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Prologue

I am Mariska Masekova.

I am woman

I am not weak

I...am...not...weak...

...and yet...

...and yet...

...I sob, I cry, I wail, I cannot face the world, I never want to face the world again, I want to sit here in my apartment and let the world pass me by.  I am distraught, closed to emotion, though others wish to help.  My landlord leaves food at my door and tries to coax me out of my apartment.  He cares.  I don’t.  My mother cares in her Irish way, but I do not listen.  My hard, Hungarian father believes me to be klöyök, a brat, an over-emotional child. 

“Ember tervez, Isten vegez,” he says.

Man plans, God executes.

I could easily hate him.

I will not leave, though I am a real mess; I...am...a...bloody...mess.  I am unwashed, un-showered, unclean; my clothes remain unchanged, I lie in bed in worn nightdresses and stare at the ceiling, I do not want to rise, though I have not been hurt in any way.  Not personally.

I have spilled no blood of my own.

During the dark times it was not me who was killed, tied to a railway track, terrified, hearing a train rushing towards me though I hear that same terrible sound when I try to sleep; a thunderous noise coming towards me; unstoppable; the monstrously heavy vehicle clattering out of the dark mouth of a tunnel, metal on metal.  Death.  I hear the high-pitched whistle of the train in my ears; I see the horrified face of the driver, trying his best to brake, the screaming sound of screeching metal on metal competing with my own screams.

My daylight hours are also haunted by the sights and sounds.

But it wasn’t me who died.

It was my friend.

The best friend I ever had.

A true friend; someone who believed in me totally.

Her pain seems to have become mine, I am covered in bruises when I wake each morning, her blood seems to cover me as I dream of drowning in my bed, though I do not know why, and the last sounds she heard have become my nightmare, her visions have become mine.  Asleep or awake, I cannot shake off the images or the sounds from my head or my eyes and ears.

My life feels wasted.

But I am young, I should have a life, I have people who care for me, who love me, but I cannot respond to them, my mind seems locked in a circle of pain, forever spinning, making me feel dizzy.  When I stand, I fall to my knees; when I crawl, I weep; my hair, which I have begun to hate, falls over my face reaching to the floor, bright red, like blood cascading from my head; a red dye seemingly covering the carpet.  I want to cut it all off but I don’t have the energy or, to be honest, the true desire.  I need someone else to come and do it for me.  I want someone to take me away, to throw me away like so much garbage; I am a wasted human being, no better than an unused stale loaf of bread.  I should be disposed of.

What is that?

Get off me!

I feel hands on me, under me, someone’s hands; they are sliding under my back where I lie on the carpet.  The hands are lifting me, my head falls back, my eyes roll, I feel nauseous, my mouth falls open, I want to scream, to move, to thrash about, to see what is happening, but energy is lacking and desire is non-existent.  Someone is carrying me out of my apartment, up steps; maybe they are going to put me out with the scrapings from the dinner plates.  Don’t save me.  I don’t want to be saved; I want to remain where I am, in purgatory, never forgetting my friend, always seeing her and her laughing face, her brilliant teeth, her sparkling eyes.

Why did she have to go?

Why did mad and utterly insane people conspire to kill her in a most terrible manner?  Utter madness, a total waste of a wonderful person with so much to offer humanity.  What have I got to offer?  Selfishness, sloth, aloofness, haughtiness, temper, self-centredness, loudness, sarcasm and a total lack of worth; that’s all I’ve got to give.

And that’s all.

What!

Put me down!

Where are you taking me?

Who are you?

I try to reach out but my arms won’t lift, they hang uselessly, my legs flopping at the knees.  My eyes won’t open, my eyelids flutter, the pupils roll, more movement, more stairs, maybe the person carrying me is just going to throw me from the roof and good riddance to me; that’s all I have to say on the subject.  Throw me off; let me crash to earth, to break, like my friend broke.  Into so many pieces.  Let me go.  Drop me.

The hands lower me.

Into water!

Someone is trying to drown me; they have tossed me into a river.  I splutter as water rushes into my mouth, I splash, my arms and legs finally moving as they thrash around.  The water is freezing, I am gasping for breath, red hair is floating all around, acres of it, a whole universe of red.  Is it blood?  It could be me bleeding to death.  Could it all be over for me?  I thrash some more and my arms hit the sides of a bath, my feet press down on the bottom of one, but I do not thrust myself up and out, I simply lie there, calm at last, at peace, waiting to drown.

Except he won’t let me.

The one who stands above me like the Angel of Life; the Shining Light, the Soul of Humanity.

The twat!

I stare up at him from beneath the surface of the water; he’s dressed all in black, as is his new habit.  A Man In Black.  Wasn’t there a singer with the same moniker?  I can’t remember and I don’t care.  He stands there motionless, staring down, arms by his side and if I try to drown myself I just know he will grab me and lift me out.  He will not allow me to die.  I just know it.

My hero.

My landlord, my employer.

Detective Inspector Dave Lewis.  Ex-Detective Inspector Dave Lewis.  Ex-police officer, full stop.  He killed a woman, shot her between the eyes, put her down, as they say, whoever they are, people like him.  Policemen.

People like my friend.

Dead and murdered.

I lift my face above the surface and breathe in.

“Why?” I whisper, and even to me it sounds like an ethereal current of air, something that would ease its whispering way through a forest, making leaves dance and the smallest of twigs to sway.

