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Praise for Tony Warner’s writing:

“A meticulously realised account of a bygone working-class childhood lived on the wrong side of the tracks, which had me gripped.” (The biographer off George Orwell, D J Taylor praising ‘Childhood, Boyhood, Youth’)

“Pure Slush” editor Matt Potter on ‘Criminal Matters’.

‘I loved reading it, for its heart and its movement and its purpose.’

Nourishgroup in Australia on ‘Boxwood’, Tony’s other book of short stories:

‘It’s a book full of gentle, human stories. No spectacle, no heroes- just ordinary people remembered with care and a touch of mischief. The kind of stories which ask me to pause, smile and carry on a little softer for having acknowledged the people they were about.’
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Criminal matters
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‘It’s a crime,’ you exclaim. ‘Someone should be locked up for it. But is it a civil crime or a moral crime? Who is to judge and what might be the justification for the action? And what of those who make the laws and stand in judgement, the writers and historians who proudly commit their stories to the page or computer screen.

Judge not, lest you yourself be judged.
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It’s all over now, baby blue.
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‘Excuse me, miss. Is this your vehicle?’ I knew very well it must be. She’s only just stepped out of the duck egg blue Mini, carefully locking it and checking there is plenty of space between her and the cars in front and behind. You don’t bother to do that if you’ve just nicked the car for a joy ride. Besides, she isn’t black. Whoops! Better not say that back at the station or they’d have me on a race awareness course. ‘Racial stereotyping’ they call it. Hard to avoid it when half the people I talk to have it in spades. (Whoops!) The old fellers on the housing estates are the worst. According to them, anyone who isn’t a white Anglo-Saxon Christian monarchist engaged in manual labour is a skiver, rapist, paedophile living off our taxes.

Anyway, this girl is radiant in a short skirt to match her car, a tight roll-neck pullover and very little else. I’ve seen her before at a distance walking with a black girl with the height and figure of a lamp post. I liked the look of her then; she seems ten times better today.

‘Yes, officer, of course it is. Have I done anything wrong?’

‘I’m afraid so, miss. You can’t park here like that.’ Her eyes are the deepest brown I have ever seen, edged with luminous green specks which sparkle when they catch the sunlight, as they do now.

‘It’s perfectly legal parking, there are no signs or yellow lines.’ She clenches her teeth, emphasising the determined line of her jaw, bringing a slight pink tone to her cheeks.

‘Quite so, miss. It’s the yellow line on the pavement I’m most concerned about. I know the roads around here are very narrow, the Victorians weren’t as generous with their widths as we are. And I assume you’ve parked up on the pavement to avoid being scraped by other vehicles edging past. But it won’t do on this particular road.’

‘And why not?’ She has her hands on her hips. A fierce one this. I love a girl with a touch of spark to her. ‘What’s the pavement line got to do with anything?’

‘You must be new around here, Miss.’ I’m sure she is. There is no way I could have missed someone like her over the six months I’ve been on this beat. ‘This road is the shortest distance between the hospital and the underground station. The hospital is well known for its ophthalmic department where it’s famous for restoring the vision of people with non-genetic sight loss. Those who have some residual vision use the yellow line as a guide on the way to their appointments.

‘As well as them, many patients in wheelchairs also use this route, not to mention those on crutches or who are otherwise a trifle unsteady on their feet. So, you see, it’s important to keep the pavement as clear as possible. If you wouldn’t mind pulling out again and re-parking?’

I didn’t need to, but stood on the road to hold back any passing traffic and make sure she didn’t scrape her baby blue mini. And so I could get my fill of staring at her as she frowned in concentration turning the wheel backwards and forwards. Why is it that women hate putting on a full steering lock, I wonder? She seemed competent enough and pleased with her performance. I thanked her as officiously as I could and stayed to watch her walk over to one of the houses slightly further down the road. Like all the houses here it is in multiple occupation, full of young professionals just getting their feet on the housing ladder, assisted by the bank of mum and dad.

I didn’t see her again that week but a couple of times I spied her friend shimmying along the main road. She might have skinny hips and non-existent breasts but she moved like the proudest princess, as if she owned the high street and the rest of the city into the bargain. Each time I made a point of following her, partly to ensure she arrived home safely, mainly to see if she were meeting the girl with the blue Mini. 

