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PART I
NO ANSWER

Friday afternoon to Sunday morning

CHAPTER ONE
THE COLLECTION

[image: ]


At five twenty-two, the school called the kitchen because Leanne Wade’s phone was sealed inside a locker with three aprons, a bus pass and the packet of mints she kept buying instead of eating.

The kitchen supervisor held the handset between two fingers and looked across the stainless-steel room as if the call had arrived carrying a smell.

“Leanne. Parkside Primary.”

Leanne was portioning chicken pie into cardboard trays. She put down the spoon, wiped both hands on the apron and crossed the wet floor without running. Running near the fryer produced paperwork before it produced speed.

“Which number?” she asked.

“Main office. Says it’s about Ruby.”

The word about widened faster than the room.

Leanne took the phone. “Hello?”

“Ms Wade? This is Sharon at Parkside. Ruby is safe.”

The first sentence had been designed for frightened parents. It frightened Leanne correctly.

“Why wouldn’t she be?”

“She is still with the after-school club. Mrs Ellison hasn’t arrived for collection, and we haven’t been able to reach her.”

Leanne looked at the kitchen clock.

Five twenty-three.

Mara collected Ruby at five on Fridays when Leanne worked the late service. Five meant between four fifty-five and five ten because Mara considered a ten-minute window honest and a fifteen-minute window an attempt to become weather.

“What time did you call her?” Leanne asked.

“The club leader called at five five and again at five fifteen. I have called twice from the office. It rings and then goes to voicemail.”

“Did Ruby see her outside?”

“No. Ruby is here with Mrs Patel. We have moved to the main office because the club room closes at five thirty.”

Behind Leanne, the supervisor said, “Everything all right?”

The question wanted yes. The kitchen had one hundred and twelve evening meals leaving at six. Leanne had signed until seven. One cook had gone home with a fever and the agency replacement believed vegetarian meant removing visible meat after cooking.

“Mara wouldn’t just not come,” Leanne said into the phone.

Sharon did not agree. School staff had learned that agreement became evidence when parents were frightened.

“We have your sister listed as second collection contact,” she said.

“Kerry’s in Tamworth. She can’t get there.”

“There is also Mr Daniel Price.”

“He moved to Wales. That list is old.”

“I can only use the contacts held on Ruby’s current record unless you give a new instruction and we complete verification. Are you able to collect?”

Leanne checked the clock again, as though the minute might contain a different mother.

“I can leave now. Bus is thirty-five minutes if it comes.”

“We will keep Ruby supervised. Please call if your arrival changes.”

“What did Mara say on voicemail?”

“We haven’t received a response.”

“No, I mean her message. Her recorded one.”

Sharon paused. “It says to leave a name, exact task and time by which a reply is needed. Mrs Patel did that.”

Of course she had.

Leanne put the handset against her other ear. The kitchen sounded farther away and no less urgent.

“I’ll be there as fast as I can. Tell Ruby I’m coming. Don’t tell her Mara forgot.”

“I will tell her you are on your way.”

The distinction irritated Leanne because it was correct.

She ended the call.

The supervisor had already opened the staff rota on the wall. “Go. Tariq can do service.”

Tariq looked over from the vegetable station. “Can do service or will do service?”

“Will,” the supervisor said.

“Then write will.”

Leanne would have laughed on another day. She pulled off the apron.

“I’ll come back if—”

“No,” the supervisor said. “You are leaving for a child collection failure. I am reallocating your shift. If you return, I have to decide whether to put you back on food handling after buses, school and whatever else. Go home after.”

“I’m not ill.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You’ll be short.”

“We are already short. You standing here worried will not make you two people.”

Leanne went to the locker.

Her phone showed four missed calls. Two from Parkside, one from Mara and one number she did not recognize.

She opened Mara’s missed call first.

It had come at four forty-nine and lasted no seconds.

No voicemail.

Leanne stared at the time. Mara could have pressed her name by accident. Mara did not often do things by accident where phones were concerned. She once returned a call to tell Leanne that a pocket dial had no task and required no response.