“Because,” he says.

He always did talk absolute crap.

There was an inquiry following the shooting, had to be I suppose, though he was only protecting me, me and his home, my home, too, the mad woman intent on burning it down just like she’d burned down others, with us inside, except on this occasion she didn’t bring petrol, her cans were filled with water.  She wanted to die, suicide by cop, and Dave Lewis obliged her.  One shot.  Between the eyes.  She would never kill again.  Not her.  But her friend from prison, she would kill.

She would kill again.  She had time and would kidnap my friend, rope her to a railway line and let a train hit her, decapitating her, crushing her, turning her wonderful body and persona, her ethos and her personality, her smile and her chat into a bloody mush.  Killing my friend for no other reason than that was what the mad woman asked her to do, ordered her to do.

The murderer hanging herself from a nearby tree overlooking the railway line after her despicable act was fulfilled.

Having a smile on her face when they found her.

“Why?” I ask again.

This time it sounds like the whisper of a ghost, not real, of another world.  Maybe I have already died and gone somewhere else.

“Because it’s been ten weeks.”

I’m not dead it just feels like it.

“It took you a whole year.”

I can’t believe I am having this conversation-cum-argument with him, me lying in a bath of freezing cold water still wearing my white nightdress, no underwear, bare feet, him staring down at me.  He always did stare at me whenever he could.  He did want to sleep with me.  I wouldn’t let him.  He sulked.  More to life than sex, more to life than pleasing him, landlord or not, employer or not.  I no longer cared one way or the other.

“My daughter died, my wife,” he said.

“Ex-wife.”

He always thought she would come back to him.

“My daughter, then.  And she was not yet my ex-wife, we weren’t divorced.”

“She was my friend, the other one.”

“She wasn’t family.”

“She was to me.”

“You barely knew her.”

“Better than you.  I knew her better than you did.  Why have you done this to me?”

“I want you to recover, to begin your life again.  I would like you to be happy again sometime in the future.”

“Happy with you?”

“Not necessarily, and I didn’t say that.  I just want you to recover, to be the woman you were, the woman you can be.”

“Do you want me to move out?  Am I too much trouble to you?”

“Of course I don’t want you to move out and you are no trouble to me.”

“Do you still want to sleep with me?”

That shut him up.  He doesn’t know what to say.  He just stares.  I sink down in the water again.  It isn’t so cold now, at least it doesn’t seem that way.  Maybe my body temperature has fallen so low that the water now seems warm.  How ridiculous science is.  I surface again.

“Am I to lie here forever like a mermaid in search of a sea?”

He reaches over, takes a huge towel from a rail, and holds it out for me.

“You want to stay and watch me dry myself, while I strip off my nightdress, while I rub myself down?”

He drops the towel to the floor and walks from the bathroom.

He thinks he’s helping, maybe he is, I don’t know.  I certainly don’t care.  I continue to lie in the bath.  If I do anything it will be at my own behest not his, I will dry myself when I am good and ready, then I will go back to my apartment and hide again.

Except, of course, he has a key to the door that leads into the main part of the house from the basement.  Not to the front door of the apartment, he doesn’t have a key to that, but in case of emergencies he has a key to what could be called my back door.  Ten weeks of me hiding, not looking after myself, is an emergency in his mind.  He couldn’t allow me die; his conscience wouldn’t allow it.  Guilt seems to be the overwhelming emotion in his life, he feels guilty about everything; his wife leaving him, her death, his daughter’s death, my friend's death, me hiding and grieving, guilty about all the Wars of All Time; all the earthquakes and droughts; he feels guilty about them all, about everything.  Could a man with so much guilt ever love?  I don’t know.  Do I want him to love me?  I don’t know that, either.  He is much older, of course, something quite normal in my father’s world and something my mother would understand because she thinks the ex-policeman is a nice man.  But who would want to love a nice man?  He isn’t all nice, of course; he did shoot a woman between the eyes.  That certainly wasn’t a very nice thing to do.

I sink down beneath the water again.  He mustn’t be worried about me drowning myself because he’s left me here.  He is so predictable.  He’s such an arse.  What is he going to do now he no longer wants to police, now he can’t stick his nose into other people’s business and their affairs?  Police do that all the time.  Questions, poking their noses in.  There were hours of questions after he shot the madwoman, whose name I cannot say, cannot think, madwoman, that’s how I think of her, hours and hours of questions for him and for me.  My life is my affair, I told them.  Stop asking, go away.  Hours.  Never told them a thing worth a pinch of salt.  Good genes, that.  My father influenced me after his Cold War experiences, say nothing, do nothing, move only when it’s safe; and my mother’s influence, too, her family being part of the IRA for generations, her knowing how to keep her mouth shut, just as I learned to keep mine.  I barely said a word.

They sent him away for four weeks to some home, shrinks were let loose to get inside his head but he’s as good as me at saying only what people want to hear.  After four weeks they let him out saying his mind had been disturbed and unbalanced at the time of the shooting but he was now recovered, the madwoman wanted to die anyway, death by cop and he was the cop she chose.  He didn’t disappoint.

I rise up out of the water, panting, pushing back my acres of hair, standing to brush water from my body.  I peel off the nightdress, notice in the mirror that I’ve lost a little weight, that I am pale, sallow, and my green eyes look as if they belong in someone else’s face.  I take out the bath-plug and let the water drain away, squeeze out the nightdress, drop it to the floor, pick up the towel, dry myself, wrap it round me, tuck in the top and pad my way to Dave’s kitchen. 