The government makes a big deal about ‘putting local cops back on the beat’, but what they don’t tell you is that poor sods like me have a ‘local’ beat which covers half of south London, hundreds of square miles. Nevertheless, I still made a point of drifting past her house at least once a day, even if it meant a good five mile walk on over-populated streets. The Mini came and went at odd hours of the day, as did the flat mate.

It was she who gave me my first stroke of luck. If you think I’m not politically correct, you should try some of the lads down here, in an area known for a couple of racist murders and the promiscuous bombings of synagogues, gurdwaras and mosques. The flat mate was drifting her usual way back from the city, laden with shopping bags bearing the logos of various expensive brands when a group of young men started to follow her, shouting whatever abuse came into their simple minds. Quite sensibly she ignored them, much to their annoyance.

By the time I arrived they had her surrounded, yelling racist epithets, grabbing at the shopping bags and blocking her exit in every direction. According to the training course at Hendon I should have approached the group quietly but firmly, reasoned with them and exhorted them to desist. Sod that. Out came the folding baton and the loudest growl I could manage, using the kind of language their sort of low life understands. Pepper spray would have been good.

One against four, but the uniform and the element of surprise were sufficient to have them slinking away muttering about pigs, wogs and scum and threatening all kinds of retribution. As part of the excellent service offered by the Metropolitan Police, I offered to escort the young lady home. Being well brought up, she invited me in for a coffee and some of the finest cake Harrods had to offer.

Her flat looked like it was straight out of a feature in ‘House and Garden’ or prepared for an estate agent’s promotional shoot; neatly dressed in the smartest of modern taste, not an IKEA cupboard in sight. It turned out she was a model, which came as no surprise, and Russian, which did. How many black female models are here in Russia? Anushka laughed at my disbelief. ‘My father was a promising person in his youth, an intellectual in the days when most of the population in his country could neither read nor write. The old Soviet Union offered him a place on a medical degree, with the expectation of returning a grateful graduate to the higher echelons of his country, moving its policies in Russia’s direction.

‘As it was, the Soviet Union collapsed before that happened, leaving him half way through his course. Fortunately, my father is the one I’ve inherited his height from. He was nearly seven feet tall and a superb basketball player, so he made a good living playing for a team funded by one of the oil oligarchs. Still coaches them when he’s not doing property deals for the boss. Which is how I can afford to live here.’

‘Here’ isn’t just the flat but the whole building: five flats in all. Anushka has the one taking up the extensive ground floor, renting two more on each of the floors above. ‘It’s too big for me on my own,’ she continued, ‘and I didn’t fancy a lifetime of lonely evenings, so I asked Bethany  to move in with me.’

Now I was getting somewhere. One more slice of cake and I had been told everything there was to know about the beautiful Bethany, down to her dress size and taste in music. So much for detection; ready to move into phase two. Action.
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How many times in a week can you ‘accidentally’ run in to a particular person? Especially if you are a busy public person yourself, in frequent demand helping old ladies across the road and aiding angry shopkeepers chasing shoplifters along main streets. Now I had a rough idea of Bethany’s peculiar timetable I was assured of being in the neighbourhood with a polite ‘good morning, Miss’ at least once a week. A polite smile in return and off she scooted in her blue mini like Juno disappearing through the clouds.

At that rate I would be chief constable before I was able to as much as invite her for a cup of coffee or a quick walk around the park. There had to be a better solution. Anushka was always open for a chat on the days I found myself in the neighbourhood and it was she who provided me with my first opening.

She accosted me at the corner by the park, where I was enjoying the sight of the young mothers wheeling their babies or playing with their toddlers. ‘There’s something that’s been worrying me,’ she began, bending down from her great height to whisper in my ear. ‘Most evenings when I look out of my window there’s a man loitering about on the street. He doesn’t do anything or speak to anyone. Do you think he’s a spy or someone from the secret service keeping watch on me because I am Russian?’

‘Well, I don’t want to alarm you,’ I began, ‘and I’m certain that MI5 would be much subtler if they were to bother keeping you under surveillance. In my experience men like this have personal rather than a business motivation, one which is common when it comes to figures such as yourself who have a strong public profile. I rather feel you have attracted a stalker, a man who has seen you either in person or in a magazine and has become obsessed with you.’