Leanne called back.

The phone rang twice.

Voicemail answered in Mara’s voice.

“Mara Ellison. Leave your name, what you need, whether anyone is unsafe and the time by which the information is useful. A message is not an agreement.”

The tone sounded.

“Mara, it’s Leanne. School say you didn’t collect Ruby. She’s safe. I’m going now. Call me as soon as you get this. I need to know you’re all right.”

She ended the message and immediately disliked the last sentence. All right could mean conscious, not trapped, not angry, not dead, not finished with Leanne. It was a large job for two words.

She put on her coat and ran for the bus despite the kitchen rule no longer applying.

Outside, March had decided to imitate winter after a week of daffodils. Rain moved in short, hard lines beneath the business-park lights. The pavement smelled of wet dust and fryer extraction. At the stop, the electronic board said the number 97 would arrive in nine minutes. A paper timetable behind scratched plastic said five. Neither accepted responsibility for the difference.

Leanne called Mara again.

Voicemail.

She called Sylvia Kerr because Sylvia lived opposite Mara. The call rang until an automated voice said the person was unavailable.

She opened the school-parent application. Ruby’s profile still showed Kerry and Daniel because Leanne had postponed the update after Christmas, then again after the half-term reminder. Mara was listed under OTHER AUTHORISED ADULT, FRIDAY ONLY, CURRENT SCHOOL YEAR. The field had no space for what happened if the authorised adult failed to arrive.

The bus appeared at the far junction, paused behind a turning lorry and disappeared when the traffic lights changed.

Leanne called the unfamiliar number.

A man answered on the second ring. “Hello?”

“You called me.”

“Who is this?”

“You called this number at five twelve.”

There was movement at his end, a door closing or a hand covering the phone.

“Wrong number,” he said.

“What’s your name?”

The line ended.

Leanne looked at the screen. The number was not saved. It was local. She took a screenshot because Mara had trained everybody around her to preserve things before deciding what they meant.

The bus arrived eleven minutes after the board had promised nine. Leanne climbed on, tapped her card and remained standing near the front although seats were available. Sitting felt too much like accepting the journey time.

She called Parkside.

Sharon answered. “Ruby is still safe.”

“I’m on the bus. Twenty-five minutes. Maybe thirty.”

“Recorded.”

“Has Mara called?”

“No.”

“Can you check the camera outside?”

“The site manager can review it for a safeguarding or security purpose. He has left for the day.”

“A child wasn’t collected.”

“The child is supervised and her parent is travelling. I have logged the non-collection and the attempts to contact Mrs Ellison. The designated safeguarding lead is aware.”

“So nobody checks where Mara is?”

“Our immediate duty is Ruby.”

Leanne hated the sentence because it made the school sound uncaring and because she knew exactly why the school could not become responsible for every adult who failed to collect a child.

“Fine,” she said.

“Ms Wade, I am not saying Mrs Ellison doesn’t matter. I am stating what the school is doing now.”

“I know.”

She did not sound as if she knew.

At five forty-nine, the bus stopped behind roadworks outside a row of takeaways. The driver opened the doors for no one and announced that traffic was being held while a barrier was moved. A passenger near the back asked how long. The driver said he did not know. The passenger asked why he had stopped, as if the missing duration made the barrier theoretical.

Leanne sent Mara a message.


RUBY SAFE. I’M COLLECTING. WHERE ARE YOU?


One tick appeared.

Not delivered.

She looked at the missed call again. Four forty-nine. Eleven minutes before Mara should have reached the school. If Mara had called for help, she had not left enough of it.

The road reopened. The bus moved.

At six twelve, Leanne reached Parkside Primary’s main gate. The after-school entrance was dark. A paper sign directed late collections to reception, where the automatic doors had been switched off and required a buzzer. Leanne pressed once.

Sharon opened the inner door before Leanne could press again.

“She’s in the office.”

Ruby sat on a blue chair beneath a display of attendance certificates. Her coat was zipped to the chin. Her school bag stood between her shoes. Mrs Patel occupied the chair opposite with a clipboard on her lap and a handbag large enough to contain a weekend.

