.
         
 
         Lilly dragged a chair across the room and settled directly in front of her client.
 
         ‘Do you know Malaya Ebola?’ she asked.
 
         Tanisha shrugged. ‘I seen her around.’
 
         ‘Are you friends?’
 
         Tanisha snorted her answer. ‘No, we ain’t friends.’
 
         ‘Did you assault Malaya Ebola?’ Lilly asked.
 
         Tanisha pushed her tongue through the wad of gum, the iridescent pink clashing against the riotous yellow of her earrings. She blew into the gum, making a perfect balloon which she popped with the sharp edge of her nail.
         
 
         ‘Nah,’ she said.
 
         ‘Do you know who might have assaulted Malaya Ebola?’
 
         ‘Could be anyone, innit?’ said Tanisha. ‘Hightown and Clayhill, them bad places.’
 
         ‘The police think the attack was part of a long-standing rivalry between two gangs,’ said Lilly. 
         
 
          Tanisha didn’t answer, just sat back in her seat and chewed.
 
         ‘Do you think it had anything to do with gangs?’ Lilly asked.
 
         Tanisha sighed, weary of those who clearly didn’t understand the rules of the street.
 
         ‘Like I say, Clayhill is a bad place, sisters gotta protect themselves.’
         
 
         ‘By kicking someone until they’re in a coma?’
 
         Tanisha didn’t miss a beat but pulled up her T-shirt to reveal the smooth, caramel flesh of her belly. A livid scar ran from her hip to the edge of her breast bone. Annabelle gasped but Tanisha continued to glare at Lilly.
 
         ‘Here’s where I got jumped for my phone when I was twelve.’
 
         Lilly felt her mouth make the shape of an ‘o’.
 
         ‘Twenty-two stitches,’ Tanisha said.
 
         When she was satisfied with Lilly’s reaction, Tanisha pulled down her top.
 
         ‘It ain’t easy out there, so we do what it takes to survive. I been looking after myself since I was six years old, you get me.’
 
         ‘I know that,’ Lilly could taste the metal tang of horror, ‘but I need to know if you had anything to do with hurting Malaya Ebola.’
 
         ‘I didn’t touch her,’ said Tanisha.
 
         
             

         
 
         As they entered the interview room, Jack was still reeling. Not so much from the fact that Lilly had chosen to take this case knowing full well how difficult that would make things between them, but that her actions, even now, could shock him.
         
 
         Throughout all the years he’d known her, she would never take the path of least resistance. And it was this lack of self-protection that had drawn him to her. She was the real deal.
 
         But Lilly’s refusal to avoid difficult situations didn’t just affect her did it? She didn’t stagger from one car crash to another in isolation. There was Sam, there was Jack, and now there was Alice to consider.
         
 
         Mary, Mother of God, why couldn’t the woman just act like everyone else?
 
         He sighed as he took in the scene. His answer was in the question. Every other solicitor he had ever met sat opposite their clients, separated both physically and emotionally by their desk and papers. Reluctantly, they moved next to their clients when the interview began. Not a second beforehand. Not Lilly. She had placed herself inches from Tanisha, their knees almost touching, their eyes locked. Neither looked up at him.
         
 
         ‘I’m going to record our discussion, Tanisha, so we both know exactly what’s been said today,’ he told her.
 
         Wordlessly, Lilly rearranged the chairs so that Tanisha was flanked by her solicitor and foster-parent.
 
         ‘This is the video camera.’ Jack flicked it on.
 
         Tanisha shrugged and chewed a mouthful of gum. It made a rhythmic clack that reminded Jack of the heart monitor attached to Malaya Ebola.
 
         ‘Before we get started I’m going to read you the caution,’ said Jack.
 
         Lilly leaned forward. Jack could smell the perfume he’d bought for her last Christmas.
 
         ‘This is supposed to be an informal chat,’ she said. ‘My client isn’t under arrest.’
 
         ‘That’s true, but I’d rather Tanisha understand the implications of what she says today,’ Jack replied. ‘It’s imperative that she tells the truth.’
 
         Lilly turned to Tanisha and gave a whispered explanation as to what the caution meant, as if the kid hadn’t heard it a hundred times before. Jack fingered Tanisha’s rap sheet. She had almost as much experience as he did.
 
