DAY 1
7.45 AM.

MANON

‘Wake me up now Mummy!” Teddy yells from the next room.
Manon gives Mark a shove and he rolls obediently out of bed.
She squints at her watch. 6.20 a.m. ‘Fuck’s sake,” she says,

then turns over and descends back to delicious depths. The
warmth of the duvet, the darkness of the room thanks to the
blackout curtain lining, the numbness of her mind, broken by
harsh winds of irritation: the feel of Mark and Teddy getting
into the bed.

She would make all manner of pacts with Lucifer to be
allowed fresh descent. Give me five minutes, three minutes,
one minute. I will give you my soul.

There will be a moment of lovely cuddling, the velvety plush
of Ted’s cheek pads, his squidge-able limbs — forearms, upper
arms padded with gentle fat, still of a toddler. She cherishes
this remnant of babyhood. She’s become a baby botherer in
cafés, over-enunciating ‘hallo!’ into their cloudy eyes, while
their mothers look on her with suspicion.
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Ted pushes his fingers up her nose and says, ‘Hello Defective
Mummy!” because he doesn’t know the word is detective. Or
perhaps he does.

She can feel the crescendo of fidgetry begin: knees in the
groin, kissing that becomes biting, until one of them submits
to pre-dawn Weetabix.

Standing over her boy, she holds his tiny penis away from his
body so the yellow arc of piss, warm and high, hits the hedge.
She’s wondering whether to ring Mark to tell him to nudge
Fly, make sure he isn’t oversleeping. He’s in an important
moment at school (GCSEs) and she permanently feels he’s too
lackadaisical, but then she argues with herself about allowing
him to grow up and make his own mistakes. So much of her
internal monologue these days revolves around where she is
going wrong as a parent. To micromanage or to let go, that is
the question.

The swings and slide were wet. Teddy went on them anyway.
She was too comatose to object (should she start taking iron,
for the tiredness?) despite knowing he would swing from happy
and absorbed to freezing wet and miserable in a nanosecond.

She looks up. The sky is an ominous thumb smudge, the
light low and the air damp. Classic British summer. The
chestnut tree twenty yards away billows in the wind, its cande-
labra flowers bobbing wildly.

The air smells wet, fresh, with a trace of dog turd on its
skirts.

She sniffs again, sensing something.

The wind is making things creak and knock.

She can hear a sound that is wrong. Wrong place, wrong
context. She scans about, while Teddy concentrates on weeing.

There.
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In the billowing tree that is twenty yards away.

She sees two black boots, high among the tree branches. She
straightens, squinting to see better. Ankles, trousers. Swaying
at head height. The creaking sound might be rope against
branch.

She tucks Teddy back into his trousers, swivels him by the
shoulders and lifts him. He is too big to be carried, they're
always arguing about it, him standing in front of her — his
block move — with arms in the air and her saying ‘No, you can
wallk’. So he’s bewildered at being lifted, but is certainly not
about to argue. He is a dead weight; damp trousers, his legs
banging against her body. But she is in flight not fight, holding
his head down against her shoulder so he won’t spot the legs,
though it’s unlikely he would notice.

Her boy is a strange combination of beady and myopic. If
she has her head in one of the kitchen cupboards, eating an
illicit biscuit, he can fix her with a steely gaze.

‘What’s that you got Mummy?’

‘Nothing,” she’ll say, over the rubble of a full mouth.

Yet if she were bleeding to death in the street, she has a
feeling he’d stand over her, saying, ‘Need a drink. I'm urgent.’

She is running away from the tree, carrying Ted with one
arm and digging into her pocket with the other for her phone
to call it in.

First time she’s ever run away from a body.

‘Control, this is Officer Bradshaw 564, we have a deceased
in Hinchingbrooke Country Park close to the car park. Repeat
cadaver unattended in country park. Urgent attendance needed,
send units. Cadaver is unattended in a public place. In a tree.
Hanging from a tree.’

‘Can you attend please, Detective Inspector?’ says the control
room.
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‘No, I am with a ch— a minor.” Manon is trying to use
language Teddy cannot understand. Deceased. Cadaver. Not
dead. Not body. ‘I cannot attend, you need to send units.’

Despite her tone and use of jargon, Ted has sensed the rise
in her vital signs, is prickling all over with transferred tension,
and he lets out a wail — a combination of confusion and alarm.
‘All right, Ted,” she says. ‘It’s all right. Mummy’s all right and
you're all right. Just a work call, that’s all. Shall we go home
and watch Fireman Sam?’

At home, once he’s parked contentedly in front of the telly
in dry clothes with a custard cream, Manon calls Davy.

‘T'm at the scene,’ says Davy.

‘And?

‘Looks like another one from Wisbech.’

‘Fuck’s sake. I was with Teddy.’

‘Is he okay?’

‘Yeah, he’s okay.’
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