He’s sitting at the table drinking coffee.  There’s a place laid for me and he’s just placed a steaming bowl of hot home-made soup on a place-mat with freshly made bread on a small plate beside it; he’s got to do something now he’s not working, and making bread is what he’s doing; and a pot of Earl Grey tea, complete with tea strainer.  I stare at the tea and soup, then at him.  He’s not even looking at me; he’s staring away into the distance sipping on his drink.  Sometimes I feel that I could slap him.  Here I am, a vulnerable woman, alone, suffering, weepy, I am a perfect object to be taken advantage of and he’s not even looking at me.  I toy with the idea of dropping the towel but I know he will just glance over and comment on how much weight I’ve lost.

I slide into the chair and begin eating the soup which is delicious, eating the bread, drinking the tea.  Eventually, he looks at me and smiles.

“Feeling better?”

“What?  You think a bowl of soup and some bread and tea are going to make the sun shine in my heart again, you think the warmth of a meal is going to ease the pain in my soul?  You think I’m going to forget?”

“Forget I said anything.”

“I can’t forget.”

“You can forget I ever asked if you were feeling better.”

“No, I can’t.  Words, once spoken, cannot ever be put back in your mouth.  They are out and about, in the ether, there for the entire world to hear.”

“Only if the world is listening.”

“The world is always listening.”

He stands, pours more coffee for himself, doesn’t offer me anything, sits again.

“Did you enjoy the soup?”

“It was nice enough.”

“The bread?”

“Was bread, no more, no less.”

“You’ve lost weight.”

There!  Didn’t I say?  I knew he’d say it.

“Fuck off.  It has nothing to do with you.”

He shrugs, goes back to not looking at me.  We sit in silence for ages.

“I miss her.”

“I know you do.”

I know he knows about loss, so I can’t say, as people often do in these situations, you have no idea, because he has.  There is nothing more to say.

“Are you going to get dressed?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will we ever go out again, to walk, to jog?”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s time to begin your recovery.”

“I know.”

I sigh then, I can’t help myself, I begin to cry.  My head bends and tears fall without recourse to my face, falling straight on to the table and making little puddles on the wood.  He comes round to me, wraps his arms around my neck, hugs me.  That makes me cry more.  I don’t want him being nice, I hate him for being nice.  I think I might hate him, anyway.  I don’t love him.  I don’t.  He holds me for a long time until I stop crying, and throughout the whole time he says nothing, he doesn’t tell me he understands how I feel, he doesn’t whisper and tell me it’s all going to be all right.  He simply holds me and lets me cry myself out.  He sometimes gets things right.

He returns to his seat and doesn’t take advantage of me again.  He never takes advantage of me.  Men love women who cry, who are weak, who get all emotional, they are an easy lay, but he doesn’t do it to me.  Why doesn’t he?  Because he’s nice?  Fuck niceness.

“Will you do something for me?”

“Of course.”

Of course.  He will do anything I ask.  Almost anything.  But he can’t bring my friend back no matter how God-like he thinks himself.

“Will you dry my hair?”

He smiles, rises, vacates the room for a moment, returns with my hair-dryer and brushes and hair lotions.  He also holds his nose dramatically, giving an indication of how much my apartment stinks.  He massages in the oils, plugs in the drier and begins to brush my hair gently.  He knows what he’s doing, he’s done it before.  I almost fall asleep; I know I slobber.  Not very becoming for a young lady.

He finishes my hair after what seems like hours and when he shows it to me in a mirror, it shimmers and shines, which is quite remarkable considering the only wash it’s had for weeks was in the cold bath it had earlier.  He is something of a genius with a hairbrush.

My reflection looks sad though, my eyes sort of dead, and I am very pale.  I look up at him, to where he stands on the other side of the table.

“Why don’t you take advantage of me while I am so emotional?  Men do things like that, you know?”

He smiles.

“You might just be getting better,” he says.

“I want an answer.  Why don’t you at least try and take advantage of me; am I no longer pretty enough for you?”

“You know I think you are the most beautiful of woman in the world and I have wanted to sleep with you since the Iron Age, but if it ever happens, I want to sleep with Mariska, the real Mariska Masekova.  I don’t want to take advantage of you at any time, especially not now, when you are a mere shadow of your real self.  If we ever do sleep together, I want the all shouting, all scratching, all arguing Mariska, someone who will be alive and make me feel alive, too.  If I did it now, you’d hate me forever.”

“You think I would just lie there?”

“Yes, then you’d hate me.”

I thought about it.

“Yes, I probably would.  And you don’t think I will still hate you when I’m stronger?”

“No idea.”

“Neither have I.”

“You want to take a walk around the park?”

“You want to take me?”

“Yes, I do.  Some fresh air might do you good, some light exercise.”

Sometimes I could kiss him, sometimes I could stab him.  I think this is a stab occasion.  He’s treating me like a child.  He is so bloody regal.

“I remember the trouble I had when you were down, the suffering you went through, always wanting to drink and get drunk, blubbering, clinging, sobbing, crying.  You were reluctant to go walking or jogging with me.  Why should you want to take me?”

“For exactly the reasons you just stated.  I remember, too, and walking, talking and running with you made me feel better.  Sort of.”