Ruby stood.

“You came on the 97,” she said.

“Yes.”

“It was late.”

“Yes.”

“Mara would have taken the 11.”

Leanne hugged her. Ruby allowed it for four seconds, then stepped back because the adults were watching.

Mrs Patel explained the record. Mara had not arrived. Calls had been made. Ruby had remained supervised. Leanne had collected at six thirteen. The school would need an updated Friday backup before the next late shift.

Leanne signed beside the time.

“Can I see the number Mara called from?” she asked.

“We called her number. She did not call us.”

“She called me before five.”

“Did she leave a message?”

“No.”

Mrs Patel wrote that down after asking permission to add it to the non-collection record.

Ruby watched the pen.

“Mara didn’t forget,” she said.

Mrs Patel put the pen down. “We don’t know why she didn’t arrive.”

“She doesn’t forget collection.”

“People can be unwell unexpectedly.”

“Then she would tell somebody before.”

Leanne took Ruby’s bag. “We’re going home.”

Sharon asked whether Leanne wanted the school to keep trying Mara.

Leanne almost said yes. Then she pictured the receptionist making calls after closing to an adult who did not work for the school.

“No. I’ve got her sister and neighbour. I’ll sort it.”

The promise arrived too easily.

Outside, the rain had weakened into something that stayed on coats rather than falling. Ruby walked beside Leanne without holding her hand. At the corner, she stopped beneath the pharmacy sign.

“Can we go to Mara’s?”

“Not tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because Sylvia has a key and I’m going to call her.”

“You called her on the bus.”

“She didn’t answer.”

“So call again.”

Leanne did.

This time Sylvia answered breathlessly.

“Hello?”

“Sylvia, it’s Leanne. Have you seen Mara?”

“Not since yesterday. Why?”

“She didn’t collect Ruby. Her phone’s off.”

“She sent me a message ten minutes ago.”

Leanne stopped walking. Ruby took two more steps and came back.

“What message?”

“That she’s got a migraine and is resting. She said not to knock because light is making her sick.”

“Did you see her go in?”

“No. I was at the library sale until five. Her door is closed.”

“Can you check?”

“She told me not to knock.”

“Sylvia.”

“I can listen at the door. I cannot enter because somebody has a headache.”

“You have her key.”

“For fire, water, police request or collecting identification after verified admission. We wrote it down.”

Leanne closed her eyes. Mara’s rules had always sounded sensible before they became the only available thing.

“Listen at the door,” she said. “Call me.”

“I will listen. I will not turn silence into permission.”

“Fine.”

“It isn’t fine. It is the arrangement.”

Sylvia ended the call.

Ruby said, “What did Mara write?”

“Migraine. Resting.”

“To Sylvia?”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t she tell school?”

“Maybe she tried. She called me at four forty-nine.”

“You didn’t answer.”

“I was working.”

Ruby did not accuse her. The absence of accusation made Leanne hear one anyway.

They reached the bus stop. The next service showed twelve minutes. Leanne ordered a taxi she could not afford and put the cost into the part of the week where electricity usually went.

At six thirty-seven, while they waited beside a shuttered bakery, Mara’s message arrived.


SORRY. MIGRAINE. OFFLINE UNTIL MONDAY. RUBY SAFE?


Leanne read it once, then again.

Relief came first because the message existed. Annoyance followed quickly enough to look like proof of normality.

She typed:


SHE’S HOME. YOU SHOULD HAVE TOLD ME BEFORE. CALL WHEN YOU CAN.


Ruby leaned against her arm to read.

“Don’t,” Leanne said.

“You showed me school messages before.”

“This isn’t school.”

“It’s about me.”

Leanne lowered the phone.

Ruby read the message.

“That’s not how Mara writes.”

“She’s got a migraine.”

“She wrote sorry.”

“People say sorry.”

“Mara says what for.”

“Ruby.”

“She says, ‘I missed collection. You had to leave work.’ She doesn’t just put sorry like a card.”

