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A clear, sunny, summer’s morning.

The sun had just come up over Chiswick Quay. Its rays shone through my small bedroom window, bathing me in sunlight. I was late. I must have hit the snooze button on the alarm clock without knowing it. I got up and poured myself a cup of yesterdays or was it the day before's coffee? I placed the cup in the microwave while I drank a glass of cold apple juice.

The coffee was awful, but it was coffee. I showered, shaved, dressed fast in my fishing clothes, a blue flannel shirt, green waterproof jacket, black waders and camo fishing hat. I checked my fishing gear, drank my coffee, and discovered that it was going to be a perfect day for fishing with Paula and her son William.

I looked around the houseboat, gathered up my fishing gear and tackle box, and went out the front door into the bright morning light, locking the door behind me. There really wasn't too much point in locking the door. Anyone who really wanted to get in, could open the door with a brick or a toothpick.

If someone did come when I was gone, the Noakes, Frank and his wife Wendy, in the houseboat next to mine would let me know. It was their sacred duty to take turns protecting this little part of Chiswick by spying on the few of us who lived on or owned houseboats on the quay. A family named Walters had lived in the third houseboat. They had recently sold out to an old woman named Caroline Thompson.

Mrs. Thompson liked to spend her time under the awning of her houseboat, sitting in a chair listening to her portable radio and looking at the notebook in which she was always writing.

When I meet people who ask me where I live, I tell them, in Chiswick. If pressed, I tell them I'm on the river. In truth, I have a houseboat in need of constant repair. I heard the water washing up against the quay side and smiled. It wasn't perfect, but it was home. The smile passed quickly.

She was huddled on one of the white plastic chairs on my narrow deck. People were always walking away with the chairs, and I was always picking up new ones at boot sales. The good folding deck chairs and a small folding plastic table I kept inside my houseboat.

She was huddled under a dew-covered light-weight jacket in a near-fetal position. She couldn't have been comfortable even though she was asleep. I wondered for a second if she was having a bad dream. Her hair was light, blonde, straight, cut short. Her face was very young, her skin near white and clear, and she was making a sort of strained humming sound as if she were dreaming. I'd had a dream last night, too. I was in the living room of an old girlfriend. I couldn't make out her face. There was a huge glass tank filled with large tropical fish. The glass suddenly shattered, sending fish, glass, and a torrent of water over me. I think that's when I woke up.

“Miss,” I said gently, touching her shoulder. It wasn't unusual to find on or near the deck, or even on a bench, a homeless person, a runaway kid, or old man or woman who had gotten drunk or just plain lost. “Miss,” I said again, putting down my fishing gear and shaking her just a bit harder. “It's morning. You can't sleep here.” The girl's eyes opened. They were large and blue, and she was definitely pretty. Though when the jacket slid down into her lap, I noticed a small suitcase next to the chair, one of those suitcases with pink and white flowers on it. It didn't look cheap. She looked around as if she had awakened in awe, and her eyes turned to the river as she ran her fingers through her hair.

Now that I could see what she was wearing, I knew she wasn't one of the homeless kids who head for the golden paved streets of London. She wore washed blue jeans and a pink, short-sleeved polo-style shirt that looked like silk and definitely wrinkled. She sat up, blinked, looked at me, and said, “Mr. Castle, Mr. Jack Castle?” 

“Just Jack will do,” I said. There was something familiar about the girl. Maybe I had seen her at the Red Lion. It would come to me if I worked at it. I didn't feel like working at it. I felt like going fishing, and I didn't like the fact that she knew my name.

She looked at me, studied my face. I couldn't have looked like the ideal she might be searching for. My fishing hat was tilted forward. My waders were baggy, held up by braces, and my shirt was my favourite cotton fishing shirt that had seen better days. Hell, it had seen better years, but so had I. “Look,” I said, fishing into my pocket. “You want to make a phone call for someone to pick you up?” I handed her my mobile phone. The girl didn't speak. I sighed deeply and dramatically, tilting my hat back on my head and trying to remember if I packed my Thermos. “Okay,” I said, “I'll drive you to the nearest tube station. I'm going that way, but I'm going, and now some people are waiting for me.” She looked at the mobile phone I had handed her and then looked at me while I checked my watch.

