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The Case of the Swapped Swimsuit

Call me Mizzy, everybody does.

Actually, my cousins call me Miz (or Misery when I’m really annoying) but in my head, I’m Mizzy the Marvellous, world-famous detective. Think Sherlock Holmes crossed with Rachel Bailey, the police detective from that old show Scott and Bailey – the one with big brown eyes, never-ending legs and long, elegant fingers. Sometimes I want to be her so much, it hurts.

You see, I’ve wanted to be a detective for as long as I can remember. It’s in my blood, or something. My cousins say I can sniff a mystery no one else has even noticed and my tummy just has a knack for feeling things.

They’re right. My tummy fizzes at the first sign of a secret. Sometimes it tightens into a small, hard lump as well. Sometimes it loops and tumbles and twirls.

What I’m not so good at yet is actually solving things. Mum and Dad just roll their eyes and say my dreams are Great Aunt Jane’s fault and could I please stop poking my nose into other people’s business already?

But I can’t help it. And one day, they’ll see. One day, I’ll show them I’m a proper detective. I’ll make them proud.

Maybe today’s the day. After Sunday lunch with Grandma Mabel, we’ve made our way to the ponds on Hampstead Heath. Mum and Dad whisper a bit more about pork and porridge for lunch again and how maybe it’s time to find Grandma Mabel a nice care home. Then we leave Dad at the Floaty-Boat Pond and Mum, Grandma Mabel and I head to the Ladies’ Pond for my swimming lesson.

Like every summer Sunday, the pond and the dock and the grass are filled with families. Mums and grandmas and girls of all ages. Almost-grown-up ones in bikinis stretched out on towels in the sun. Littlies in frilled swimsuits and rubber rings and armbands. And groups of almost-teenagers, like me, hanging their legs off the end of the dock and giggling.

Except they’re not like me, are they?

I tug at the frill on my swimsuit. Mum says it’s cute, but almost-teenagers aren’t supposed to be cute. We’re meant to be cool. Like that girl over there with the swim shorts and crop top. I bet her mum even lets her wear lip gloss.

And that one over there, she’s wearing mascara. There’s streaks of it running down her face.

And not a single other twelve-and-three-quarters-year-old wears armbands.

My cheeks sizzle. I should be pulling on the blasted things but, like always seems to happen right about now, something much more interesting catches my eye.

Today, a woman with a shark tattoo on her left wrist strolls up to a grey-haired lady a few towels away from me, who’s fast asleep on the dock. (I can tell she’s sleeping, because her tummy goes up and down exactly the same amount with each breath and her snores drown out the bees zigzagging in the reeds.)

Shark-Wrist pauses a moment. Then, cool as the Sunday 99 Dad always promises me if I actually manage to swim, she slips her hand in Snory-Grey-Hair’s bag and pulls out a navy-and-white-striped swimsuit. She holds the suit up to the light, like she doesn’t want to steal a holey one, then strolls back along the dock to the changing room.

Is Shark-Wrist stealing the swimsuit? My heart hops. This is my next case. The one that’ll show Mum and Dad I’m a proper detective. That’ll show them I should wear lip gloss and a crop-top bikini and forget all about armbands.

Mum is digging around in our bag. She hasn’t noticed a thing. Tummy fizzing, I scramble to my feet and ever-so-cool-and-Rachel-Bailey-like, saunter after Shark-Wrist.

Outside the changing room, I stop and study the flaking rubber safety ring on the wall, like I’m fascinated by flaky, rubbery things. (Rachel Bailey calls this surveilling.)

Fourteen (well-examined) rubbery flakes later, Shark-Wrist reappears through the changing-room door. Wearing the swiped-striped swimsuit.

My heart thumps faster. I’m going to catch a real thief! A gazillion shades of lip gloss tumble through my head. Mum will be so proud. I stumble after Shark-Wrist and as she reaches the end of the dock where the wood pokes out over the water, I grab her arm and yell, “You’re nicked!”