The taxi pulled up. Leanne opened the rear door.

Ruby did not get in.

“And she asked if I’m safe.”

“That is normal.”

“No. She would ask who collected me. She knows school keeps me safe. She would ask the part she doesn’t know.”

Leanne looked at the words again.


RUBY SAFE?


A frightened person might ask that. An ill person might ask that. A person whose head hurt might reduce every sentence to the largest question.

“Get in,” Leanne said.

Ruby climbed into the taxi. Leanne sat beside her and gave the driver their address.

She replied to Mara.


SHE’S HOME. REST.


The message showed one tick.

Ruby watched it.

“Did you ask where she is?”

“She said she’s resting.”

“That isn’t a place.”

Leanne put the phone face down on her knee.

Outside, the taxi passed Parkside Family Centre. The front windows were dark except for one security light above the desk where Mara worked three days a week. A printed notice on the glass listed opening times, emergency services and the instruction that messages left outside staffed hours would be reviewed the next working day.

The centre looked closed, not wrong.

At home, Ruby took off her shoes, fed the cat and put her school bag beside the radiator. Leanne reheated pasta. Neither of them ate much.

At seven fourteen, Sylvia called.

“I listened,” she said. “No television. No movement. I knocked once despite the message. No answer.”

“Can you see light?”

“Curtains are closed. Hallway is quiet. Her mat is straight.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means her mat is straight.”

Leanne looked at Ruby, who was separating peas from pasta although the sauce had removed the possibility of clean success.

“She messaged me too,” Leanne said. “Same migraine. Offline until Monday.”

“Then she is answering.”

“By message.”

“That is still answering.”

“Did hers say until Monday?”

“No. Mine said phone off tonight. Do not use key. Resting.”

Different instructions for different people.

Leanne felt the shape of the thought and rejected it before it could become fear. Mara knew what each person needed. She always did.

“Call me if you hear anything,” she said.

“That is not a task with an end time.”

“Sylvia.”

“I will call if I see Mara, if she contacts me, or if something activates the key arrangement. I will review at nine tomorrow morning.”

“Fine. Nine.”

They ended the call.

Ruby said, “Why Monday?”

“What?”

“If she’s got a migraine tonight, why offline until Monday?”

“Because she wants the weekend.”

“She has my Sunday call.”

Leanne had forgotten.

Mara called Ruby and Leanne at nine on Sunday mornings when no collection or appointment was attached. Mara had proposed it after Leanne accused her of appearing only when somebody needed transport, forms or shopping. The calls lasted fifteen minutes. Sometimes they discussed television. Once they spent the entire call deciding whether a tomato counted as fruit when it was on pizza.

“She’ll call if she’s better,” Leanne said.

“And if she isn’t?”

“Then we let her rest.”

Ruby considered that. “Until when?”

Leanne picked up her phone.

The message contained an end point.

Monday.

It did not contain a review.

She typed another reply.


CALL OR SEND A TIME TOMORROW. RUBY EXPECTS NINE.


The first message remained on one tick. The second joined it.

Neither had reached Mara’s phone.

Leanne put the phone on the table and served more pasta neither of them wanted.

The missed call at four forty-nine remained in her recent list above the unfamiliar number.

She did not call the unfamiliar number again.

She did not call police.

Mara had answered.

For that evening, the answer was enough to prevent the next question.
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CHAPTER TWO
OFFLINE UNTIL MONDAY
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Mara Ellison brought the parcel into Fielding’s Laundry & Parcel at four forty-two on Friday afternoon and kept one hand beneath it as if the cardboard had not agreed to hold what was inside.

Donna Patel was balancing the parcel scanner against the till because its charging cable had developed an angle it considered essential. The machine accepted the first three collections, rejected the fourth as already collected and then displayed a picture of a smiling courier beside the words SOMETHING WENT WRONG.

“It knows,” Donna said.

Mara waited on the customer side of the counter. Her coat was dark green and wet across both shoulders. She carried a black handbag, the parcel and nothing else visible.