         At last Lilly agreed to continue and Jack read out the caution. Tanisha pulled at her gum with finger and thumb, drawing it into a ten-inch string, before stuffing it back in.
         
 
         ‘Tell me about the South Side Massive,’ said Jack.
 
         ‘What?’ Tanisha sneered at him.
 
         ‘What do you know about the gang who call themselves the South Side Massive?’
 
         Lilly held up her hand. ‘Stop right there. Tanisha came here today to answer specific questions about an assault on another teenager.’
         
 
         ‘I think it would be helpful to put that assault into context,’ he replied calmly.
 
         ‘Then by all means you should do that,’ she said. ‘Then ask your specific questions.’
 
         He held her gaze. They both knew that this was going to get very sticky. Of course, Lilly refused to look away.
 
         ‘All right,’ he said. ‘It’s pretty common knowledge around the estates that one of the crews there is called South Side. It’s also pretty common knowledge that you’re a member.’
 
         ‘Are you asking or telling?’ said Lilly.
 
         ‘I’m putting the assault in context,’ Jack replied.
 
         ‘And now you’ve done that, do you have a question for my client?’
 
         Jack took a deep breath and reminded himself that all defence briefs were this spiky. It was just their job. Only last week some newly qualified solicitor had threatened to report him to the Police Complaints Authority. Water off a duck’s back. Jack had personally given the number to the little tosser.
 
         So why did it sting when the lawyer was Lilly?
 
         ‘Okay, here’s a question your client might feel able to answer. On Monday night was Tanisha with any members of the South Side Massive?’
 
         ‘It might assist if you could be more specific,’ said Lilly. ‘Name the people you have in mind.’ 
         
 
         Jack smoothed his tie. He didn’t have all their names. ‘How  about if Tanisha tells me who she was with on Monday night.’
 
         ‘Can’t remember.’ Tanisha shrugged.
 
         ‘Come on, Tanisha,’ Jack laughed. ‘It wasn’t long ago.’
 
         Tanisha kissed her teeth. ‘I hang out with a lot of people, I can’t  say exactly who was around and who wasn’t, can I?’
 
         ‘Fair enough,’ Jack’s eyes flicked to the camera, ‘but can you tell  me at least, where you hung out?’
         
 
         Tanisha glared at him without blinking. Jack forced a smile.
 
         ‘Did you go to a friend’s house?’ he suggested. ‘Maybe you did  your homework together?’
 
         Tanisha still didn’t take her eyes off him. ‘Like I said, we hung  out.’
 
         Jack tipped his centre of gravity forward, ever so slightly, reducing  the space between them. He let another minute of silence roll  by, let the camera record it all.
         
 
         ‘And did any of this hanging out take place in Hightown?’
         
 
         Tanisha reached deep into the front pocket of her jeans and  extracted a tissue. Slowly and deliberately she spat out her gum.
 
         ‘I don’t live there no more, do I?’ she said.
 
         ‘So you weren’t there at all?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         Jack knew that another copper wouldn’t be able to suppress a  smile, but all he could feel was overriding sadness as he turned off  the camera.
 
         
             

         
 
         The potato is so hard and cold, the butter won’t even melt into  it. Demi presses it into the flesh with her fork but it just sits there,  in yellow, oily smears.
 
         It said on the menu ‘baked potato’ but the thing on Demi’s plate  feels like it made friends with a microwave for a couple of minutes  at the most. If she had a phone she’d take a photo of it and send it to one of those consumer programmes her gran loves. Demi hates the food in the school cafeteria. The only thing going for it is that it’s free.
         
 
         She abandons her main course and picks up her pot of jelly. It hasn’t set properly and slips over the side of her spoon on to the table.
 
         ‘Clean that up, you dirty bitch.’
 
         The noise in the room is deafening, but Demi knows who is shouting at her. She carries on with her pudding, letting the cool gelatine slide down her throat.
 
         ‘You wipe that up before I make you eat it.’
 
         Demi doesn’t look up. She knows Georgia Moore will be at the end of the table, sandwiched between the two cronies who laugh at every pathetic joke she makes.
 