I was already going to be late, and Paula was not a patient woman. Paula had been a detective longer than the girl in front of me had been in the world. Police officers are either born impatient or learn to be. The crimes keep getting worse and piling up higher. You can't help wanting to make the pile smaller as fast as you can before it falls over and buries you, and you spend most of your days listening to lies.

“Your father is Tony Castle,” the girl said. She had my attention now.

“Was,” I said. “He died a few years ago.”

“I'm sorry,” she said, and she sounded as if she meant it. Meant it more than just someone giving stale sympathy.

“Thanks,” I said. 

“You used to be a policeman,” she said. “Now you're a private detective. You went to prison once.”

I folded my arms, waiting for the punchline, knowing the exasperated look that was on my face. It always came when I thought someone was going to try to take me in. 

I had dealt with the best. Old women and kids were among the best. I had spent five years in Belmarsh on a corruption conviction. When I went to prison, I had never been in trouble my whole life, I had risen through the ranks of the Metropolitan Police, until my career as a detective came to a sudden end, but I had made it to Belmarsh for something I hadn't done.

The crooks who set me up were eventually caught and prosecuted. I got a full pardon and was released. After doing some leg work for the lawyer who had helped find the villains who framed me, I decided to get into the private investigator business and started a somewhat successful career, which left me with a few hundred quid in the bank, a houseboat for a home that ate money, a dodgy back, bad knees, and a few friends.

She reached down, put the small suitcase on her lap, zipped open an outer pocket, and pulled out a crumpled envelope. “My mother said, if anything ever happened, I should find you and give you this.”

She handed me the envelope. I didn't want it, but I took it. There was probably an angle here, but the fish were biting 30 miles away on my dad's favourite fishing river, and I had spent a rough week feeling sorry for myself.

My address was on the envelope, so was my name. They were written in ink, a woman's writing, clear, slightly slanted to the right. “Who are you?” I asked. 

“Amanda Conner,” she said, fishing out a small brush from her suitcase and working on her hair. “Conner is my stepfather's name.” 

I didn't ask why. “You know what's in this letter?” I asked. 

“My mother told me to bring it to you if something happened,” she said again. 

“And something happened?” 

“Yes,” she said softly, looking back at the river. 

“Something bad,” I said. 

The girl nodded. I carefully opened the envelope with my thumb and pulled out the single sheet inside. It was brief and written by the same woman who had addressed the envelope.

The sheet was wrapped around a photograph. I looked at the photograph. There was a younger, grinning, Jack Castle on the beach in Margate, in my swimming trunks. I didn't look half bad without a shirt, but that was long ago. In the photograph I had my arm around a beautiful young woman with long blonde hair. She was wearing a bikini, an iridescent green bikini. She was smiling, but there was something sad and distant in the smile.

I wondered who had taken the photograph. I couldn't remember. But I remembered her, and when I looked at the bottom of the sheet, I saw the name, Mary. I read the letter, read it twice. I looked at the girl who said, “I'm hungry, do you have something to eat? I like cereal.” I didn't answer. I read the letter again.

“You know what's in this letter, don't you?” I said. She was silent. Mary and I had been close, very close, for almost four months. I had gotten beyond serious, and then one day I woke up, reached over, and found an envelope with my name on it, not much different from the envelope I held in my hands.

I still had the note somewhere.

‘Dear Jack, I love you, but I have to go. I can't explain. Don't hate me.’ 

The note in my hand told a different tale. “What’s your mother's maiden name?” I asked the girl. “Hope,” she said. “And your lawyer is a pretty woman named Julie Dickenson.”

“How old are you?”

“17,” she said, stretching and rubbing her stiff shoulder.

The shoulder was fine in about two seconds. If I had slept outside, my shoulder would be out of business in a need of deep massage and deep heat for at least a week.

“Birthdate?” She gave me her birthdate. I handed her the letter and asked her to read it out loud. 

