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Praise for The End of the Wasp Season

‘One of Denise Mina’s many attractions is her willingness to take risks with her characters. She delves deeper than most into emotions, whether of the police, victims or perpetrators; she eschews the usual formula of crime fiction … The financial and moral disintegration of families, the iniquities of the class system and prostitution all play a role. Mina’s best’ The Times

‘A literary West Lothian question: why do Scottish writers dominate British crime fiction? With Denise Mina at least, the answer is pure class’ Daily Telegraph

‘Perceptive and insightful at both ends of the social scale, Mina eschews cliff hangers and plot twists – here, pathos provides the fuel for real suspense. Marvellous’ Guardian

‘Thoughful attention to detail take the novel to another level … Scotland has produced some seriously good crime writers; The End of the Wasp Season places Denise Mina alongside Ian Rankin and Val McDermid’ Financial Times

‘This wonderfully plotted combination of police procedural, psychological thriller and social comment leap-frogs Denise Mina to the top rank of Scotland’s crime-writing scene’ Irish Independent

‘She has immeasurably widened the scope of Scottish crime fiction, dragging its clichés out of the dark alleys and beating them to death in broad daylight’ Scotsman

‘Miss your bus stop … reading The End of the Wasp Season by Denise Mina, a gripping tale tracing the links between an elite private school, the suicide of a millionaire banker and the shocking murder of a wealthy young woman’ Grazia

‘A wealthy single woman wakes up in her mother’s house to the sound of intruders creeping up the stairs. From this gripping start, Mina seizes our attention, and holds it until the fi nal shocking twist in the tale’ Psychologies

‘It dispels with the whodunnit format, instead revealing everything at the start, and brilliantly spends the novel delving into the motivations and problems of a wide range of diverse characters’ Big Issue

‘Mina’s great skill is in keeping the reader hooked despite the lack of cliff hangers and twists, something she achieves through perceptive social insight and a refreshing eye for odd detail’ The List

‘Truly intriguing’ Star magazine

‘Denise Mina is one of Scotland’s most impressive crime writers. This dark, angry novel doesn’t off er easy thrills or the intellectual diversion of a whodunnit. Instead it focuses on its deeply flawed characters, their motivations and the world they live in; in a way, the plot is of secondary importance. The result is bleak and perhaps a little misandrous, but it’s undeniably powerful’ Spectator

‘Denise Mina rarely relies on the usual formulae of lesser crime writers. Her Glasgow-set novels do not depend on serpentine plot twists and precision-tooled narrative, preferring instead to concentrate on developed characters and sharp social insight’ Metro

‘Mina is an edgy, very Scottish crime writer whose stories are often pretty raw and do not flinch from making political and moral judgements’ Daily Mail

‘The incisive Mina presents a helix-with-a-twist: there are aboveboard crimes, like murder, and then there’s another kind, inflicted by parents on vulnerable children. There’s no let-up in this fastpaced thriller, as connections are relentlessly tugged on until they turn up deception on several levels’ Time Out

‘A pregnant detective, a slaughtered Glasgow socialite, the Kentish suicide of a detested banker: worlds converge for Mina’s DS Alex Morrow. Behind the mystery, it sheds a fierce light on damaged childhoods’ i newspaper

‘Denise Mina takes the grimmest material and makes it bearable with the warmth of her voice and the compassion with which she reveals her characters in all their inadequacy, cruelty or distress’ Times Literary Supplement

‘Mina has the gentle sinister brio of one who has gained mastery of the form and is lightly tap-dancing over her great puddle of blood. There is such an undertone of unremitting horror in this examination of how the upper class and the underclass, and possibly everyone in between, mess up their children, that it does sometimes seem as if we are watching wasps die’ Sunday Herald
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      1

      
          
      The silence startled Sarah from a hundred-fathom sleep. She opened her eyes to the red blink of the digital alarm clock: 16.32.

      
      The yips of small dogs came from one of the gardens downhill, insistent, ricocheting off the ceiling and around the curved
         room.
      

      
      Quiet. The radio was off. Sarah routinely left the radio on in the kitchen when she was here, tuned to Radio 4. The conversational
         coo took the edge off the emptiness. Heard from another room it gave the impression that the house was full of charming, chatty
         people from Hampshire. Burglars might find that strange in Glasgow but it was plausible in the exclusive village of Thorntonhall.
         Sarah left strategic lights on too: hall, stairs, anywhere that couldn’t be seen into. She had a talent for making things
         seem.
      

      
      Quiet. This was not the burgling hour. The house was at the top of the hill, visible in daylight, especially at this time
         when neighbours were out in their grounds, critiquing the gardeners’ work or goading fat pedigree dogs around. A thief would
         have to be very confident or very stupid to break in now.
      