“Excuse me?” Shark-Wrist swivels and peers down at me, forehead all sorts of wrinkly. But her eyes don’t flick from side to side. Her face doesn’t turn red.

Oops. My tummy tightens. Have I got the wrong end of the stick?

“Mizzy!” Mum appears from nowhere. “Let go of the lady. At once.”

My lip-gloss dreams vanish. “But, Mum … the swimsuit! It isn’t hers!”

“Right now.” Mum gives me one of her best glares, then turns to Shark-Wrist. “I’m so sorry. She likes to make things up.”

I hang my head.

But Shark-Wrist smiles down at me. “She’s right, actually. It isn’t my swimsuit.”

It isn’t? I sneak a glance at Mum.

“Mine had a hole in it,” Shark-Wrist continues. “So I swapped with my aunt.”

Then she nods at Snory-Grey-Hair, pats my head and dives into the pond.
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The Saver

My cheeks burn. Another failure. A swapped swimsuit, not a swiped one. Rachel Bailey shakes her head. I should have surveilled a bit longer.

Mum obviously wishes I hadn’t surveilled at all. Giving me one of her best why-do-you-poke-your-nose-in-where-it’s-not-needed sighs and squeezing my fingers a bit too tight, she drags me back along the dock to our heap of swimming bags. “That’s quite enough Great-Aunt-Janeing for today.”

Great Aunt Jane is actually my great great aunt but that takes too long to say. She’s famous in our family for being terribly nosy, watching all the neighbours and writing down stories about them in her diaries. Depending on who you ask (her nephew, Great Uncle Raymond or her niece, Grandma Mabel), she was either an interfering busybody with a talent for getting the wrong end of the stick, or a brilliantly perceptive surveiller. It’s a shame that all of her old diaries went missing years ago, because I’d love to read them.

Anyway, the only thing everyone agrees on is that I’m just like her.

I sigh. I’d rather be like Rachel Bailey, not a very-dead, very-nosey great aunt. But my eyes are blue and squinty, my legs are short, and my fingers are always sticky, even when I haven’t eaten anything. And although my tummy usually knows when something’s up, it never shares any actual facts with my brain.

To be absolutely honest, I haven’t ever solved a real case. The closest I get is playing our Sherlock and Two Watsons game with my cousins, and even then, I’m a Watson.

Mum finishes rummaging through our swimming bags and pulls out my half-inflated armbands. Then grabbing each wrist in turn (much harder, by the way, than I grabbed Shark-Wrist’s), she rams them up my arms.

Mum blows and puffs and blows some more and the bands pinch and squeeze my arms like two tubes of toothpaste. I close my eyes. The other almost-teenagers will be pointing at me and sniggering, I’m sure of it.

“Hop in the water quick,” Mum says, “before Grandma Mabel forgets what she’s waiting for.” Her voice has that tight, worried sound it always has these days when she talks about Grandma Mabel.

In the middle of the pond, Grandma Mabel’s sun hat bobs up and down, like a giant yellow butterfly. Waiting for me. Encouraging me. I gaze at the pond and sigh. There’s no way out. Even someone smuggling the Crown Jewels away in a wet towel won’t budge Mum’s eyes off me, not after my performance with Shark-Wrist.

I plonk down on the dock and lower my feet into the pond. My toes wobble like worms in the sunlit water. Teensy fish flick around my ankles in flashes of silver and green.

If only I could stay right here, like this. But Mum says swimming is a vital life skill and I have to learn it. And the kids at school say that even babies know how to swim.

A dragonfly zigzags across the surface of the water. A blackbird whistles in the roses.

Like a slowed-down video (or a really bad dream), Grandma Mabel stretches her arms towards me.

My tummy plummets. I tug at my armbands. I tug at the bottom of my swimsuit. Sprawled on the dock, a gazillion almost-teenagers turn in my direction. Today, finally, will the beached-baby-whale-in-the-bubblegum-pink-armbands-the-size-of-Battersea-Power-Station actually swim?