“Dear Jack, she began. Amanda is your daughter. When I became pregnant, I wanted the baby, but I had to leave. I didn't think you were ready for a family. I don't think you'll ever be. I may be wrong. If you are reading this, something bad has happened and Amanda needs your help. You wouldn't be reading this if it weren't absolutely necessary. I loved you. I still do. Help her.” 

The girl put the letter in her lap and added, “It's signed Mary.” I handed her the photograph. “She was beautiful,” she said softly. 

“Does that mean she's not beautiful anymore?” 

“I think she's dead,” the girl said, looking up at me and folding her hands as if she were in class. ”I think he killed her.” 

“He?”

”My stepfather,” she said. “Michael Conner.”

The phone in my houseboat was ringing. I knew who it was. “You keep the photograph,” she said, handing it back to me. She must have wanted you to have it. I took the photograph back. 

“Let's go inside,” I said, opening the door, picking up my fishing gear, and letting Amanda Conner walk in ahead of me with her suitcase.

Now that she was standing, I could see that she was tall for her age. Tall, and walking with the slight sway I remembered in Mary. “Have a seat,” I said, pushing the door closed and heading for the phone on my desk before the answering machine could pick up. My machine was set for eight rings, so someone could hang up before the machine came on if they wanted to, and I could get from the bedroom to the phone no matter how stiff my knees might be. “Hello,” I said, looking at the girl as she walked over to the refrigerator.

I was finding it hard to believe that this girl on my doorstep might really be my daughter. It was hard to believe, but it was possible. I was sure as hell going to find out. 

“Jack!” Paula said in exasperation, “Where the hell are you? What are you still doing home?” 

“Something came up,” Paula. I said, “I can't go today.”

“You can't... Jack, we've packed, and the weather is perfect, and I took time off work. I don't know when I can get time off again. William will be so upset.”

There had been a time when Paula split with William’s father and William blamed his mother for everything, and got into trouble. That was a few years ago. Paula now had her son back. Did I have a daughter?

“If it weren't an emergency, I wouldn't be doing this, Paula. I need this fishing trip as much as you do,” I said. Watching Amanda who looked at me, I nodded at her that it was all right to open the refrigerator, which she did. 

“What's the emergency, Jack?” Paula said suspiciously. 

“Remember Mary Hope?” I asked. 

“Mary, no, wait. Yes, the one who walked out on you?” 

“Delicately put Paula,” I said. 

“She's back?” 

“No,” I said. “But this is about her. She's in trouble.” 

“I liked her,” said Paula. “I thought you and she were, you know,” 

“I know.”

“She's in trouble?” 

“Maybe big trouble,” I said. 

“And you just found out?”

“I walked out the door all ready to go fishing, and it was waiting for me on the deck.” 

“It?” 

“I'll explain later. You should go fishing. Give my apologies to William.”

“I don't know,” Paula said. 

“Give you some quality time alone with your son,” I said, as Amanda opened the cupboard next to the refrigerator and found a box of Frosties.

“I don't know,” she said, definitely disappointed. “Maybe I'll call and change the reservation.” 

“Ask William if he wants to go next week?” 

“I wanted you, me and William, to catch a few fish and spend some time together. When you've got a kid, it never stops, Jack.” 

I looked at Amanda and said, “I'll take your word for it. I'm sorry, Paula.” 

“Next week, okay?” she asked.

“I hope so,” I said. 

“You sound funny, Jack. Are you okay? Do you need some help?” 

“Not yet,” I said. “But I may take you up on that.” 

“I'll talk to you later,” she said. “If you change your mind in the next half hour, give me a call. William and I will wait.” 

“Okay,” I said, and hung up. I placed the photograph of me and Mary on my desk, looked at it for more than a few seconds, and then looked at Amanda.

She opened the box of Frosties and poured some into a bowl.  I handed her some milk and a spoon. While she ate, I searched for and found the grey steel box in the lower right-hand drawer of my desk. My papers, birth certificate, private investigator’s license and some memories.