I lift my eyebrows.

“Only sort of?”

“Yeah, sort of.”

He laughs a light laugh, as if too much of one is going to upset me.

“And are you going to sort of help me?”

“Sort of.”

He laughs louder, he thinks he’s clever and for the first time in weeks I feel a smile returning to my own face.  He points, pulls faces, touches my lips, I try to bite his fingers, he’s too quick for me.

“I’ll get dressed, shall I?”

“Good idea if you are coming to the park with me.”

“I never go anywhere with you; you always accompany me.”

“If you say so, Madame.”

I climb to my feet, stroll across the kitchen, drop the towel.

Fuck him, let him look.

***
[image: ]


I dress in the only clean pair of jeans I can find and an un-ironed sweatshirt with a worn logo on the front, something I can’t read but at least it’s clean.  I pull on scuffed and dirty trainers, no socks, no underwear, and I am ready.

“Get a coat,” he says, when I appear.  “It’s cold out there.”

“How cold?”

“Cold enough for you to wear a coat.”

I pad back to my apartment; even I can smell it now and it’s not good; and I pull a coat from a hook on the back of my kitchen door.  I slide my arms into the sleeves and do up the zip. Well, if it is going to be that cold, I’ll need to stay warm.  I wouldn't want to disappoint him by dying from a chill after all the effort he’s gone to just to keep me alive.  I arrive back in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs, the way out of the main part of the house, the part he lives in, the house he once shared with his dead wife and daughter, three bedrooms, two bathrooms, three floors, attics, offices, all kinds of crap, me down there in the basement.  Me included in the crap; I think.

He wanders out of the front door, holds it open for me, then pulls it shut behind us.  He’s right, it’s fucking freezing.  I shiver, tuck my neck into the collar of my coat, stick my hands in my pockets.  He links my left arm and leads me down the three steps to the road as if I were an invalid, then across the road as if I were a granny, then he lets me go like a dog off the leash when we reach the freedom of the park.  If I’d been stronger, I would have clipped him.

“Thank you, master,” I say, but he only smiles.  Sarcasm is completely wasted on him.

I cannot describe what it feels like to be out in the fresh air.  I feel like a prisoner being released from solitary confinement, but that isn’t enough, it comes nowhere near to describing how I feel.  I want to roll over on the grass like a dog; I want to run around like a child, like some of the small children already in the park running round like unhinged maniacs.  I want to do that.  I want to be an unhinged maniac.  I look at him and there must have been pleading in my eyes.

“Go and run if you want,” he says.  “But don’t wear yourself out.”

He’s worse than any father.

I sprint away from him, running fast, my arms pumping, my breath coming in panting gasps but I’ve only gone about one-hundred-yards when all the strength drains out of me, I feel as if I’ve been hit in the solar plexus.  I come to a sudden halt, bending, gasping, hands on my knees.  I can’t believe the pain.  My chest hurts, my heart pounds, my legs visibly tremble, my head spins.  I have no idea how long I am in that position but I am there long enough for him to catch up with me, for him to pull gently on my hair and lift my head.

“What did I say?  Don’t wear yourself out, that’s what I said, didn’t I?”

I want to swear at him but there are too many little children within hearing distance, so I mouth a silent Fuck Off.

He smiles again.  He has a nice smile, always had, he’s a reasonably handsome man, so a smile just adds to his allure, he's tall, but incredibly old, far too old for me.  I think.  Yes, definitely.  Too old for me.  If I keep telling myself that I will be okay.

“Walk with me, now,” he says, as he takes hold of my arm and we stroll along the paths, past the lake, pausing to look at the stupid ducks, most of them being fed by very young children and their mothers.  We have no bread, of course, so we can’t join in.  We walk further, up through the woods, along the river and smells begin to return to my nose replacing the smells of my apartment.  But they are smells of the beginning of winter; frost is in the air, the hard clean air of an early winter’s day.  And the sounds of the birds, what few of them that haven’t departed for warmer climes, all of it feels so fresh to me that I feel like an alien who has just arrived on Mother Earth.  We don’t talk much, we just walk, and mothers give us odd looks, the occasional father, too, this being an equal society, as if criticizing the older man for being with the younger woman, for taking advantage of her.

Chance would be a fine thing.

We pass out of the gate on the far side of the park, where the traffic is loud and smelly, where lots of people walk, skittering hither and thither, rushing to nowhere, coming from nowhere, nothing to do but skitter.  We cross the traffic, him giving a finger to a taxi that almost runs us down, my hero, and we enter a coffee shop, taking a table by the window.  He orders two cappuccinos and two chocolate nut muffins.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Of course you’re not.  I’ll eat both of them.”

“You seem to be very rich, all this entertaining.”

He goes serious.  Very serious indeed.

“That’s something I wanted to discuss with you.”

“You want to discuss richness with me?”

“Not necessarily richness but something approaching it.”

The coffee and muffins arrive and I devour mine as if it is the last thing left to eat on earth.  He smiles, again.  When I’ve finished, he’s only just nibbled the sides of his, and after I wipe my mouth, he begins to talk.