         ‘I know where you come from it don’t matter,’ Georgia shouts, ‘but this is England and we don’t put up with filth.’
 
         Demi feels the heat at the back of her neck and stacks everything on her tray. She wipes up the tiny blob of jelly with a paper napkin and heads out into the playground. On good days Georgia gets bored and finds someone else to torture. But not today. She keeps step behind Demi, her cling-ons just behind.
         
 
         ‘I saw on the telly that people in Nigeria don’t use proper toilets,’ Georgia laughs, ‘that they just crap in the street.’
 
         Demi hears the sniggering all around her as other pupils catch on to the fact that the Georgia Moore show is in full swing. A group of boys interrupt their football game to see what the fuss is about.
 
         ‘Imagine the stink.’ Georgia is enjoying the attention now. ‘All that shit just sitting on the roadside.’
 
         The audience hoots in appreciation and Demi imagines that this is what it must feel like to be on The X Factor and have Simon Cowell lay into you on national telly. She speeds up towards the gate. 
         
 
          ‘I don’t know about you lot, but I can smell Demi Ebola from here,’ Georgia shouts.
 
         Unable to bear another second, Demi sprints into the street. Leaving school premises at lunchtime is strictly against the rules but Demi doesn’t care. She needs to get away.
 
         Outside, she takes a sharp left, her feet pounding on the pavement, but she can hear panting behind her. They’re right on her tail. But she’s had practice. Plenty of practice. If she can make it to the end of the road, she can lose them. If she can just keep going. Her heart hammers in her chest, but she can’t slow down.
         
 
         She can see the junction. She can make it.
         
 
         Without warning, a white transit van backs out from a side street, blocking Demi’s path. If she doesn’t stop she will crash into its metal side. She screeches to a halt. For a split second she hesitates. Too late. That moment is all it takes and Georgia and her comrades are upon her.
         
 
         Demi feels a hand grab a fistful of her hair and spin her around. She gasps as it tears away from the roots.
 
         Georgia leers into her face. ‘You’re not just minging. You’re completely stupid.’
 
         Demi feels the tears well in her eyes. They’re hot and they sting. She tries to blink them back.
 
         ‘Leave me alone.’
 
         ‘Leave me alone,’ Georgia mimics.
 
         The other girls laugh and crowd into her, Demi can feel their pizza breath on her face. Her arm is bent behind her back and the pain makes her wince. Once upon a time, she might have hoped a passer-by would intervene, today she knows that won’t happen. A mother, out shopping with her toddler, crosses to the other side.
 
         ‘You’ve put us to a lot of trouble, Demi,’ says Georgia. ‘What are you going to do about it?’ 
         
 
         Demi squeezes her eyes shut. They stole her phone weeks ago and she doesn’t have a penny on her.
 
         Georgia yanks at Demi’s hair, ripping it from its roots. Demi bites her bottom lip. Whatever they do to her she refuses to give them the pleasure of seeing her crumble. She waits for the hot slap of a hand against her cheek, or the kick of a heel in her shins.
 
         ‘Is there a problem here, Demi?’
 
         Demi’s eyes shoot open to find Chika standing less than a foot away, some of her friends behind her.
 
         She lifts a chin at Demi. ‘Everything all right?’
 
         Chika’s shoulders are relaxed and she bobs from foot to foot in a casual dance. Her friends lounge against one another. Yet something in their stance makes Georgia loosen her grip on Demi’s hair.
         
 
         ‘This ain’t your business,’ says Georgia, but something in her tone is unsure.
 
         Chika checks her friends and they all laugh as if Georgia has just told the funniest joke.
 
         ‘You don’t get to tell me what is and what ain’t my business.’
 
         Chika’s body is still loose, but she takes a step towards them.
 
         ‘I don’t see why you care.’ Georgia is pretending to hold her ground, but Demi can hear the trace of fear in her voice. ‘She ain’t nobody to you.’
 
         Chika takes another step so that she’s now face to face with Georgia. The two cronies melt into the background.
 
         ‘Just so you know, this girl’s sister is my bredren,’ Chika squares up to Georgia, ‘which makes her family, you get me?’
 
         The other girls call out their agreement.
 
         ‘And when someone is beating up on a member of my family, that vexes me.’
 