I found the note Mary had left for me more than 18 years earlier. I put the photograph of her and me on the beach inside, closed the box, and put it back in the drawer. I served Amanda some apple juice and offered her some coffee. She said yes, and I worked on making a new pot of coffee while we talked.

“Mind if I look at that note again?” I asked. She handed it to me and kept eating. I compared the two notes. It was Mary's writing on both, no doubt. “Tell me your story,” I said. 

“You don't believe I'm your daughter, do you?” She asked, seated at my small table, a spoonful of little sugar-coated flakes of cereal on the way to her mouth.

“It's hard,” I said, “and it's sudden.” 

“I know how you feel,” she said. “This is news to me, too.” 

“The dates are right,” I said, leaning against the counter, my arms folded. “It's possible.” 

“Why didn't you marry her?” She asked as the coffee brewed and bubbled behind me. 

“I was willing,” I said. “She took off. There was always something secret about your mother.” 

“I know what you mean,” the girl said, showing me the empty bowl. I refilled it. “But she did tell me about you and your dad. There was something sad in her voice when she talked about you.”

“I've got to tell you, you're right. I'm not convinced I'm your father,” I said, watching her dig into her second bowl of cereal. “Too sudden, too convenient, too late. But I'll keep an open mind or try to.” 

“My mother talked about you every once in a while, from the time since I was about 14,” she said, pausing to sip some coffee. “She said you were a friend, a good friend. She told me about Tony, Julie, Paula and someone named The Wiz?” 

“Gary, I said, Gary Dodds, The Wizard of Odds.” 

“That's it,” she said, pointing her spoon at me. “The Wizard, I didn't know you were my father till the letter, but I sort of suspected, I think.” 

“We'll leave the father business out of this for now,“ I said, sitting in the chair across from her at the small table.

I drank my coffee and looked at her. There was definitely a lot of Mary about her. I was looking for something, Castle. Maybe it was there. I hadn't started to give serious thought to what it might mean if this was my daughter. 

“Tell me your story, and your mother's, what you know of it.” 

“Well,” she said. ”I think she was originally from somewhere in South London, Bermondsy, I think. She knew a lot about London, The old Kent Road, Putney, places like that. Before she had me, before she was even showing, she went to Sheffield. I think she had a friend there. She met Michael there. He was big, good-looking, treated her really well and had lots of money. At least that's what she told me. He knew about me coming, but asked her to marry him anyway. She did. Things were okay for a while, I think. I seemed to remember fights when I was a little kid. I know I remember them when I was nine or ten. I never saw him hit her, but he yelled and broke things. She never raised her voice, but she never backed down. At least that's the way I remember it.” 

“What did they fight about, Amanda?” I asked. She shrugged. “What did they fight about, Amanda?” I repeated. 

“Lots of things, it got worse the past few months,” she said, pushing her empty bowl away and pulling her coffee to her. She took the cup in both hands and rolled it slightly, looking into the now tepid dark brown. “Then about a month ago. Michael came home early one afternoon. He managed a Vauxhall car showroom. He came home one afternoon just after I came home from school. He told my mother and me to pack fast. He didn't ask us. He didn't listen. He looked scared. He wouldn't tell us what was happening or where we were going. He said we had an hour to pack, no more. I got almost everything I had in the suitcases I got for my last birthday. We put everything in a van parked in the driveway.” 

“And your mother didn't ask questions?” 

“No,” Amanda said. “She seemed to understand what was going on without being told. “I thought we were only going away for a few days. We drove until it got dark and stayed at a small hotel at night. I got a look at the card he filled out. He wrote in the name John Peters or something like that and he paid cash. We got about five hours sleep, and then he drove the next day. She never complained and nobody talked much except me asking where we were going and why. I didn't get any answers.”

“And then?” I prompted as she drank the last of her coffee. 

“And then, Crystal Palace, I was told that we were now the Jacobs family. There was a house waiting for us to move in. It was small but nice. I was just two months from finishing school. I... what do I call you?” “Call me Jack,” I said. 