He tells me that after his wife and child and her boyfriend were killed in a fire started by the boyfriend’s wife, the madwoman, both left wills.  Almost ex-wife and boyfriend left all their earthly possessions to each other but stated that if anything happened to them, as it did, then all was to be passed on to Melanie, his and the dead wife’s daughter.  Except the daughter died in the fire, too.  There was a codicil stating that if anything, perchance, should ever happen to the daughter then everything should be left to one, David Lewis.  Ex-policeman.  My landlord and employer.

In the last weeks, the money had arrived.  Life insurances on both the victims, insurance payment for the burned-down house, other monies, daughter’s saving account, which he’d donated to a local children’s charity.  A fair amount, apparently.

I have no interest in money.

“How much?” I ask.

“I thought you had no interest in money.”

I stare at him.

“How much?”

He shrugs, finishes his muffin, drinks his coffee.

“I will climb on this table and dance if you don't tell me.”

He looks at me.

“I thought I detected a certain recovery in you earlier, now I am certain.”

I slide my chair back and lift a foot.

“Best part of half-a-million.”

I sit again.  I stare at him for a long time, he's no more attractive to me rich than he was poor, but I do smile.

“Part of that amount will do nicely,” I say.

“For what?”

“For turning the basement into offices.”

“Offices for what?”

“For me.”

“Why?  What are you going to do?”

I finish my coffee, lean forward with my elbows on the table.  I put my face very close to his.

“I’m going to be a Private Investigator.”

It was worth saying those words just to see his expression.

“And you can work for me if you want.”

Two expressions in the same moment.

Mágia!

***
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Alicia Nelson was a pretty ten-year old girl.  She had short blonde hair, brown eyes, was dressed in jeans and a jumper and she was without an ounce of spare flesh on her frame because of the poverty in which she lived; though she was average height for her age.  She’d been sent to the local store to buy cigarettes for her mother, Sophie, who lay half-dressed on a sofa in her untidy apartment, a half-drunk bottle of wine only inches from her right hand.  Alicia wasn’t old enough to purchase cigarettes, of course, but her mother had given her a note and cash; both of which Alicia clutched tightly in her small right hand; the note being for Mr. Allenby, the storeowner, explaining that she, Sophie, was ill and could he please, please, sell them to Alicia.  Mr. Allenby, an accommodating soul in his early sixties, obese, with piggy eyes and a fat round face that was almost always covered in a sheen of sweat, often did favours for young folk.  He normally expected something in return for those favours, of course, and Alicia’s mother understood that.  Alicia may just be too young for him at the moment but Mr. Allenby had her marked down for the future, the very near future.  He didn’t even charge Alicia for the cigarettes, just stroked her face with his grubby stubby fingers and ran his hand through her hair.  Soon, he told himself.  Soon.

It was only eighty-four grown-up strides from the store to the steps that led up to Alicia’s home, but a lot more for a ten-year-old girl.  The night was clear and cool and there were few people about.

On the equivalent of the sixty-sixth stride, as Alicia skipped along looking up at the apartment in which she lived with her mother, a car mounted the pavement behind her and ran her down, pushing her into a wall as it did so, squeezing the life out of her in the cruellest of ways.  The car sped away.  Alicia died and rolled over, lying in the road for eighteen-minutes before anyone came to investigate what had happened.

The headmistress of her school, Mrs. Jackson, said in a television interview that Alicia was a lovely girl, intelligent, clever, funny, with lots of friends.  Her classmates were given a few days off and offered counselling.  Several of them took it and cried.

When told by a neighbour what had happened, Alicia’s mother had the decency to cry, too.

She never got her cigarettes.

***
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It was a small Agency, just two of them, who so far remained unpaid for any meaningful work, but it was twice as big as the many one-man Agencies that made up the majority of the industry.  Mariska had spent Dave Lewis’s money wisely over a period of three-months; the basement now converted into a comfortable office, carpeted with blue deep-pile, the far wall painted in the same colour, the other walls white.  The shower had been taken out but the W.C. retained; there were two modern wooden desks, one desktop computer, one laptop, one printer, one fixed-line telephone, four mobiles and several metal, lockable filing cabinets, mostly empty.  The window, heavily curtained when Mariska lived there, was now open to the light; the door had been replaced with one that had glass panels in it.  The chairs behind the desks were of the swivel and twist type, black leather, and in Dave’s case covered with a cat-blanket with little white kittens printed all over it.  There was no particular reason for this, he had never befriended a cat, nor had one in his house.  He had the smaller desk, the smaller chair and the desktop.  Mariska had the gloriously wide desk, the on-the-move laptop and she doled out the mobile phones as was appropriate to her single employee.  She was very much front-of-house.  It was her name on the brass nameplate that sat on her large desk and on a sign, red to match her hair, which now hung at the top of the steps that led down to the basement and which creaked in the wind.  Neighbours had complained.  In fact, several of them had been against the application for a Private Detective Agency when it had been made but planning permission had been given, and it had only taken two-months, something of a planning miracle, for a change of use of the premises from residential to business.

To celebrate, Mariska opened a bottle of Champagne.  Dave purchased it.  She toasted their success, he drank coffee, she wouldn’t allow him anything alcoholic, not even to toast their success, which they believed would be swift in coming, but wasn’t.  They never had a customer for eight-weeks and each day of those eight weeks Mariska dressed immaculately, made herself up, sat in her chair in her office and waited.  No phones rang, there were no knocks on the door, no one entered, even though she’d advertised in the local press and had pamphlets and cards printed and distributed.  She’d felt certain that she’d soon be earnestly employed and would soon be able to begin to pay Dave back some of the money he’d spent doing up the basement.  Except her debt rose.