      
      Exhausted and desperate to sleep, she considered an innocent explanation: either a fuse in the kitchen had blown or the old
         radio had finally stopped working. Everything in the house was old and needed fixed.
      

      
      So she decided that the radio had died, smiled and shut her eyes, curling up under the crisp duvet, almost glad to have woken
         up for the delicious tumble back to sleep.
      

      
      Her mind slid softly into the dark warm.

      
      A sudden crack of floorboard at the bottom of the stairs. Her eyes snapped open.

      
      
      She raised her head from the pillow, the better to hear.

      
      A shoe scuffing over carpet, amplified by the stairwell and a hissed two-word instruction. A high voice. A woman’s voice.
         ‘Go on.’
      

      
      Sleep-befuddled, Sarah sat up, imagining her mother on her stairlift, her whirring, inexorable rise to the landing. Her mother,
         pinch-mouthed and imperious. Her mother wanting answers: why did they fix on that care plan? Why was Sarah never there to
         bathe her? Why didn’t Cardinal Geoffrey conduct her funeral service?
      

      
      Nonsense.

      
      She threw the duvet off and swung her feet to the floor, attempted to stand up but her drowsy knees failed her and she toppled
         back, landing awkwardly on the bed with an undignified bounce.
      

      
      Exasperated with herself, she realised that she was vulnerable because she was at home. Sarah had been in strange places,
         scary places and managed to stay alert and calm. She always mapped the fire exits on the way in, arrived in charge and stayed
         in charge, but here she was defenceless.
      

      
      But this was different to those stranger rooms because here she was a normal householder. She could call the police, ask them
         to come and help her.
      

      
      Relieved, she flopped forwards over her knees, reached into her handbag at the side of the bed. Her nervous fingers fumbled
         past tissues and receipts and passport to the cold metal back of her iPhone. She pressed the button as she pulled it out and
         was delighted to see the face light up. She had turned it on as she stood in the aisle of first class, waiting to get off
         at Glasgow Airport. She didn’t always. Sometimes she left it off for twenty-four hours until she’d had a sleep. Now, using
         both hands to concentrate on the screen, she unlocked it, selected phone, selected keyboard, jabbed 999 and pressed call just
         in time to hear movement outside her bedroom door.
      

      
      
      It was more of a sensation than a sound, air shifting on the landing. A body brushed the wall by the door, low down, as startling
         as cold fingers to the small of a bare back.
      

      
      She shoved the iPhone into a little cave in the duvet and stood up.

      
      The door moaned softly as it fell open.

      
      It was not the ghost of her mother but two teenage boys, gawky, awkward. They wore baggy black jogging trousers and matching
         T-shirts, inside out, the seams showing all the way down the legs, along the arms. They wore the same black trainers too.
         The strange uniform made them look like the members of a cult.
      

      
      Tentative at first, shuffling, they occupied the doorway. Not desperate but confident, boys on a dare.

      
      She almost laughed with relief. ‘What are you doing in here?’

      
      One of them was tall, shaven-headed. He couldn’t look at her and squirmed slightly at the sound of her voice, stood sideways
         in the door, his shoulder out on the landing as if he’d like to leave.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she said, ‘get out of my house. It isn’t empty, this house …’

      
      The other boy had longer hair, black and thick, but he wasn’t tentative. He was angry, standing square to the door frame,
         looking straight at her, taking in her face.
      

      
      Sarah knew she wasn’t very pretty but she made the best of herself, was slim, had a good haircut. In a kind light she could
         be thought attractive. This boy wasn’t finding her so. He was disgusted by her.
      

      
      The taller one elbowed his friend. The angry boy didn’t break eye contact with her but answered him with the jut of a chin,
         ordering him into the room. The tall friend flinched, giving a half shake of his head. They continued their conversation in
         micro-gestures, the angry boy holding her eye, hating her.
      

      
      ‘My mother died,’ she said, voice fading as it dawned on her that they weren’t surprised to find her here. ‘I still live—’

      
      
      ‘Where’s your kids?’ asked the angry boy.

      
      ‘Kids?’

      
      ‘You’ve got kids.’ He seemed very certain.

      
      ‘No …’ she said, ‘I haven’t got kids.’

      
      ‘Yes, you fucking have.’ He glanced around the room as if her children might be hidden under the edge of the duvet, in the
         armoire, under the bed.
      

      
      His voice was high, the voice from the stairs, but the accent was what she noticed: not Glaswegian, not west coast at all.
         It wasn’t even the tempered, indeterminate Scottish of the local kids. He sounded east coast but English: Edinburgh and London
         maybe. They’d come here, not stumbled across the house, but had travelled here. She suddenly had no idea what this was.
      

      
      Sarah tried again. ‘You’re in the wrong house.’