I wasn't ready for Dad yet, not by a long shot. And I don't think she was either.

“Michael wouldn't let me enroll in a new school,” she said. “I don't know why.” 

I knew why. If Amanda enrolled, the new school would want the records from her past school. Conners or whoever he was didn't want anyone to be able to pick up his trail through Amanda.

“I knew we were hiding,” she said. “So did Mum. But from what or who?” 

“Last night?” I asked. 

“Last night,” she said with a deep sigh, her eyes going moist and looking down. “Or really sort of late in the afternoon, I heard them arguing downstairs. It was worse than usual. I went down, and he was dragging her out the front door by her hair. I tried to stop him. He hit me and Mum shouted at me to get out, run away. He didn't even pay any attention. I guess I was crying. He pulled her out of the door, left it open. Mum was screaming for help. The houses are kind of close together and a few people came out, mostly older people. I just stood in the doorway. Nobody wanted to mess with Michael. He's big. “

“I know. You told me.” 

“And he was acting like a madman. He pushed Mum in the car. He had sold the van the day after we got to London.” 

”You know what kind of car he pulled your mother into, the license number?” 

“It's a dark red Vauxhall Corsa. License number is PI62 YRG. I packed fast. Remembered the letter? Grabbed it? Packed a few things, and by the time I found you, it was late, so I went to sleep on your deck. I've got 220 pounds; I got the tube and a bus here. I didn't know when I could go home or how long the money would have to last me. Mum...” 

And then it broke. She put her head in her arms on the table and began to cry. Her shoulders started rocking. I'm not great at situations like this, but my shoulders are broad. I remembered Mary, and there was a distinct possibility this girl was my daughter.

I got up, took a step towards her, and helped her out of the chair and into my arms. She put her head on my shoulder and her arms around my neck. Someone knocked at the door and I shouted. “Come in.” Over Amanda's shoulder, I watched Frank Noakes, President of the Chiswick Quay Houseboat owners Association, step inside. The association consisted of Frank and Wendy Noake's houseboat, another houseboat that had belonged to a family named Walters, who had sold up and moved out a few months ago, and my houseboat.

There was a new restaurant boat that had opened further down the river where they dealt mostly evening trade, but the owner was hardly ever there, and he refused to pay association dues. Frank and Wendy were in their 70s. Frank is almost as tall as I am. He stood the door wide open, looking at me and Amanda. Frank's eyes were covered by the brim of his captain’s boating hat, so I couldn't see his eyes at first. The hat wasn't due to a desire to feel like Captain Birdseye. Frank and Wendy liked the sun. They had moved down to London from up north where the sun was a rarity. Frank had started to get small skin cancers in his old age. They were removed by a doctor, but he had now used gallons of suntan lotion and wore a boat captain’s hat to keep the sun off his face.

Frank was wearing his jeans and a dark blue polo shirt. He took off his hat and revealed his fine head of white hair. Now that I could see his eyes, I could see what he was thinking. Amanda looked no more than her 17 years, and I was, well, at least old enough to be her father or even her grandfather for that matter. 

“What is it, Frank?” I asked over Amanda's sobbing. She didn't look up. 

“Wendy logged the girl sleeping on your deck,” he said. “Girl came in at 0-100 hours.” 

“One in the morning,” I told the ex-navy man. 

“If you want to put it that way,” he said, “you know her?” 

“My niece,” I said, “ran away from my brother and his wife in Sheffield, had to. Fight over a boyfriend. They'll come down and pick her up.” 

Frank looked relieved. “Just checking,” he said.

“Two of those kids playing football in the road knocked on your door earlier yesterday. Then they went away.” 

“Thanks,” Frank, I said. He nodded, looked at us, not sure how suspicious he should be, and then backed out and closed the door. When Amanda had stopped the heavy crying, which was after about five minutes, I asked her if she was all right. She pulled back, eyes red, and nodded that she was all right. It was the right question to ask, but I knew she'd give me the answer I wanted rather than the truth.