“Do you accept sealed documents for named collection?” she asked.

“We accept parcels.”

“That is why I asked about documents.”

Donna put the scanner flat. “Commercial service or favour?”

“Whichever has a receipt, a custody record and less moral improvement.”

Donna looked through the office doorway.

Debbie was at the back desk with two folders open and a calculator she distrusted because it rounded before being asked. The proposed replacement-unit papers sat in one folder. The current shop accounts sat in the other. Debbie had told Donna not to interrupt unless the front required authority, the dryers required power isolation or someone tried to pay a gas bill at the parcel counter again.

“We can book it as a customer-held item if you provide the name, collection condition and an end point,” Donna said. “We charge three pounds for the first three days. Longer requires review. No cash or prohibited items. We do not verify the contents unless law requires.”

Mara placed the parcel on the counter.

It was a brown board-backed envelope sealed along every edge with clear tape. Her name and mobile number were written in the upper left corner. Across the front she had printed:


CONDITIONAL RELEASE — DOCUMENTS.


“Three days is enough,” she said.

“Who collects?”

“I do before nine on Monday. If I do not, Paula Greene collects in her Hawthorn scrutiny role. Not privately.”

Donna reached for the custody pad. “Paula knows?”

“She knows a conditional item may be left. She does not know the contents.”

“Why not give it to her now?”

“Because I need the chance to collect it first.”

Donna wrote MARA ELLISON under DEPOSITOR and paused at ITEM DESCRIPTION.

“Documents is enough?”

“Sealed document packet. No cash, keys, medication, original identity papers or device.”

The list arrived complete enough that Donna checked Mara’s face.

Mara was fifty-two, perhaps. Her dark hair had been cut at the jaw and tucked behind both ears without remaining there equally. She wore no makeup Donna could identify and small silver hoops that looked chosen for not catching on scarves. Her expression was calm in the particular way of somebody who had completed the argument before entering the room.

“Written release instructions?” Donna asked.

Mara took a folded sheet from her coat pocket.


HOLD FOR MARA ELLISON.
RELEASE TO PAULA GREENE IN SCRUTINY ROLE ONLY IF NOT COLLECTED BY MONDAY 09:00.
NO EARLY RELEASE EXCEPT ON WRITTEN POLICE REQUEST.
VERIFY PAULA GREENE’S CURRENT ROLE AT COLLECTION.
RECORD SEAL CONDITION, TIME, RECIPIENT AND WITNESS.
DO NOT COPY OR OPEN.

The instructions contained more verbs than most customer parcels received in a year.

“What if Paula’s role ends before Monday?” Donna asked.

“It does not. I checked the published term.”

“What if she sends somebody?”

“Do not release.”

“What if you telephone and change the instruction?”

“Do not change it by telephone. In person with identification only.”

“What if police ask verbally?”

“Written request.”

“What if there is a fire?”

Mara looked towards the dryers. “Use the shop emergency procedure. Preserve life before documents.”

“Good. We had someone once who wanted us to rescue a wedding album before the extinguisher cabinet.”

“Did you?”

“There was no fire. She was planning.”

“Planning is where people put the decisions they do not want to make while smoke exists.”

Donna wrote SEALED DOCUMENT PACKET, CONDITION SHEET ATTACHED.

“Value?”

“Administrative.”

“The form wants pounds.”

“One pound.”

“If you say one and then sue for ten thousand—”

“I will not sue the shop for the meaning of copies.”

Donna entered one pound.

The office chair moved behind her. Debbie appeared in the doorway carrying the calculator.

“Why is somebody valuing documents at one pound?”

“Because the system refuses administrative,” Donna said.

Debbie looked at Mara, the parcel and the instruction sheet. She did not reach for any of them.

“Mara Ellison,” she said.

“Debbie Fielding.”

“I know my part.”

“Then we are efficient.”

Debbie placed the calculator beside the till. “Parkside centre?”

“Front desk, appointments and other tasks people remember after contracts are printed.”

“You sat in the data meeting last month.”

“I asked two questions. Sitting was not the role.”

