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ONE

Seconds after the shrill bell rang children began
to emerge from the small, red-brick building.
They poured from swing doors into the bright
sun of the summer day, joyful smiles on many
faces, eyes bright and alive with excitement.
Running full pelt into the legs of the waiting
adults, most, if not all, dragged colourful bags
behind them, proud like hunters bringing
home fresh meat. It was heart-warming just to
be near that churning ocean of welcome and
reunion.

I watched as kids were lifted to adult height,
pressed against warm lips, spun around on the
spot, knelt before and re-dressed critically yet
with obvious love from parents and guardians
alike. It was like a small slice of Christmas, bite-
sized and easy to swallow. I was unable to stop
myself smiling at the giggles and laughter.

Scanning the crowd, I saw her sprint as fast as
her little legs could carry her, out of the school
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doors, along a path and past her friends,
crashing into my own legs. She enfolded both
in a tight bear hug. 1 bent, wincing at the
twinge of discomfort that shot through my
ageing bones, hugging her tiny form. It was the
same every time I came to pick AKira up. I
wouldn’t have changed it for the world.

‘Hi, Uncle Vinnie,’ she said, her voice muffled
by the cloth of my jeans.

‘Hey you, have a good day?’

‘Yeah ...

‘Yes, not yeah . . .’

‘Yes ...

Her forehead bashed against my legs as she
nodded like a woodpecker. 1 grabbed Akira’s
hand and led her away from the school towards
my battered car. It was a brown and tiny
seventies-style Audi, looking slightly pitiful
against all the shiny silver hatchbacks, huge
people carriers and Jeeps. I'd been planning to
get rid of it for over a year. I even knew the cost
of a replacement, yet although I could afford it,
nostalgia wouldn’t let me trade the car in.
Somewhere in the back of my mind I already
knew I would be driving the Audi until it fell
apart around me like a metal house of cards.
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‘What did you do in school today?’

‘We had to draw trees.’

‘Did you? At least you got to go out in the
sunshine. It was lovely today. Is that your
drawing?’

I pointed at the orange paper she was
clutching in one hand. Akira nodded again.

‘Can I see?”’

She made a shy face, then handed it over with
all the calm of a professional artist. Her mother
would have been proud. I studied the drawing.

“That’s very good, Akira . .. What kind of tree
is that?’

‘A silver birch.’

‘That’s very clever of you. How do you know
that?’

- ‘It says so in the corner.’

‘So it does.” Sometimes she was so much like
an adult, I had to look twice just to make sure I
hadn’t missed anything. I gave the picture back.
‘Just think, pretty soon I won’t be coming to
pick you up from school any more. You’ll be in
secondary school, walking home by yourself.’

‘Yeah!’

‘Yes, Akira, not yeah ...

‘Yes!’
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She was beaming at the thought. Already, at
only nine years old, freedom was a wonderful
concept. I guided her to my car and opened up,
smiling in pride as she scrambled into the front
seat. It was something Carmen would never
have allowed, yet another habit her dimples
and shy smile had forced me to indulge. She sat
there kicking her legs.

‘All right Mrs, let's go and see your mum,
okay?’

‘Yeah!” Akira yelled at the top of her voice. I
opened my mouth, thought about it, then
started the car and we were off.

I had been employing Akira’s mother for the
last year or so. My business, formerly known as
James' Private Investigations, had been dealing
with so many new clients and high-class recom-
mendations provided by Carmen Sinclair, the
name had actually been changed six weeks
before I officially took her on. Now it was called
James and Sinclair’s Private Investigations. My
new business partner had been very pleased,
although she’d thought for weeks about
whether she should use her family name or the
surname she’d given her daughter, which
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belonged to Akira’s long absent father. After
much agonising she decided to keep her own.

All that was left to do after that was order a set
of new business cards, make a quick phone call
to Yellow Pages and Thompson’s local
directory, then organise a sign change on my
office door. I'd been against the idea of a
partner for so many years I'd expected to feel
anger, or maybe have a general feeling of upset
when the final letter of her name was added to
mine.

Happily though, I felt good. I remember hug-
ging Carmen and Sadie, my loyal receptionist,
. enjoying the moment and the feeling that we
were on the rise now. ‘Small moves, big t'ings,’
as Carmen was fond of saying. To be honest, I
felt calmer than I had for a long time, less like a
loner and more like the person I'd always really
wanted to be: a family man.

Carmen deserved it. Not only had she a531sted
in the biggest case of my life, the Walker case,
she’d also drummed up a huge amount of her
own work. She had a separate little office that
had once been my darkroom, her own com-
puter, files and clients, as well as a growing
reputation among her mostly working-class
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customers for being exceptional at her job.
There was no doubt about it: making Carmen
Sinclair my full partner was the smartest move
I'd made in a while.