         Georgia releases Demi. ‘Fine. Whatever.’
 
         She tries to move away but Chika is blocking her. She has to physically push past, clearly frightened that Chika might hurt her. Chika doesn’t move until Georgia is touching her, then she opens her mouth, bares her teeth and hisses like an angry cobra.
         
 
         Georgia lets out a squeak and runs away.
 
         ‘Stay in touch,’ Chika shouts, as Georgia reaches the other side of the road and hurries back in the direction of school.
 
         Everyone is in fits of laughter when she finally disappears, and Chika puts an arm around Demi’s shoulders.
 
         ‘You on your way to visit Malaya?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ she says, though that hadn’t been her immediate plan.
 
         ‘We’ll come with you,’ says Chika.
 
         ‘Can we eat first?’ a girl with waist-length braids grumbles. ‘I’m starving.’
 
         Chika turns to Demi, her arm still heavy and protective. ‘You okay with that?’
 
         Demi tries not to smile. It’s been a long time since anyone cared what she thinks about anything.
 
         She nods and allows herself to be steered into a fried chicken place. On a sticky chair, stuffing her face with chips and ketchup, listening to the girls shout at the owners and laugh into their mobiles, Demi notices how warm it is inside.
 
         
             

         
 
         The black granite kitchen surface was cold to the touch. Lilly ran her finger along it, feeling the pleasing smoothness. It ran the entire length of Annabelle’s kitchen, punctuated only by a deep butler sink, and there wasn’t a single crumb or drop of water on it.
 
         ‘Is that an end to this business, now?’ Annabelle loaded a tray with teapot, cups and milk in a jug.
 
         Lilly see-sawed her hand. Something about Jack’s questioning bothered her. Not so much what he’d asked, but what he hadn’t.
 
         Annabelle carried the tray to an enormous oak table that could easily seat ten, and began to pour the tea. 
         
 
         ‘They didn’t seem to have any evidence against Tanisha at all.’ Annabelle’s tone was bright.
 
         Lilly didn’t want to worry her so she took a seat next to Annabelle. ‘You’ve got quite a place here.’
 
         Lilly had expected a modest semi, or a cottage like her own. She’d pictured knick-knacks and wellies by the door. In fact, Annabelle’s home was palatial. An enormous old rectory, set in acres of woodland. Through the kitchen window, Lilly had spotted an outdoor swimming pool and a tennis court beyond.
 
         ‘It’s a touch too big for my needs,’ said Annabelle.
 
         Lilly nearly spat out her tea. There had to be at least eight bedrooms in a place this size. The triple garages outside could have housed a small family.
         
 
         ‘Is that why you foster?’ Lilly asked.
 
         ‘No,’ Annabelle said, but offered no further explanation.
 
         They sipped tea in silence until Tanisha breezed in. She was barefoot, her toes painted the same gold as her fingers, and she was wearing earphones, listening to an iPod.
 
         ‘Can I get something to eat?’ She spoke too loudly.
 
         Annabelle smiled and got up from the table. She opened an American-style fridge and pointed to a shelf of smoothies and yoghurts.
 
         Tanisha wrinkled her nose so Annabelle gestured to a wooden bowl, overflowing with fresh fruit.
 
         ‘Can’t I have some crisps?’ Tanisha shouted.
 
         Annabelle leaned forward and removed one of the ear plugs. ‘You need to take care of yourself.’
 
         ‘But I don’t like all that shit,’ said Tanisha.
 
         ‘You need to take care of the baby,’ said Annabelle, pressing a palm on Tanisha’s stomach.
 
         Tanisha rolled her eyes but reached for an apple. ‘They’re hard to chew.’
 
         ‘Cut it up,’ Annabelle laughed. 
         
 
         Tanisha grabbed a knife from a block and hacked the apple into four pieces before replacing the ear plug and dancing out of the kitchen.
 
         ‘She’s a great kid,’ said Annabelle. ‘She’s had to cope with a lot of problems in her life.’
 
         Lilly thought about the girl lying in the coma, and the look in Jack’s eye as he had turned off the video camera. She had a dreadful feeling that Tanisha’s problem’s were about to get a whole lot worse.
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