‘Oh, that’s horrible! You mean he is following me, trying to look in through the windows? What if he breaks in one night, what can I do?’ 

After an upbringing in Russia I would have thought she’d see a single obsessive as a minor irritant, not a direct threat. ‘There’s little to worry about,’ I said. ‘Let me come round this evening and we’ll check out your security, the locks and so on. If I turn up in full uniform it will probably put him off, at least for a short while.’

We arranged the visit for the following evening and I duly turned up in my blues, even though I was officially off duty. Bethany opened the front door, apologising for Anushka as she did so. ‘The poor girl is worried everyone who comes to the door is a stalker. Pure paranoia, I tell her, but she won’t listen to me. Perhaps you’ll have better luck.’

Bethany was stunning in a pair of joggers and a thin tee shirt bearing the name of a pop band I’d never heard of, while Anushka had disappeared under an immense overcoat complete with a fur collar, making her look like a rag doll and not like a highly-paid model at all. She sulked on the sofa while Bethany and I surveyed the locks on the front and back doors. There was nothing to be done with the communal outside doors, though I took my time over them, talking knowledgably about Chubs and Yales. With the door to the apartment I went to town, suggesting internal bolts, spy holes (‘just like home’ put in Anushka) and a door video camera linked to an intercom.

Bethany and I agreed the extent of the system was excessive, but Anushka was insistent. ‘You can never be too careful,’ she said. ‘My father has friends at home who have steel doors and iron crossbars. Anything to give them enough time to make a getaway before the mafia or the FSB manage to break through. If I have a madman stalking me, I want to take every precaution I can.’

The matter was agreed and I supplied her with the details of a respectable locksmith recommended by the Met. Which unfortunately rendered my further attendance irrelevant, much as I tried to turn the conversation into more mundane directions. However, I was able to make an appointment to inspect the new ‘fortress Anushka’ once the new locks had been fitted.

Yet another disappointment. Instead of both women waiting for my words of wisdom when I turned up for our appointment, I found Anushka on her own, this time arrayed in a collection of loose silk fabrics which emphasised her height whilst hiding her general insubstantiality. We examined the locksmith’s work, admired the excellent view of the hallway from the door camera and tested the door bolts, both top and bottom. Not being officially on duty, I accepted her offer of an excellent brandy (‘none of that foul vodka here’) while listening to her tales of the less edifying goings-on in the fashion industry. 

Not all police training is in crowd control or how to deal with Saturday night drunks. Most of the other trainees dismissed the psychology lectures out of hand, while I had found them the most interesting part of the course. Which is why I was aware of Anushka’s gradual invasion of my personal space and the open nature of her gestures and body posture. Becoming involved with a black woman a foot taller than me, however charming and stately, was not part of the plan. I invented an evening shift in the depths of Battersea and made a polite exit.

I ‘accidentally’ ran into Bethany a few days later. We talked about the new security installations and made jokes at the expense of Anushka’s paranoia. ‘We feel a lot safer now, ‘ continued Bethany, ‘though I swear there’s still a man hanging around outside most nights. I don’t suppose there’s much you can do about him?’

I had to agree, much as I would have liked to suggest the company of a strong, brave police officer of an evening would obviate the threat. The discussion ended with smiles and best wishes but without any suggestions of future engagement, despite Bethany accepting my personal phone number ‘in case of any emergencies’.

All went quiet for ten days, interrupted at last by an urgent phone call from a breathless Bethany. ‘We’ve just had a brick thrown through our front window. What do I do? Is he going to break in? Can you come round?’

It just so happened I was in the area and was at the flat within minutes. In fact it took me longer to negotiate a panicky Bethany and an intricate security system than it had taken to walk the few hundred metres to get there. Bethany was a lot calmer than her phone call had led me to believe. We swept up the broken glass together, then I found a badly fitting piece of hardboard from the general detritus in the back garden which I nailed across the broken window.

‘No chance of fingerprints or anything from the brick,’ I told her. ‘The surface isn’t conducive to prints at the best of times and you can never tell how many people have had their hands on a rough old lump like this. And no point in me phoning it in; they won’t bother to follow it up, put it down to local kids and anti-social behaviour’ We sat together for the rest of the evening working our way through the remnants of Anushka’s best brandy ‘to calm our nerves’. 