Akira and [ reached my office block, in
Farringdon, north London, which was just
under an hour’s drive from Peckham. I took
Akira up through the corridors towards my
office, though to be truthful she led for most of
the way, owing to her boundless energy. When
we got to my floor, she ran along the passage
like a speeding underground train, straight into
the legs of a woman carrying a cardboard box.
The woman shrieked. The box fell out of her
hands and a number of files spilled on to the
dusty passage floor. Akira stood back. Even
though I couldn’t see her face, I instantly
recognised the pose and could imagine the
‘nothing-to-do-with-me’ look of almost-sorrow
all kids adopt when they’ve been caught doing
wrong. [ hurried my pace and began to help the
woman with her files.

‘I'm really sorry, she wasn’t looking where
she was going. Say sorry to the lady, Akira ...

‘Sorry . . ." Her tone was mournful, filled with
the expectation of trouble.
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The woman looked up and smiled. She was
East Asian, unusually pretty. One of her eyes
was grey while the other was brown and her
hair was so dark it captured even the poor light
coming from the tubes in the ceiling. It hung in
one long braid that curled down her back like a
lizard before resting against her thigh. She wore
a beige skirt that ended just above the knee,
clear brown stockings and a cream blouse that
was opened quite low. For a moment all Akira
and I could do was stare.

‘It’s okay, no harm done . . .” Her smile grew
wider. ‘You're a gorgeous little girl, aren’t you?’
Akira looked at the floor again. Everyone knew
she was acting this time. ‘What’s your name?’
the woman continued.

‘Akira,” the little girl told her. ‘What’s
yours?’

‘Lizzie,” the beautiful woman said. ‘Short for
Elizabeth.’

I'was a little thrown by that. She didn’t seem
like an Elizabeth or Lizzie, and not just because
she was Asian either. For some reason the name
just didn’t suit her. A little bell of ‘not-quite-
right’ rang inside me. I let it go at the time,
probably because I fancied her so much.
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‘You're pretty too,” Akira was saying, while I
gave Lizzie the last of her files.

‘Thank you,’ she said, half to me and half to
the little girl. She seemed eager to get away now
that the chit-chat was over. I wasn’t in such a
hurry.

I'm Ervine,” I told her, offering my hand.
‘Ervine James. I have the office next door to
yours.’ _

‘Hello, Mr James . . .” She shook my hand
loosely, as if it were a feather. Her fingers were
slim, the skin smooth and soft as the surface of
a balloon. She let go fast and picked up the
box.

‘Moving in?’ I enquired, hoping she’d join
the conversation. She smiled again, although it
wasn’t as real as the first. There were no teeth
on show now. It was all cheeks and lips.

‘Yes . . . I'm sorry, Mr James, but I must get
on. We’ve got so much to do. Have a good day.’

‘Call me Ervine—' | started.

I was talking to her back. The office door had
closed before I was even finished. I looked at
Akira, who was waiting to see what would
happen next.

‘C'mon darling, let’s go.’
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I entered my own office, a frown etched into
my forehead.

Sadie was busy talking to somebody on the
phone, and there was a man sitting on one of
the chairs meant for clients. He was middle-
aged and looked more African than West Indian
I guessed. His long face was shiny and dark like
a newly polished boot. His skin was so thin that
it seemed to hug his cheeks, which made him
look as stern as a soldier on parade. The bones
of his knees stuck out beneath charcoal-grey
slacks and there wasn’t an ounce of fat on his
entire body. I nodded his way as I entered the
office. He nodded back, his deep eyes red and
far away. I would have said something to him,
a hello or how are you doing, but he wasn’t one
of mine and I didn’t know why he was there.
Sadie motioned at some letters while she talked.
I picked them up, and then pushed through the
doors into the private section of the office.

In the early days, before I took on the Walker
case, my office space had been very different.
The smali room had been stocked with as many
items from the world of TV detective movies as
I could find: a coat and hat stand, a broad
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wooden desk, one filing cabinet that held
nothing but notepads and pens, white plastic
blinds on the windows.

I'd never quite realised how much damage
my image was doing to business. My existing
client base and most new customers I saw back
then had thought I was a hack, a half-timer
with one foot in the past and a head in the
clouds, with no real expertise or experience to
speak of. It had helped that my prices were so
low they plugged me into the working-class
community who couidn’t afford the private
investigators from Yellow Pages and the like. It
also meant that I wasn’t making any real
money. | was suffering, both financially and
emotionally. By the time Robert Walker MP
came along I was on the verge of giving the
whole thing up.

Walker hired me to find and bring to justice
the man who'd murdered his daughter. Viali
had been a bright law student, stunningly
attractive, with a personality that drew people
in like bees to bright flowers. She’d been killed
on the South Bank believing she’d been waiting
for her father, who'd had no idea such an
appointment had ever been made. I took on the
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case, and inherited Walker’s sense of shock and
outrage. The more I'd found out about Viali
Walker, the more mysterious the facts behind
her death became. Yet by then, I’d become so
attached to her memory, what she stood for
and what that meant to me, that the case pretty
soon became more than just a job. It grew into
an obsession.

Many things changed in those months.
Robert Walker died by another man’s hand. I
reconnected with my old friend Carmen
Sinclair, along with the new addition to her life,
her daughter Akira. In a sense, [ suppose, a part
of me died too in that brief space in time, or
even became reborn as a new Ervine James. By
finding Viali’s killer, the experience I had been
lacking had been won. What [ did with that
new expertise was up to me.