“It’s your last chance, Mizzy.” Mum dips a toe in the water and kicks a little my way. “There won’t be any swimming opportunities with your cousins in St Jude’s Junction.”

I sigh. Of course there won’t. That’s one of the reasons I love it there.

Grandma Mabel smiles and waves.

My teeth start to chatter. The lump in my throat swells to the size of my armbands. But taking a deep breath of pond-scented air, I grit my teeth, swallow the lump in my throat and launch myself into the water.

So what if other almost-thirteen-year-olds don’t need armbands? So what if my drowning-doggy-paddle sends ducks flapping for their lives? I can do it. I can still make Mum and Dad proud of me.

And what do you know, I AM doing it! I’m actually swimming! Away from the reeds. Past the end of the dock. Out into the deep water.

The deep water! My arms freeze. My legs melt. My heart stops. Weeds grab my ankles. Sloopy ice floods my nose. Darkness tugs at my toes.

And all at once, like it does every week, a birdlike arm loops my neck and Grandma Mabel tows me back to the reeds.

“I wasn’t scared.” I scrabble on to the dock and gasp for breath. “I just don’t like water in my ears.”

Mum smiles her there-there-baby smile. “Maybe next time, darling. It’ll be September before you know it.”

My bottom lip wobbles. So much for Mizzy the Marvellous.

“Never mind, dear.” Grandma Mabel peeks out from under her floppy yellow hat and pats one of my armbands. “I’ll always save you.”

I sigh. Doesn’t anybody understand? Mizzy the Marvellous doesn’t need to be saved.

Mizzy the Marvellous is the saver.






[image: No image description]

= 3 =

Escalators

We collect Dad from the Floaty-Boat Pond, then make our way back across the heath.

Grandma Mabel somehow manages to stride ahead, even though she’s tiny. Between her floppy hat and her floaty dress, all that shows are her itty-bitty feet. Her tatty white plimsolls with frilly tennis socks (scissored at the ankle so they’re not too tight) beetle ahead of us through the woods.

Mum and Dad take the chance to hiss about Grandma Mabel getting forgetful and isn’t it time to talk about care homes again? At least I’m not the only member of the family being babied these days. But it doesn’t help much. My hair drips pond water down the back of my T-shirt and I shiver. Not just because I’m wet.

I didn’t solve a crime again, did I? I didn’t manage to swim. Again. The kids at school are right. I am a baby.

At last, we pass the final pond, the trees thin and the wide, grassy slope of the heath opens out around us. Sunshine. Families. Yapping dogs and frisbees. And the ice-cream van. Mum shakes her head, but Dad buys me a 99 anyway (even though I still didn’t swim).

I snuggle up beside him on the prickly grass. London shimmers below our stretched-out feet and I lick a big, fat tongueful. This is one of my favourite bits of the week. But today the Shard twinkles in the distance, like it’s showing off how grown-up and marvellous it is. Not like me.

My ice cream clags at the back of my throat. What I need is a proper mystery. With impossible clues that no one else can solve, except me. I’ll find the culprit and everyone will be amazed and they’ll wonder how they never noticed how incredibly grown-up and marvellous I am (and don’t I look like that tall, willowy detective on TV … what’s her name again?).

But where on earth do I find a mystery like that?

The following day, like the baby I am, Mum and Dad deliver me and my My Little Pony suitcase to Victoria station, to catch the train to St Jude’s Junction.

I spend almost every school holiday in St Jude’s with my cousins, because Mum and Dad are nurses and work different shifts at the hospital and almost-thirteen-year-olds can’t be left on their own at home (even though technically they’re not alone, because one of their parents is upstairs sleeping).

Don’t get me wrong. Mum and Dad come down to see me on their days off, so I’m not a total orphan. And St Jude’s Junction is my favourite place in the whole world and my cousins are my most favourite people in it. I’m just not so keen on the not-being-old-enough-to-be-left-alone bit, or the Victoria station bit.

I’m especially not keen on the Underground.