My head was buzzing when I left early the next morning. Not from the effects of the brandy but from a surfeit of wonderful plans I had for the days and months ahead. 

Bethany is now quite happy to have her own personal protection in place, looking after both her and her baby blue Mini. My frequent presence at the flat at the times when Anushka is away on a shoot seems to have scared away her stalker, if he was hers,  and there have been no more bricks through the window since I’ve had it replaced. It may also be because I’ve been on to the council and got them to clear away the builder’s rubble from the waste land round the corner. ‘You never know who might have picked it up and used it for nefarious purposes,’ I told them, keeping a straight face. 
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The Box
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The box is small, built to fit in an army kitbag; only twenty centimetres long, by ten wide, by five deep. There is an identification number on top, alongside a red cross on a white ground, displaying its original purpose as a container for a medical kit. She lifts it from the rough shelf in the attic, smooths away the accumulated dust with her hand, which she wipes on the front of her jeans. They will go in the wash later, anyway.

She regards it affectionately, replaces it next to the round casket, a newcomer, only three years old. Reflects there may be other caskets yet to arrive. Enough of this! There are tasks to be carried out before the day begins in earnest.

Esther was confused how she felt about her new school. It was spacious and clean, with shiny new computers, light plastic chairs and rows of windows. Her primary school had none of these, the windows caked with dirt and placed high up by the ceiling , whether to prevent distraction or escape, was uncertain. They had the same teacher with them all day, except when released to art club or the weekly trip to the swimming pool. The smell was the same as that of the old people she had to sit next to on the bus every day.

Her new school smelled of air freshener, disinfectant and a thousand different brands of hair shampoo and deodorant. Different teachers arrived for each lesson, their names displayed on plastic plaques dangling from cords round their necks, like the cattle Esther had once seen at a farm show.

Most confusing of all were the other pupils. In her old school she had been among the oldest and largest. And they were all children. Here she was shy and tiny, lost among hundreds of others, many of them the same size as proper grown-ups, whispering furtively in corners or showing off, dancing around gym or playground.

Like her, the majority of the new girls sat quietly, passively acquiring friends, reaching out tentatively to others who seemed the least dangerous or threatening. Tiny groups formed, their composition fluid as first impressions turned to boredom or dislike. Esther settled into association with the girls who were generally derided as ‘the swots’ for their attention and ability in class. School life sank into a bearable routine until the matter of the Christmas assessments.

On first arrival, students had been allocated to classes and sets on the basis of their profile from their previous school. Teachers’ appraisals being notoriously unreliable, a more rigorous approach was required: a proper series of examinations. The whole year group trembled at the prospect, nerves not quietened by the sight of the school gymnasium severely lined with row upon row of chairs and tables, set a precise metre and a half apart.

Some pupils put their heads on their arms and promptly went to sleep. Others wrote or calculated for half an hour before spending the rest of the session staring at the ceiling. Esther applied herself to the task, if not with enthusiasm at least with care and attention. Her application was rewarded with subsequent promotion to the top set in every subject except for art, for which, having no interest in the visual world, she was extremely grateful.

Promotion proved a mixed blessing. The challenge of moving at a faster pace and into more complex areas provoked a vigorous stimulation in the girl’s mind. From being a swot before she was now a star pupil, ready with an answer to every question, writing the longest and most interesting essays, conducting experiments which actually produced the forecast results.

Nothing could have been better and nothing could have been worse. Except for being chosen as centre for the under-thirteens netball team. Until then, this had been the prerogative of Siobhan O’Casey, a girl a year above Esther, famous for her fiery waist length red hair, which she wore in heavy thick plaits tied at the ends with green ribbons printed with silver shamrocks.

Siobhan was not one to bear a grudge. She hefted it, rolled it into a mighty mountain, turned it into an atomic weapon, advertised it on social media, school notice boards, graffitied walls and, worst of all, within the chambers of the  whispering gossips of both the lower and upper school. Wherever Esther went, there were looks and whispers. Her exercise books mysteriously disappeared, her legs were bruised and scraped from constant kicks and nudges, passes on the netball pitch went astray, important messages about meetings and events failed to be passed.