Dave kept mathematically perfect records of every penny he, and she, spent, noting it all down in a double-entry book, although for some time there was nothing in the income section of the pages.  Every week he would present Mariska with the financial records so that she could sign them off and see not only where his money was going but also how much she now owed him.  She’d offered him a partnership but he’d declined, politely of course, saying he would much rather be an employee, that him being a partner after shooting a woman between the eyes might present some problems, might just put some potential customers off.

Mariska cursed but knew he was right.

It was her business, she was the woman in charge, but as the empty days and hours passed, she had Dave teach her as much as he could about law enforcement.  She declined to take any of the advertised expensive courses because she had him, an ex-cop, to teach her, ex-good cop.  He produced his old police training manuals and taught her all he could from pocket notebook rules (he’d impressed on her the absolute importance of writing everything down because if she didn’t write it she would forget it, or mistake it, or confuse it, or befuddle her memory with it, and it could make all the difference between success and failure), through missing persons and absconders (how to find them and how to only believe only half of everything she was told when asking questions), to how to give evidence (very important if her cases came to court and she was expected to stand and speak).  His training was intense and he made her take an examination every evening before they ate (he cooked, he cleaned, organised the house, she ran the business, her name on the sign, as she continually reminded him) and at the end of each week he would test her over what she had learned from each day.  So having no customers proved to be a little bit of a bonus in the learning department.

In was on a balmy morning in May, at just after 11am, when the first client appeared.

He was seventy-two years of age, his name was Albert James Smith, and he was a gentlemanly person, tall, slim, upright, correct, with dark hair still clinging precariously to his small head.  He had rheumy eyes and used a stick for an injured knee.  He only wanted to pay thirty-pounds (Mariska and Dave had talked about fees and settled on one-hundred a day).  Mr. Smith said what he was there for, that there was nothing in it for him, only satisfaction, which as they say, couldn't be bought by riches.

He wanted Mariska to investigate a man who lived only three doors away from him on the street where he lived, Manningtree Drive, a cul-de-sac, with trees planted in the grass of the verge and where virtually nothing criminal ever happened.  Except Mr. Smith had taken against one of his neighbours.

He wanted Mariska to investigate Robert Andrews.

Sergeant Robert Andrews.

A Police Officer.

When David heard this, his head went down.  He used to know Andrews, never worked with him much, but knew him to speak to, to pass time with, to say good morning to.  While Mr. Smith was making his case in front of Mariska’s desk, David rose, walked behind the elderly gentleman and slid a finger across his own throat.  He meant to convey to Mariska that she should cut the interview short.  That she should let this one go.

“I wonder if you could make Mr. Smith and myself a hot drink, Mr. Lewis,” she said in response to his finger-across-the-neck-action.

He glared at her and shook his head.

“Now, Mr. Lewis.  You’d like a tea, Mr. Smith, wouldn’t you?”

“Love one,” the old man said.

Dave glared for a few seconds longer before stepping across the office, climbing the three steps and opening the door that led into the main part of the house.  Closing the door behind him, he went into the kitchen and brewed two drinks, one Earl Grey for madam, an ordinary tea for the client.  Client?  That was a laugh.  Thirty-pounds wouldn’t even cover the cost of the printing ink required for the pamphlets.  And nothing could be done.  Mr. Smith’s complaint was dead in the water before it even began.

He didn’t seem to understand that he was making it against a serving police officer.

Police officers, in general, don’t get complaints made against them, and when they do they are generally found to be not guilty of the crime of which they have been accused.  They can shoot innocent people dead with impunity, on trains, off them, or even as they sleep in their beds; they can beat people up live on television or on CCTV and walk away; and just look at the West Midlands Crime Squad all those years ago.  Not one of them was ever charged or convicted for fitting up the Birmingham Bombers, none of whom were guilty and who served years in prison.  Not one.  In general, criminals got caught, got imprisoned, but coppers didn’t, not unless they were totally stupid, or had become so arrogant. they thought they could do anything and get away with it.  Many of them tried and most walked away.  After all, they did belong to the biggest gang of all.  Members of the same gang didn’t, in general, attack their own.

Mr. Smith’s complaint against Sergeant Andrews was that some months previously, in a well-publicised incident, in the newspapers, on the local news, he had been injured during a contretemps in the City Centre.  He’d been knocked over and stepped upon during a melee outside an overcrowded nightclub.  Andrews had complained of an injured back almost immediately and had been off work ever since.  He’d now been off for months.  Bad backs could be uncommonly difficult things to mend or treat and people suffered with them for years.  Every scrounger in the world knew that.  But Mr. Smith had video-evidence that Sergeant Andrews was an all-action, football and golf-playing jogging miracle, considering how difficult his injury made his life.  Sergeant Andrews worked at another profession whilst on his sick leave, helping his brother-in-law in the transportation of goods in a white van.  According to Mr. Smith, Sergeant Andrews was an all singing, all dancing (oh, yes, Smith also had video evidence of Andrews jiving like a demon at the local club), twenty-four-hour party man.

A scrounger, Mr. Smith said.

A thief, taking what was not legally his.  Monies that weren’t legally his.