I had to admit to myself that holding her had felt good. It had felt as if I might really be her father. I got her seated on the sofa near the window where she could watch me go behind my desk. I asked her some questions. The last one was whether she had a recent photograph of herself. She did. She took it out of a green wallet in her pocket, removed it from the celluloid pocket and handed to me. It was one of those photographs you'd take in a machine in a shopping centre.

The picture was small. Amanda was smiling, and in spite of the bright flash, she looked pretty and very young. 

“Mind if I hold onto this for a while?” I asked. 

“You can keep it,” she said. “I have the other ones I took at the same time as that one. You've got the second-best one. I gave Mum the one I thought was best.” 

I called Paula back. She was still there. “Jack, are we going?” she asked. 

“No, Paula,” I said. “Go with William.” 

“I'm calling the bloke who owns the site and changing the dates,” said Paula sounding disappointed. “I will check my work schedule. I'll tell you when it'll be and you better make it.” 

“Give me a few days, Paula. Make that a week.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Paula?” The pause on her end was long. 

“You want a favour,” she said. 

“It's important.” 

“Ask.” 

I asked her to check the house in Crystal Palace and tell me what he could find out about the owner, who called himself Michael Jacobs, but was also known as Michael Conner. I told him Conner had moved here from Sheffield a couple of months earlier.

I described the car and gave her the license number. 

“This about Mary?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I answered. 

“I'll get back to you,” Paula said. 

I picked up Amanda's suitcase. It wasn't very heavy. Then I guided her to the bedroom in the back of the houseboat. I showed her where the small bathroom was and suggested that she take a shower and get some sleep. She nodded obediently, and I told her I'd work on finding her mother. I got a change of clothes out of my wardrobe.

I went back to my desk wondering where to begin. I knew. The house in Crystal Palace. The shower started and I changed clothes. I wrote a note for her, saying that she shouldn't answer the phone and that I'd be back in about three hours. My guess was that she'd still be sleeping when I got back.

Before I left, I went to the bedroom door and opened it a crack. She was curled up pretty much the same way she had been on the deck, and she was breathing evenly, sound asleep. She wore a large Sheffield United football shirt and a pair of black shorts. In her arms was an old beat-up small teddy bear. I closed the door and headed for Crystal Palace.
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It was still early, but I caught some of the rush hour traffic on my way through the city. As I drove, I thought about Mary. I had met her in the small library in Rotherhithe, just after I had come out of prison and started working as a private investigator. I had been coming to the library for more than a week wearing serious glasses with glass in them in place of lenses, trying to look like a mature student doing research. Actually, I was watching a librarian who couldn't have been less than 50 and looked her age and profession. Her husband, a bar manager in the West End, was sure she was cheating on him.

He hired me through a friend and I parked myself every day in the library at a six-seat table pretending to take notes while I read mystery novels. Eventually, I found out that the model of a librarian had another interest, but it wasn't men. It was women, or striptease artists to be exact. She made excuses to her husband, the head librarian and anyone who needed them, and went regularly to visit striptease clubs in Soho.

Before I found that out, I met Mary. She wandered into the library one afternoon. She was wearing a plain green dress and her hair was tied back. She wore no makeup, and she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She was also the saddest. Amanda had that look. Mary picked out a book, a big coffee table-sized one, sat near the window with it open in front of her while she looked out the window at an empty street. We were the only two other people in the reading room. She sat for almost two hours with that book, never looking at it. And I looked over the top of my fake glasses and fell in love. 

At the end of the two hours, I got up, took off the glasses, went over to her and said, “Pardon me, my name is Jack Castle. You are possibly the most beautiful and saddest-looking woman I've ever seen.” She looked up at me in fear, I smiled. “My name really is Jack Castle,” I said. “I'm in the telephone directory if you want to check, and you can have my wallet and the 20 pounds in it as an act of good faith.”

She still wasn't convinced. She started to get up. “Can I help?” I said. 

“Why?” She asked with undisguised suspicion, looking at the front door and escape from the intruder on her life. 

“I help people for a living,” I said. “Really, I'm harmless. Would you like a cup of coffee?” 