Esther bore the attacks with true Christian fortitude, as she had been taught. If anything, she worked harder, studied for at least three hours every night, including at weekends, took extra home economics assignments away to finish so she could more hurriedly move on to the next. She had done this one spring evening, the material for a new dress tucked neatly inside her basket, scissors, needles and pins arranged carefully on top, when she realised Siobhan O’Casey was in the seat in front of her, loudly announcing to all who would listen that she was soon to regain her rightful place in the ranks of the under-thirteen netball team.

‘I don’t know what came over me,’ Esther declared later to the gathering of parents, teachers and social workers. ‘I reached into my bag, pulled out the scissors and did it. Here, look.’ She opened up a tin box her grandfather had given her once at Christmas, revealing a thick, heavy, brilliant red plait, probably shorn off perilously close to the head by a pair of sharp school dressmaker’s scissors. ‘None of you would do anything about her bullying me, so I got on and did it myself.’

Esther takes one last look at the box. The Chief Executive Officer needs to be sorted out and she is the one to do it. After all, he is nowhere near as fearsome as Siobhan O’Casey.
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A sunny day at the seaside
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Wells festival was my first triumph. Father took a gang of us on the bus for the day.  ‘Kids’ stuff,’ declared Sissie at once. ‘Let’s see what’s worth nicking.’

Megan lifted some cigarettes, I sneaked a bag of bagels. Sissie was the star, light fingered from the cradle. A bottle of cider.

‘Let’s go down the beach,’ I said. ‘we can have a swim as well.’

‘I’ve got no cossie.’

‘You’re being a wimp, Mary. there’s no-one to see us.’

Megan moaned the whole way, until we saw the golden sand ahead.

I picked out a dry sandbank the recent tides had failed to cover.

“No further,’ whined Sissie. ‘Give us the bottle.’ 

She took a swig, passed it to me. 

I wiped the neck. ‘Never know what I might catch,’ 

Sissie stuck out her tongue. 

‘Time for a swim,’ I said. ‘it’ll do you good. Tides on the turn, safe enough.’

I stripped, shivered in the breeze. 

‘You’re grey as an uncooked shrimp,’ said Sissie.

‘And you look like a darkie. Don’t you ever wash?’

We splashed one another, shells and pebbles mixed with the water.

‘Look at the tide coming in. We’ll all be drowned,’ moaned Mary.

We stayed another half hour, got ourselves properly dry. Sissie spent it picking my physical appearance to pieces: hair as dry as straw and the colour of fresh cow shit; nose too small; mouth too big; teeth enormous and green round the edges; belly, fat; legs, scrawny. I tried to responded, but you don’t get a word in edgeways with Sissie Evans. 

‘Fucking stupid,’ said Audrey. ‘Sitting here listening to you two slagging one another off. I’m going back before we drown.’ She flounced off, quickly followed by Mary. 

‘Aren’t you coming?’ Megan asked.

‘Won’t be long,’ I said. ‘Going for one last swim, wash some of Sissie’s dirty words off. See you back at the bus.’

Which I did, completely on my own.

‘You look like a radish,’ said Megan.

‘Don’t you start. I’ve had quite enough from that bitch Sissie. Mouth like a cow’s arse. Serves her right if she misses the bus.’

Which she did. And the next.

Days later the police turn up. ‘We’d like to speak to your daughter, missus,’ says one.

‘What’s she done now?’ asks mother.

‘A friend of hers has gone missing up in Wells. We need to check some facts.’

‘She was horrible to me,’ I say, ‘so I left her to have another swim and went back to catch the bus. We had words. She’d been calling me all afternoon. I reckon she finished off the cider on her own, got pissed and fell into the sea. Drowned, and good riddance.’

Sissie’s clothes were found on the beach where we’d left her. No sign of Sissie. 

Next year mother couldn’t be bothered with carnivals and things. We went to Yarmouth at Easter to watch the muscled Greek boys diving for the cross. 

‘See you try drowning one of them,’ said mother.
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A Day in the Life. Aimée
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The school is very noisy and full of other children. Some of them are not very nice, taking away her building blocks when she isn’t looking. One boy has hit another boy, who is now crying in the corner, an adult trying to calm him. The bell rings and they are ushered out into the playground. Mummy isn’t here and the big children are rushing around, shouting at the tops of their voices.