Donna looked between them. “Do you know each other or do you only know how the other speaks?”

“Both, apparently,” Mara said.

Debbie read the release instruction from where it lay. “Paula’s scrutiny term runs to June.”

“Yes.”

“And this relates to Hawthorn?”

“Partly.”

“Partly is not a custody category. It may be a conflict category.”

“Paula receives it in the role because one section concerns records under that role. Other sections go to police or the relevant organisation if required.”

“Required by whom?”

“Evidence and events.”

Debbie’s eyes moved to the red edge visible where the brown envelope had not been folded perfectly around the contents.

“Do you need advice?”

“No.”

“Do you need a witness to anything before Monday?”

“No.”

“Do you need somebody to know where you are going?”

The question changed the space behind the counter. Donna felt it before Mara’s face altered.

Mara put both hands flat beside the parcel.

“I need this envelope to remain sealed,” she said. “I need the condition followed. I need nobody to decide that worry improves the instruction.”

“That was not my question.”

“It is my answer.”

Debbie waited.

The dryers turned. A zip struck metal three times, paused and struck again because the garment had not learned from rotation.

“All right,” Debbie said.

Mara looked briefly surprised that all right had not been followed by another route.

Donna finished the record. “Sign here. Time is four forty-seven.”

Mara signed M. ELLISON in compact letters, each one separate enough to survive copying.

Donna tore off the customer receipt and offered it.

“I don’t need it.”

“You need proof we took it.”

“Your copy proves you took it.”

“To us.”

Mara considered the distinction, then accepted the receipt and folded it into her coat pocket.

“Correct,” she said.

Donna attached the instruction sheet to the shop copy, placed the parcel in a grey tamper-evident bag and sealed it in front of Mara. The bag number went onto the record. The parcel went into the restricted cage beneath the shelf where Debbie kept legal correspondence, uncollected identity documents and a biscuit tin marked CABLES that contained no biscuits and too many cables.

Mara watched the cage lock.

“Anything else?” Donna asked.

Mara looked at Debbie.

“You asked whether this related to Hawthorn,” she said. “A temporary arrangement has survived by changing its name.”

Debbie leaned one hand against the counter but did not move closer.

“What names?”

“Emergency. Help. Family. Practical. Just until.”

“Those are different things.”

“Not to the person benefiting.”

“Who is benefiting?”

Mara picked up her handbag.

“That would be advice and a witness. I asked for storage.”

“No,” Debbie said. “That would be information. Whether I am entitled is separate.”

Mara’s mouth moved slightly. Not a smile. Recognition of a familiar obstruction.

“You are not entitled today.”

“Then I am not.”

Donna checked the time. Four fifty-one.

Mara’s phone lit inside the open top of her handbag. The screen showed GARETH V. and then went dark when she pressed the side button without answering.

Donna saw the name because the phone faced her. Debbie may have seen it from the angle of the screen or may have seen Donna see it. Neither spoke.

Mara moved towards the door.

“Monday nine,” Donna said.

“Before nine, I collect. At nine, Paula may.”

“Identification in person.”

“Yes.”

“No telephone changes.”

“Yes.”

“Seal condition recorded.”

“Yes.”

“You can stop looking pleased,” Debbie told Donna.

“I completed a procedure.”

“You are smiling at it.”

“Procedures rarely behave this well.”

Mara opened the door. Rain moved across the pavement under the shop lights.

She looked back once.

“If I collect it Monday, does Paula receive notice that something was held?”

Donna checked the customer-held policy.

“No. The item log remains confidential unless a legal or dispute reason requires disclosure. We can record that the condition ended by depositor collection. Paula would not be contacted.”

“Good.”

Mara stepped outside.

The door caught at the lower frame. She pushed in the correct place without being told and left.

Donna watched her cross towards the bus stop. Mara did not hurry. She took out her phone, looked at the screen and stopped beneath the shelter rather than answering in the rain.

A bus arrived between Donna’s line of sight and Mara. When it moved, Mara was gone.

“Gareth Venn,” Donna said.