She thought for a while, looked at my face and made the decision. “All right,” she said. “Some place with lots of people.” 

“I know just the place,” I said. Ready to abandon my librarian watching post. “You have a car?” 

“No,” she said. 

“I do,” I said. Not touching her, but taking a step toward the library door. My supposedly wandering librarian with the bar manager husband watched us leave together blankly. Later I wondered what fantasy she came up with about me and Mary.

Mary was reluctant to get into my car, but it was drizzling outside, and she couldn't take much time to think about it without getting soaked. When she got in, she tightened as if waiting for me to attack. I didn't attack. I drove to a place I knew that wasn't far away. We had coffee. We talked. She said she'd been in London a few weeks, was living in a rented room in a house a few streets down from the library and was running out of money. Although she thought she had a job lined up as a swimming teacher. She said she had been a county swimmer for her school and a British team swimming at university, made it to the British Olympic trials, lost out by a few tenths of a second. She stayed in shape, and then she suddenly stopped talking and asked about me. I told her, even about my doing time. 

We spent an hour drinking coffee and eating croissants. I liked the ones with chocolate inside. So did she. By the time we decided to leave, I had the feeling that she was beginning to trust me, that she hadn't talked to anyone for a long time, and I was a good listener. I dropped her off at the house where she had a room. The drizzle was gone, and I had a library to get back to. “Thanks,” she said, before she got out. 

“You know the next question?” I said. 

“Will you be at the library tomorrow?” she asked. 

“Promise,” I said. 

“I'll stop by.” 

She got out of the car and walked into the house. She did come to the library the next day and it began. I didn't touch her till the third time we went out, and then it was just to hold her hand. I didn't kiss her till the fourth time and I didn't get a full smile till the fifth time.

The sixth time was magic and possibly the night Amanda was conceived. Gradually Mary met my friends, my dad and my dad's friends. We spent time on the river by my houseboat and time in my bed. I didn't mind the long trips back to Rotherhithe, where she did get the job as a swimming teacher.

She told me she was from Leeds and that she had once been married but her husband died. That was why she was in London. That was why she had that sad look the day I first saw her. She could swim better than anyone I knew. She knew more about current events and history than I knew, and she knew English literature like the university graduate she had been.

Later I realized that her story lacked details. I didn't even know what university she went to. I marked that up to not wanting to talk about her past and I respected it. After a month, she spent more nights with me on weekends when she wasn't working, and I was no more than a day away from asking her to marry me when she left the note and disappeared. 

I checked the house where she lived. The old woman who owned it said that Mary had come home in a cab, run into her room, thrown things in a bag, paid the old woman a month's rent in cash and left. The swimming school where she worked wasn't much more help. She had done her job. She had been good at it. She wasn't really friendly with anybody she worked with. I did what a detective should be able to do and tried to find her, but there were no leads and I knew so little about her life before Rotherhithe that I didn't know where to start. Eventually, reluctantly, I gave up, let the memory of her out of my life. Now she was back. 

It took me less time than I had figured, and I found the house in Crystal Palace on Paloma Street without much trouble. I parked my Jaguar half a street away and walked to the house next door to the address Amanda had given me.

It was modest by neighbourhood standards, two-story brick, including brick steps to the white wooden door. Bricks and door were as clean and well-trimmed as the grass on the front lawn, which put to shame a lot of golf course greens. I knocked. Waited. There was a car in the driveway which may or may not have meant that someone was home. As it turned out, someone was home.

He opened the door and looked at me as if I were an uninvited door-to-door salesman. The man was probably close to 70, tall, bald, with brown age or sun spots on his forehead. He was wearing a tracksuit with Greenwich University in green letters across the front. “Why not think about times to come and not about the things you’ve done,” I said with my most winning smile. The man did not respond. “That's Christine McVie.” 

“I know, the man interrupted. I taught at Greenwich for more than 30 years. Did you know that John Behr went to Greenwich?” 

“Afraid not,” I said, still smiling. 

“He did,” the old man said, holding the door and looking down at me one step below him. “So did Charles Kao, Gareth Thomas, Sarah Gillespie and a lot of others. Who are you?” 