Mr. Smith had become quite agitated whilst making his claims to Mariska, who wrote everything down in neat handwriting on a pad on the desk in front of her.  She looked up often and smiled a lot as Mr. Smith spoke almost without pausing for breath. 

Then he was done, suddenly shutting up, falling into silence, glaring at her, until, eventually, he said, “So, what do you intend to do about it?”

“Have you taken your complaint to any other professional bodies, Mr. Smith?” she asked.

“I went directly to the police with my evidence but they just ignored me.  Sergeant Andrews is a brave and selfless officer on sick leave I was told, and that was that.  I was stopped for a vehicle check on the way home from making my complaint, so I knew what I was up against.  I tried other bodies, I went to the Citizens Advice Bureau, but they couldn’t help, and I wrote to the Police Federation in Leatherhead but have received no reply.  I saw your advertisement on a board at the library; and I said to our Linda, that’s my wife; I said to her, it might be worth investing thirty-quid to try and stop him stealing our pensions.  That’s what he’s doing you know, taking food out of the mouths of the old and the young.  He’s a cheat.”

Mariska finished the tea Dave had brewed for her, lay down both her cup and her pen and stared at Mr. Smith, who had also finished his tea.  David sat at his own desk imploring her, silently, not to take Mr. Smith’s case.

“Have you brought the thirty-pounds with you, Mr. Smith?”

“Yes, miss.” 

He shoved his right hand into his coat pocket and pulled out said amount, passing it politely across the desk to Mariska, who took it, slid open the top drawer of her impressive desk and dropped it in.  She also wrote a receipt for Mr. Smith and signed it, before handing it over.  David Lewis groaned.

“And have you brought with you the recordings of Detective Andrews doing his football and golf and dancing?”

“They are at my house; our Linda’s making sure they’re not tampered with.”

“Thank you for contacting us, Mr. Smith,” Mariska said.  “We shall shortly be visiting your home, thereafter we shall do our very best to get Sergeant Andrews to return to work, and we will let you know the outcome.  Please mention the Agency to your friends.  Thank you for calling in.”

She stood, smoothed down her dark-blue skirt, reached out with a right-hand which Mr. Smith took and shook as he smiled, before turning, nodding at Dave and limping out of the office, up the steps into the warmth of a sunny day.

“Yes!” Mariska exclaimed, as she punched the clenched fist of her right hand high in the air.  “Oh, yes!  Our very first customer.  We are on our way, Mr. Lewis.”

“You are absolutely insane for taking it on,” Dave said, in an effort to squash her excitement and bring her down to earth.

She brought her arm down to her side.

“Why?”

“You want to investigate a serving police officer?  Have you any idea how insane that is?  He belongs to a very large boys club, they all back one another up, if you take on one, you take on them all.  Thousands of them.  You will never be able to drive down the street without being stopped, you will never be able to report a crime, you will be ignored, and if you are ever in trouble none of them will come to your aid.  And that’s just for investigating him.  If you succeed in your investigations, it will be worse.”

“You are such a pessimist.”

“I used to be one of them.  I know them.  How they work, how they think.  You can’t start investigating police officers or you will have to investigate them all, and then we’ll have no police force left.”

“But there is nothing wrong with him, Sergeant Andrews; he should be back at work.” 

“What the hell has that got to do with anything?  People do it all the time.  Andrews is no different from millions of other scroungers.  You can’t investigate them all.”

“I can if I am asked to.  And I have been asked to do this.  More than that, I have been employed to do it, I have been paid.”

“Thirty quid?”

“How much money have you brought in?”

“What?”

“I didn’t say invested.  Not how much money have you invested.  I asked how much money you’ve brought in?  It was my pamphlets that brought that customer to our door.  Mine.  I earned it.”

“You’re inviting trouble.”

“We need some more equipment.”

“What?”

“We need some small microphones, like the ones they use on television, those clip-on things, so I can record my interviews, then we’ll have open lines while you hide away and witness everything that’s said.  Is that a good idea, or what?”

“Stupid idea, if you ask me.”

“Not asking then, Mr. Lewis, telling.  We need these pieces of equipment then I can go and see Sergeant Andrews.”

“It’s crazy.”

“I’ll let you dry my hair if you’re really good.”

She laughed a crazed, Hungarian-style laugh, raucous, loud.  Dave Lewis didn’t, he just shook his head.
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Dave stood in the bedroom of the Smith’s house; Albert and his wife, Linda, were sitting nervously downstairs, together on a small sofa.  A chair had been brought up from the dining room and from the window Dave had a clear view of Sergeant Robert Andrews’ home.

“Can you hear me?”

“Yes,” Dave said, as he spoke into a mobile phone, the other one of which was in Mariska’s right coat pocket, while she had a clip-on microphone attached to the lapel of her dark coat, with the recorder in her left pocket.  Dave watched her as she walked smartly along the road from the Smith’s house, a brief case held in her right hand.  She walked in an upright, proud fashion, as one would expect of her, but Dave just couldn’t shake off the feeling that she was walking into trouble.

“Here goes.”

He watched as she pushed open a small, latched gate and strode the few steps to the front door of the house.  He watched as the door was opened by a blonde-haired, buxom woman when she responded to Mariska's bell ring.

“Mrs. Andrews?”

“Yes.”

“I wonder; is your husband in?”

“Who wants to know?”

Mariska took a card from the top pocket of her jacket and handed it to Mrs. Andrews.

“A Private Investigator?”