Debbie turned towards the office. “What about him?”

“His name came up on her phone.”

“That is not ours to record.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

“You said it aloud.”

“You asked what.”

“I asked what about him.”

Donna looked at the cage. “Nothing yet.”

“Then leave it at nothing.”

Debbie returned to the office.

The shop continued.

At five, three parcel customers arrived together because the bus had released them at once. At five twelve, dryer four stopped and displayed FILTER although Donna had cleaned the filter at three. At five twenty, a woman tried to collect a parcel addressed to her husband using a photograph of his driving licence and an argument about marriage. At five thirty-one, the courier scanner restarted after Donna held the power button for fourteen seconds and apologized to no one.

Leanne entered at six twenty-five carrying Ruby’s washing bag in one hand and Ruby’s school bag in the other. Ruby came behind her with her coat zipped high and rain flattened across the hood.

“You look like Friday has become personal,” Donna said.

“Mara didn’t collect her.”

Donna stopped with the scanner above a parcel.

“What?”

“School called. I went. Mara says migraine.”

Ruby put the washing bag beside machine two. “Mara didn’t say where.”

“You have a message?” Donna asked.

Leanne held out the phone.


SORRY. MIGRAINE. OFFLINE UNTIL MONDAY. RUBY SAFE?


Donna read it.

The words were ordinary. Their arrangement was wrong.

“When?”

“Six thirty-seven. She called me at four forty-nine but no message.”

Donna looked through the office doorway. Debbie was still at the desk. The commercial papers had moved from the left side to the right, which meant she had read them and disliked enough to reorganize the evidence.

“Did you reply?” Donna asked.

“Yes. Not delivered. Her phone’s off now. Sylvia got a message too.”

“Same one?”

“Migraine. Do not use key. Resting.”

Ruby said, “It doesn’t sound like her.”

Leanne exhaled. “Please do not start again.”

“Why doesn’t it?” Donna asked.

Ruby looked relieved to receive the question.

“She says sorry without saying what for. She asks if I’m safe when school already keeps me safe. She says Monday without a time.”

“Mara also doesn’t say offline,” Donna said.

Leanne turned. “People can use a new word.”

“Yes.”

“Especially with a migraine.”

“Yes.”

“Then don’t make it strange because she left a parcel.”

Donna had not mentioned the parcel.

“Who told you she left one?”

Leanne’s face changed. “What parcel?”

Debbie appeared in the office doorway again.

“Donna,” she said.

“I didn’t disclose it.”

“You nearly connected it aloud.”

“I said because she left a parcel after Leanne said—”

“That is disclosing it.”

Donna looked at Leanne. “Mara used the customer service today. The contents and condition are confidential. I should not have referred to it.”

Leanne stared at the restricted cage, which was partly visible through the office doorway and contained six other items nobody had ever found interesting.

“What did she leave?”

“I cannot say.”

“Is it for me?”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I accepted it. That is all I can confirm.”

“You just said—”

“I said too much once. I am not completing the error.”

Leanne looked at Debbie. “Is Mara in trouble?”

“I don’t know,” Debbie said.

“Did she say where she was going?”

“No.”

“Did she seem ill?”

Debbie considered the exact question.

“No visible illness. That does not establish she was well.”

“Did she seem frightened?”

“Prepared.”

“For what?”

“She did not tell us.”

Ruby moved closer to the counter. “Can you call her?”

“Leanne called,” Debbie said.

“Mara answers you.”

The sentence struck an older version of Debbie that still believed being likely to answer created a duty to call.

“Sometimes,” she said. “That is not a different phone route.”

Ruby looked unconvinced.

Donna turned the screen back towards herself and wrote the time on a blank line of the confidential notebook.

Debbie noticed. “What are you recording?”

“The message wording.”

“Under what category?”

“Conditional item related observation.”

“You do not know it relates.”

“The depositor appeared at four forty-two, set a Monday condition and sent an unusual message after failing a collection. I can record that the message was shown without saying why it matters.”

Debbie stepped to the counter. “Write source, exact words and your status. No interpretation.”