As usual, we joined the Tube at Putney Bridge, a nice above-ground Underground station with lovely, low, very-not-moving staircases. But Victoria is a whole different disaster.

As our tube train pulls into the platform, people surge around us, out of the carriage, into the tomb-like tunnel and on through the archway towards the escalators. Like a mega-millipede which knows exactly where it’s going and never gets lost and which isn’t scared of anything.

Especially not escalators.

I wobble across the gap between the train and the edge of the platform, then my feet refuse to budge another step. Voices clang in my ears. The filthy, greasy smell of the Underground catches at the back of my throat and my mind floods with memories. Escalators. Tap-dancing at the top or bottom, while half of London queues behind me. Clutching the handrail so hard, my feet get left behind or rattle on ahead without me. The stomach-churning upside-downing. Stop buttons pressed (Mum) and wailing babies (me) being carried up or down the unmoving-moving staircase.

But we never use the escalators, of course we don’t. Not any more. Holding tightly to one hand each, Mum and Dad half lead, half carry me along the platform in the opposite direction to the millipede, away from the archway, towards the safety of the lift.

I can just about breathe again. Victoria station has lifts for all its different tube lines and we haven’t had to use an escalator in years. A few more minutes and I’ll be on the train to St Jude’s. But when we reach the lift at the end of the platform, it’s out of order.

We stand and stare at the big black letters, like maybe if we look hard enough for long enough, they’ll say something different.

Mum gives up first. “How can it be out of order? It’s practically brand-new.” She checks her watch. “Your train leaves in eight minutes.” She bites her lip. Glances at Dad. “We’ll have to use the escalator.”

“No …” My tummy plummets. My knees wobble. Barf coats the back of my throat.

“Now, Mizzy.” Mum squeezes my hand. “Take some breaths. We’ve got you.”

Dad squeezes my other hand. “It’s OK, love. We’re here.”

“But …” But what? I can’t? I’m scared? I’m too much of a baby? Isn’t that what I’m trying to show Mum and Dad I’m not? Well, Mizzy the Marvellous, here’s your chance.

The mega-millipede has vanished and apart from a rumpled newspaper, a chewed-up wad of gum and a scrunched packet of cheese and onion crisps, the platform is empty. I swallow my mouthful of sick, shake my hands free and, trainers squeaking on the tiled floor, I stride ahead of Mum and Dad back towards the archway.

The escalator rumbles in the distance. It grumbles. It groans. With chattering teeth, I force one trainer in front of the other. Closer. Closer. Closer. Until the towering metal monster rears up above me.

The ground shakes. My tummy churns. Another surge of barf fills my mouth. But squeezing my eyes tight shut, I hold my breath and launch myself on board.

And suddenly, I’m doing it. I’m on the escalator.
 
Going up, up, up.

Then all at once, I’m not doing it.

The top half of me starts to go down. I grab for the handrail and my feet carry on without me, up, up, up, while my head and shoulders and tummy go down, down, down. I gasp for air and screams I really ought to recognise bounce off the echoing walls.

I’m almost completely upside down when there’s a juddering clank and the escalator freezes.

Dad scoops me into his arms.

And along with my My Little Pony suitcase, the biggest baby in the world is carried to the top.
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St Jude’s Junction

You’re probably wondering how on earth Mum and Dad ever let me travel this last leg to St Jude’s Junction on my own, right? But they hand-deliver me on to the train at Victoria and Uncle David yanks me off at the other end. And, for the in-between bit, Dad hisses all kinds of warnings in the conductor’s ear and Mum makes me swear to follow her rules (don’t talk to strangers, don’t make up stories about them and definitely don’t accuse them of stealing things they’ve swapped, or borrowed, or been given as a true and properly permitted sort of present). Really, the way they flap and fuss making ‘arrangements’ for me, you’d think people with Down syndrome aren’t capable of anything.