“Yes; as stated.”

“What do you want with my husband?”

“That’s between your husband and me, Mrs. Andrews.  Could I speak with him?

There was a silence.

“Oh, I see,” Mariska said, “you are his front-line defence, are you, Mrs. Andrews, the deflector of all the shit thrown at him?  You are the person who drives all visitors away from your front door, those who want to speak to him about being fit enough to go to work and him not doing it.”

Bollocks, Dave thought.

“What?  How dare you!  My husband is an injured policeman, a hero.”

“No, he isn’t, Mrs. Andrews, he’s a scrounger, a cheat, and he should be back at work.  Could I speak with him?”

“Who’s this?” a man asked from behind the woman.

“It’s no one, Robert; go back inside, she’s just leaving.”

“Sergeant Andrews?”

“Robert, go back inside.”

Dave watched as a man joined the woman in the doorway to the house.

“Yes, I am.  What do you want, who are you?”

Cynthia Andrews handed her husband the card.

“A Private Investigator?  What the hell do you want at this house?”

“I want to know why you aren’t back at work, why you are claiming benefits for being ill when you’re not.”

“What?”

“I’ve told her to get away from the door, Robert.”

“Why aren’t you back at work, Sergeant Andrews?” Mariska insisted, refusing to take a backward step.

“It’s all his fucking doing, isn’t it; him, Smith, across the road?”

Dave leaned back out of view as Robert Andrews stepped out past Mariska and looked up at the Smith’s residence.

“Robert, don’t make it worse.”

“The police pay my sick pay,” Andrews said, as he glanced again at the card, “Miss Mareskova.”

“And we, the citizens, pay the police, Sergeant, and your pension.  You are ripping off the people.”

“Get off my property.  You are trespassing.”

“Trespass to land, the ‘wrongful interference with one’s possessory rights in property’," Mariska stated, quoting the law.  "I am not interfering with your property, Sergeant Andrews, I am here to discuss with you your inability to return to work as a policeman but, instead, hold down another job, working with your brother-in-law, and taking part in many activities such as football and golf and jiving with the delightful Mrs. Andrews.  Go back to work, Sergeant, before I take it further.”

“Do you know who I am, how powerful I can be, how I can make your life hell?”

“Does that constitute a threat?” Mariska asked.

Dave guessed that the question was aimed at him.

“Yes, it does,” he replied.

“Who the hell is that?” Robert Andrews asked as he turned to look at her.  “Who the hell are you talking to?”

“My partner, Sergeant Andrews, recording every word you say.”

“Get off my fucking property!  Now!”

“Sergeant Andrews, have you ever seen those programmes on television about scroungers who rip off the public, you know, the ones where everyone watching cheers as the intrepid reporter hunts down the miscreant.  If you don’t go back to work, forthwith, you will star in such a show, you will also become a tabloid star, your image will appear for the entire world to gaze upon; I will put you on the internet, showing you playing golf and football, jiving with the delightful woman here.  I am not here to mess about, Sergeant Andrews, and never threaten me again.  I am from both Hungarian and Irish blood, and if you think you have a large gang to back you up just imagine how large my gang is.  Go back to work, you scrounger.”

Jesus! Dave thought.  She hasn’t got a clue.  She’ll get really hurt, Andrews will smack her, or his wife will.

Mariska didn’t move from the doorstep, the Andrews’ stood and stared at her.

There was a brief standoff, where everyone seemed frozen in time, staring at each other, Andrews and his wife seemingly about to bear down on Mariska.  Then they crumbled.

“I’ll phone up tomorrow, make an appointment with your doctor,” Mrs. Andrews said to her husband.

“Yeah, that would be a good idea,” Andrews agreed.

“I’m glad we could come to a compromise,” Mariska said, smiling.

“What fucking compromise?” Sergeant Andrews said.  

“I’ll look forward to speaking to you at your workplace,” Mariska said, completely ignoring the retort.

She turned to walk away, but turned back again, “And I don’t want to be stopped in my car unless I have committed an offence, Sergeant Andrews; I don’t want my offices raided; I don’t want to be roughed up by your bully-boy colleagues.  Goodbye, thank you for your assistance.”

She walked away without a backward glance and kept walking all the way along Manningtree Drive, past the Smith abode, not even glancing at it as she passed.

Dave smiled.  She could have a future after all.

He returned the chair to the dining room, thanked the Smith’s for their co-operation, told them it was possible Sergeant Andrews would shortly be returning to work, at which they both smiled, and he departed via the back door and the back gate, meeting up again with Mariska where they’d parked the car.

“How did I do?”

“You were absolutely crap.”

“I thought I was, too.  I lost myself, he irritated me, I took it personally.  I shouldn’t have done that, should I?”

“Like I said, you were crap.”

“Do you think he will go back to work?”

“Only time will tell.”

Four days later, Sergeant Robert Andrews was signed off sick leave by his doctor.  He reported for duty at his Police Station and shook a lot of hands and a lot of smiles came his way.  Four days after that, as he sat in his police car, parked, watching traffic as it flowed along a particularly dangerous section of highway, the car was hit from behind by a wagon carrying ten tons of stone.  Andrews was killed instantly.  His front seat passenger was severely injured.  The driver of the truck was fined several hundred pounds for not paying enough attention.

Life was shit.

Mariska did not send flowers.

But she, too, now understood guilt.
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