“I know.”

“Say it before writing.”

Donna was annoyed enough to become precise.

“Source: Leanne Wade’s phone, shown voluntarily at six twenty-eight. Message displayed from Mara Ellison’s saved number, received six thirty-seven. Wording exactly as shown. Donna Patel observes wording is not typical of prior messages personally received from Mara Ellison. Observation only. No conclusion about sender, condition or parcel.”

Debbie nodded once. “Write that.”

Donna wrote it.

Leanne read over the counter until Debbie turned the notebook away.

“You agree it’s strange,” Leanne said.

“Donna knows how Mara usually writes to her,” Debbie said. “That is evidence of Donna’s experience, not evidence Mara did not send it.”

“So what do I do?”

“What have you agreed with Mara?”

“Friday collection. Sunday call.”

“The Friday collection failed and the school completed its backup. Do you have any reason to believe she is in immediate danger?”

Leanne looked at the message.

“No. I have a reason to believe she’s not acting like herself.”

“Then preserve the messages. Try the people who have their own arrangements with her. If a personal routine fails, decide whether to report concern.”

“Why don’t you call?”

“Because you are the person with the failed agreement and direct message.”

“You saw her last.”

“Possibly. I saw her here. That does not make me the owner of what happens after.”

“You always know who owns things.”

“No. I ask until somebody has to admit they don’t.”

Ruby had moved to the detergent shelf. She picked up a bottle, read the price and put it back without requesting anything.

“She would have asked who got me,” she said.

Donna looked at the message again.

“Yes,” she said.

Leanne turned on her. “Stop agreeing with a nine-year-old like she’s police.”

“She witnessed the routine.”

“She’s tired.”

“Both can be true.”

Debbie gave Donna a look.

“What?” Donna said. “You don’t own that sentence.”

The shop phone rang.

Donna reached for it.

“Fielding’s Laundry and Parcel. Name, task and useful time, please.”

A man asked whether a parcel from Tuesday was still available. Donna checked the shelf, verified the number and told him collection closed at seven.

When the call ended, Leanne was putting coins into machine two.

“I need this washed for Monday,” she said.

“Cycle ends seven twenty,” Donna said. “We close seven.”

“I’ll wait.”

“No new cycles after six forty-five. Existing cycles finish. Customer may remain until cycle completes if started before cutoff.”

“That was a lot of words for yes.”

“The words stop yes becoming overnight storage.”

Leanne sat beside the machine. Ruby took a book from her school bag and opened it without reading.

At six fifty, Sylvia called Leanne. Donna heard only Leanne’s side.

“No, don’t go in if that isn’t the agreement... I know... Nine tomorrow, then... Yes, call me.”

Leanne ended the call and looked towards the office.

“Sylvia listened at the door. Nothing.”

“Nothing is not evidence of a person,” Debbie said.

“I know.”

At seven, Debbie turned the sign to CLOSED. The machine had twelve minutes remaining.

Donna counted the till while Leanne and Ruby watched the washing turn.

At seven six, a courier knocked with two returns. Donna pointed to the closed sign. He held up the scanner. She held up the collection schedule. He left the returns in the van.

At seven twelve, machine two stopped.

Leanne transferred wet clothes into a bag because she could not afford the dryer time and because she had already spent the electricity money on the taxi.

Ruby put on her coat.

Before leaving, she asked Donna, “Does Mara have to come back for the parcel?”

Donna looked at Debbie.

Debbie did not answer for her.

“There is an instruction with an end point,” Donna said. “I cannot tell you more.”

“Is the end point Monday?”

Leanne said, “Ruby.”

Donna chose the answer carefully. “I cannot confirm the condition.”

Ruby nodded. “That means probably.”

“It means I cannot confirm it.”

They left.

Debbie locked the front door and pushed the lower frame until the bolt caught.

“You should not have said parcel,” she told Donna.

“I know.”

“You corrected it.”

“I know.”

“Do you want me to remove you from the custody record?”

Donna looked towards the restricted cage. “No. I accepted it
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