I’m sorry, I thought I mentioned the Down syndrome bit. It’s not like I can hide it – my extra chromosome comes with a whole bunch of other stuff. A hole in my heart. A too-fat tongue. Sideways creases on the palms of my hands. Not to mention this really weird gap between the first two toes on each foot (which I didn’t know was weird, until Judy Mitcham pointed at my feet in P.E. and burst out laughing).

The most annoying thing is that people think we’re all the same. We’re not. We’re not always happy. We don’t love everybody (I hate Judy Mitcham). And we’re not helpless, half-witted babies, who need to wear giant bubblegum-pink armbands, be bought consolation ice-cream cones, and be carried up (and down) escalators.

OK, so that last bit might be true for me. But other than escalators, swimming and bus routes (and did I mention I’m terrified of buttons?), I can do pretty much everything you can. But whatever I do – however clever or funny or just plain normal I am – people always add the for someone with Down syndrome bit.

The only people who don’t treat me like I’m special for all the wrong reasons are my cousins Niko and Oli. Niko is the oldest. He turned sixteen in June, so he’s always in charge, but he’s really good at coming up with games to play, so we don’t mind too much. Oli is only three weeks older than me, so we’re practically twins and neither of us gets to boss the other one around. Most important of all, neither Niko nor Oli ever treat me like a baby.

As my train pulls out of Victoria station, and escalators and being carried and Mum and Dad and their flappy waving-at-the-baby hands disappear from view, I settle back in my fuzzy orange seat and smile. Finally. Six whole weeks in my most favourite place, with my most favourite people ever. We’ll play Cluedo and murder in the dark and our Sherlock and Two Watsons game.

I’ll be Mizzy the Marvellous again.

An hour later, Uncle David meets my train. The station is in the middle of nowhere and the ten-minute drive to St Jude’s Junction always feels like forever. But eventually the village comes into view, folded in among the fields. First the high street fringed with whitewashed cottages, each with a different-colour front door. Then the butcher’s and the baker’s and the teeny little supermarket that sells only tins of things. Then the village green and the pub. Then the church. Until, finally, Church Lane with its little stone walls and waterfalls of roses leads us to Auntie G’s house.

Number One Church Lane used to belong to Great Aunt Jane. It’s even more ancient than she was. She gave it to her nephew Great Uncle Raymond when she died. Great Uncle Raymond gave it to his son Uncle David and David’s wife Auntie G ages ago, when Great Uncle Raymond bought an enormous new house on the other side of the village. Niko and Oli are Uncle David and Auntie G’s kids. My cousins.

Number One is a crumbly, red-brick cottage on the end of a row of neat, whitewashed ones. Oli says the neighbours don’t like its crumbliness, or the overgrown garden, or the thatched roof that looks like a lopsided wig. (And Niko says they’re never invited in to comment on the creaking floorboards in the hall that dip in the middle, or the teeny windows which make the rooms all dark and stuffy, or the sweet, spicy smell from those seeds Auntie G crunches up for her coffee.)

But I think it’s perfect, just like Auntie G. It’s comfy and it doesn’t try to be something it isn’t and it’s always ready to hug me as I am (which today means Starbucks-sticky from the train).

I leap out of the car, weave my way through the roses and the floppy, flouncy poppies and, tummy fizzing, race up the front path. I can’t wait to pick up Sherlock and Two Watsons where we left off at Easter – part way through a particularly gruesome hatchet case, all evidence pointing to the vicar’s son. But as my fingers fumble with the doorknob, the door flies open and Niko breezes past me on the step.

“Oh, hi, Miz.” Niko’s always been Sherlock. But today, he pats my head, pulls his hood over his (new) pink hair and lopes off down the garden path.

My mouth drops open. He’s never patted my head before. And we usually launch straight into the game. But Niko’s halfway down the street, past the church already. He doesn’t look back once.

The neighbours look though. Miss Batt, next door, peeks through her lace curtains. Mr Belfry stops mowing the churchyard and lowers his glasses to get a better view. Even the robin in Auntie G’s roses stops singing and cocks his head as he stares me up
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