A man in a brown overall stands by the gate. He holds a cardboard box under one arm whilst talking animatedly into a mobile phone held in his spare hand. She understands this; it is what Daddy does. A teacher strides out and unlocks the gate. A conversation ensues, with much waving of hands. The teacher reluctantly takes the box and holds the gate open, while the man disappears into his van, returning hidden behind a pile of new boxes. Teacher and driver lose themselves in a further confused conversation.

She decides to investigate the van, slipping silently and unnoticed through the open gate. It is not the same as Daddy’s. Daddy’s is red and yellow; this one is black and gold and the back is much lower. Even then she finds it difficult to climb in, wedging herself into a cave between two pillars of boxes. Here is quiet and warm, not like the noisy school. The rear door bangs shut and the motor starts, lulling her into a gentle sleep.

*
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Caroline is struggling. The computer demands she fills in every job she has ever had and explain in detail the breaks between them. Remembering months and years is bad enough, but the computer demands exact days as well. Making another cup of tea would be an excellent displacement activity. However, she has had three already this morning; anymore and she’ll be spending the rest of the day on the toilet.

‘Greensleeves’, the call signal from her mobile phone, solves the problem. With luck it will be one of her female friends, full of gossip and good cheer, urging a meeting in kitchen or nearby café. Instead, the display tells her the call is from an unknown number. Her habit is to ignore such unwanted interruptions, but now she is applying for part-time employment she cannot afford to be so high-and-mighty.

Unknown number is a thin voice, sharp and frazzled, desperately seeking answers. ‘Mrs. Hollins? Alex Sillet from the school. Aimée hasn’t suddenly turned up at home, has she? Her teacher says she isn’t in class. We’ve looked everywhere in the school and she isn’t to be found. We thought maybe she has slipped out somehow. Hello? Are you there?’

Caroline is in a cave full of black smoke. Somewhere around there is a ravening beast pausing before tearing her to pieces. No longer is she Caroline Hollins, but an unnamed foetus newly ejected from the mother’s womb, cast adrift into an unknown and terrifying world.

‘Mrs. Hollins.’ The voice on the phone is persistent. ‘Can you come down to the school? I’m sure, once she hears your voice Aimée will come out from wherever she has hidden herself. New children can become so overwhelmed by the excitement of their first day at school. You will come, won’t you?’

Of course she will come. Pausing only to put on her shoes and drag on her coat, she is out of the door in a trice, not even checking she has locked it behind her, now turned into a guided missile fastened on its target, all other concerns irrelevant.
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Aimée is awake. She is bored and becoming uneasy in the relative dark of the van. At least the engine is running and they seem to be moving. Some bumps; a sudden stop. The driver opens the rear door, scrabbles among the nearest boxes, muttering curses as he does so. She does not care for his brutal voice and the sharp light hurts her eyes. ‘I don’t like this van,’ she thinks. As the driver retreats, boxes under each arm, she slides out from her hiding place, scrambles down from the rear opening and hurries away as quickly as she can.

Expecting the familiar road outside the school, she finds herself instead surrounded by tall buildings of brick and steel, boasting metal doors as tall and wide as her house. Cars take up much of the spare road space. Men in dirty overalls wander around or drive one or other of the cars at top speed between open doorways and vacant parking spaces.

Aimée is nervous, but she has seen sights like this before when Daddy has taken her to work with him. She knows not to be seen, because Daddy has told her that, for her to be on company premises or in a company van, is against the rules and he could get into trouble or even lose his job. Best not to be seen here.

A green metal fence in poor repair surrounds the complex. Careful not to catch her skirt or blouse on the protruding spikes, she edges through a child-sized hole. There are bushes and a few stunted trees here. Aimée does not like the bushes, which have thorns and prickly leaves. She can see buildings beyond the trees. Perhaps her Mummy will be there. She wants her Mummy. And she is hungry.
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A policewoman is trying to console Caroline Hollins, to little effect. The woman is distraught, blaming everyone in sight: the school, the policewoman and, above all, herself. PC Janusczak is not good at consolation. She joined the police to fight crime, putting villains behind bars, forcefully if necessary. Dragging coherent statements out of sobbing women is not her forte. ‘Just because I am a woman,’ she thinks. ‘None of the men would have been stuck with a job like this.’

Abruptly she corrects herself. There is a crime, or the possibility of
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