I got rid of the filing cabinet and white plastic
blinds, and tried to make the office more
homely. In fact the only thing I kept from those
days was my black leather chair and the
wooden desk that stood before it. I put pictures
- of people I admired up on the walls — Miles
Davis, Muhammad Ali, Alex Haley — as well as’
prints of abstract paintings. I bought a new

11
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computer, a leather sofa and some smaller,
comfier chairs so that clients could feel more at
ease. I left the windows curtainless so that
London daylight flooded the room and made it
bright and welcoming rather than dark and
dingy.

Lately I always managed to walk into my
office and become inspired by the changes I'd
made. I'd stop and look around, take a deep
breath and wallow in my own sense of success.
Unaware of this, Akira walked through the
room without a single glance, on a mission that
would not be stalled or halted for anyone or
anything, least of all some middle-aged man's
foolish pride. Going through another door at
the opposite end of the room, she disappeared.
There was an abrupt cry of a female voice, then
the sound of a ton of kisses, along with squeals
of delight from the little girl. I smiled at the
sound and walked across to the doorway,
poking my head around the frame. Akira was
sitting on her mother’s lap, arms wrapped tight
around her.

‘Afternoon,’ I said.

‘Afternoon.’

Carmen was still hugging her daughter,

12
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planting kisses on her forehead and squeezing
the life out of her, with one eye on the
computer screen. She was a short, robust
woman with bright eyes, a scattering of freckles
across her pine-brown face, a laugh like a
braying donkey and the attitude of ten men
three times her size. We’d grown up together on
the mean streets of the Claybridge Estate in
north-west London, where we’d been the best
of friends. I was no dummy; [ knew that my
new lease of life owed as much to Carmen’s
influence as it did to the new furniture in my
~ office.

‘How's it going then?’

‘OKay . . ." She screwed up her nose, making
freckles move and disappear, her expression
saying the opposite. ‘Did yuh see someone
waitin’ outside fuh me?’

‘I did. I thought he wasn’t one of mine.’

‘Yeah, that’s Mr Oyeyemi. I haven't fully
taken him on'yet. I just been reviewin’ his case.
It's scary, Vinnie. Another missin’ K-I-D
scenario involvin’ an African boy. What wiv all
dat stuff in the papers about the B-O-D-Y found
in the Thames, everybody’s scared about ritual
K-I-L-L-I-N-G-S. Even West Indian parents. Last

13
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week I had Mr Oyeyemi in my office cryin’ his
eyes out in front of me, right where you're
standing. It’s so sad.’

‘What's a ritual killing?” Akira said, in a light-
hearted tone that gave no sign of the
seriousness of her words. She knew it meant
something bad though. She wouldn’t look her
mother in the eye and she played with the
zipper on her Gap Kids jacket while she waited
for an answer. Carmen winced and gave me a
look that begged for help. I shrugged.

Tl tell you when you're older,” she said
finally, lifting her daughter from her lap. ‘Baby,
why don't you go out with Sadie and talk to her
for a minute?’

‘She might be on the phone,’ I told Carmen.
‘But you can go on my computer if you want,
Akira. T've got some new games you can
try.’

‘Sure.’

Akira got off her mother’s lap and walked
from the room with all the poise and grace of a
catwalk model. Carmen was watching her go,
shaking her head

‘That girl . .

‘She’s gonna get worse you know . I teased,

14
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studying her face for a reaction. ‘She’s already
like a little woman.’

‘I'm dreading thirteen,” Carmen said, sitting
back in her seat with a nervous smile. ‘I'm not
jokin’ either. She’s gonna be worse than we
were.’

‘Worse than you were, you say? Now that’s a
scary thought.’

I walked over to the desk and kissed Carmen
on the forehead, which she accepted by raising
her head my way and closing her eyes. I looked
down and saw Mr Oyeyemi’s file on the
computer monitor.

‘D'you want me to take a look at that?’ I
motioned at the computer screen. “Two heads
might be better than one?’

‘Yeah sure, if you think you can help out, go
ahead. Unless you've got things of your own
you’d rather deal with.’

I shrugged and made a sad face. ‘Nah, I've got
nothing at the minute actually. It's real quiet
on my side of the office. I told you you’d take
all of my clients one day . . .’

Carmen looked me in the eye to make sure [
was joking, blushing bright red and looking at
her lap as though searching for traces of her

15
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daughter. It was a joke I had made ever since
she became my partner three years ago. She
squirmed every time I said it. I was testing her,
making sure the status quo was still as it had
been all that time ago, using her shame as a
means of measuring her feelings. I felt slightly
mean for acting this way, but I usually couldn’t
help myself.

‘Don’t be silly, Vinnie. Everyone goes
through quiet spells every now and then.’ She
was growing more embarrassed by the second. I
decided to let her off the hook.

‘1 know, Carmen. I was joking,’ 1 said,
winking in the hope that she’d believe me.
‘Print me those files will you. I'd be glad to
help.’
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