“Names, Peterson,” I said. “Running a credit check for Starling Bank.” 

“I don't have any credit cards and I don't do my banking at Starling Bank. Come to think of it, I've never even heard of Starling Bank.” 

I laughed. The laugh of a patient man who has been misunderstood. 

“No, the credit check is on your neighbour, Mr. Jacobs.” The tall old man sighed, a put-upon sigh. 

“I didn't even know their names. We barely exchanged pleasantries, though the girl smiled at me the few times I saw her.” 

“Did you hear a disturbance at the Jacob’s house, yesterday in the afternoon?” 

“I did,” he said. “What has that got to do with credit cards?” 

“Mr. Jacobs is now considered a high-risk customer, and we have reason to believe he may have fled to avoid payment of not only ours but many credit cards and other debts.” 

“I’m not surprised,” said the man. 

“Mr. Peterson,” I smiled and held out my hand, showing my white teeth. He took my hand warily. He had a decent grip. “My name is Glaser,” he said. “Gerald Glaser, I was working on my computer. I am writing the definitive biography of Robert Walpole, a rather underappreciated prime minister, when I heard the hullabaloo, the window in my office faces out to the driveway next door. I saw a large man dragging a woman by the hair and throwing her in a car.” 

“The girl?” 

“Girl?” 

“The one who smiled at you a few times,” I reminded him. 

“I didn't see her. You might ask the people across the road. They were standing on their lawn watching.” He was pointing at the house directly across the street from the Jacobs. 

“No one tried to help her?” I asked. 

“Mr. Peterson. I am a history professor with a far from perfect heart. My goal is to take good care of it until I finish my book. Four university presses are extremely interested. I have completed eleven hundred and twelve pages and have only about six hundred more to go. It will probably be published in three volumes, and I hope it will receive recognition I will be around for and long enough to appreciate. If I suffer a heart attack, the book will never be finished, and Robert Walpole, who deserves to be ranked among the upper echelon of British Prime Ministers, and I might never receive the documented credit we deserve.” 

“I understand fully,” I said. 

“Good,” Professor Glaser said. “Now if you'll excuse me, you knocked right in the middle of a sentence, and it has become increasingly difficult for me to hold complex ideas and data for extended periods.”

“Sorry to have bothered you,” I said, with a smile. 

He started to close the door and paused. “I would like to know if the girl is all right,” he said. 

“She was, I know, though I can't reveal our sources, the girl is safe and with a close relative.” 

“Good,” he said again, and closed the door. 

I crossed the street and looked back at the Jacob's house. It fit in perfectly with the other houses in the street, not too big, not too small, new paintwork, two floors, neat with a newish roof. The door was closed, and there was no car in the driveway. 

I rang the bell at the door of the house across the street. There was a car in the driveway, a Mercedes, probably a few decades old, but looking as new as the day it was made. 

A woman came to the door. She was well-built, in her forties, not bad-looking, and obviously because of the briefcase in her hand, on the way out. “Yes?” she asked warily. 

“A few questions about what happened yesterday afternoon,” I said, taking out my notebook. “I understand you witnessed the abuse.” 

“We told the policeman last night everything,” she said. “Really, I'm very late. Why don't you ask him?” “I'm really sorry,” I said, still holding my notebook. “But there's a difference between a police officer and a detective. I opened my wallet and flashed my driving license, hoping she wouldn't look too closely. She didn't look at all. 

“Please be quick,” she said. “I'm due in surgery in about an hour.” 

“You're a nurse,” I said. “So was my sister.” 

“I'm a neurosurgeon,” she said. “Questions, please? I'm sorry I can't invite you in.” 

“That's all right, Doc,” I said. “What did you see?”

“That hulking great brute dragging his wife out of the house while their daughter watched, stood there in the doorway crying. Her mother was shouting something to her. I didn't understand the words, but we did hear what the girl shouted, which was, I'll kill you.”

“Kill him?”

“I assume she meant him,” the woman said. “But she just stood in the doorway instead
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