      
      But he looked at her and said firmly, ‘No, I’m not.’

      
      The money. They must be here for the money. It was the only thing in the house they could have come for. And yet the cash
         was in the kitchen and this room was through a door, along a corridor, across a hall, upstairs. They had come here looking
         for her.
      

      
      A little more confident now, she looked at them afresh. They weren’t getting the money. She’d deny all knowledge if they asked
         because she’d called the police now, and they would come and take the boys away and question them and she needed to sound
         innocent.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ she said, trying to sound reasonable, ‘you should go. I called the police a minute ago, they’ll be on their way. You
         could get in a lot of trouble being here.’
      

      
      The angry boy held her eye as he slid his foot into the room, his toe touching the edge of the yellow Persian carpet, invading
         the sacred neutral space between them. He saw her bristle with alarm, she saw a spark of empathy on his face before it hardened
         and he jutted his jaw defiantly. He moved his foot forward again, half an inch, until it lipped over the fringed edge, telling
         her that he could come over to her, that he would come over.
      

      
      Irritation shocked her awake and she took charge. ‘I know what you’re here for,’ she said, stepping towards him, waving a
         hand towards the stairs. ‘You don’t know who you’re dealing with, you’ve made a mistake—’
      

      
      ‘STOP.’ The angry boy bared his teeth. ‘Get fucking back.’ He took a firm step towards her, smiling now. His teeth seemed unnaturally dry and that scared her.
      

      
      Sarah stepped backward to the bed. She could see the corner of the phone peeking out of the duvet. She flexed her fingers,
         a quickdraw gunfighter rehearsing.
      

      
      His eyes slipped from her face, snaking across her T, down to her thighs, and he looked away, suddenly repulsed. She had no
         knickers on, she realised. She had been so tired when she got in that she’d pulled her coat off, dropped her shoes in the
         hall and tramped up the stairs, shedding her dress and knickers on the bedroom floor. The old T-shirt she slept in only came
         down to her thighs, barely covering her. She hadn’t slept for twenty-four hours. She was sore. Her mum had died. She deserved
         to sleep.
      

      
      She shouted as loud as she could: ‘GET OUT OF HERE THIS INSTANT!’

      
      The tall friend flinched but the angry boy didn’t even blink. His lower jaw jutted forward as if he’d like to bite her. It
         was the anger, the tinge of deep-rooted bitterness that she recognised and she suddenly knew his face.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ she said. ‘I know you.’
      

      
      The tall boy was thrown by that, afraid, and looked at his angry friend.

      
      ‘I definitely know you.’ She wasn’t sure though: it was a grainy memory, as if he had been on television or in a newspaper.
         ‘I’ve seen a photo of you.’
      

      
      The angry boy’s face pinked in blotches and he spluttered when he spoke. ‘Photo? You saw a photo?’
      

      
      
      She shrugged awkwardly and saw that he was clenching his fists.

      
      He raised one and punched himself hard on his heart. ‘… showed you a fucking photo of me?’
      

      
      His voice was cracking on the upper register. The friend jerked his hand across, pulled the fist free from the chest and yanked
         him backwards. ‘Stop. Stop, man. Breathe, take a breath.’
      

      
      Sarah stole a glance at the iPhone, looking for a glow of hope but saw nothing.

      
      The angry boy sputtered still: ‘Fucking handbag! Fucking get her phone!’ He was changing colour, paling, looking at the floor
         by her feet. His friend followed his eye and let go of him, stepping long-legged, colonising the precious distance in two
         careless steps. He dropped to a crouch by her feet, shoving a rude hand into her favourite handbag. He was less than a foot
         from her thigh and Sarah uncrossed her legs, baring herself at him, shocking him into a freeze.
      

      
      But the angry boy was unmoved by the sight of her. ‘Squeak, fucking move.’
      

      
      The crouching boy tore his gaze away, pulled his hand out of the handbag. He was holding a cell phone. It was a brick, the
         sort of phone a pensioner would have. Red plastic with big buttons, small screen with a picture of a palm tree on it. It did
         look puzzling up close because the screen didn’t light up – it was a phoney phone. Dismayed, Sarah realised that she had forgotten
         about it. She always forgot about it and she should have used it.
      

      
      The boy held the phone up over his head to show his friend by the door. The angry boy’s face twitched. ‘What else is there?’

      
      The crouching boy shoved the brick phone into his pocket and reached into her handbag again. He seemed pleased to find her
         purse. He stood up, held it up triumphantly.
      

      
      Sarah almost laughed with relief. ‘You want money?’

      
      But they were focused on the purse, the tall finder stepping back to his friend, still holding the purse high. They were little more than muggers, stupid kids wearing inside-out clothes
         and she realised that they were hiding a school logo.
      

      
      She watched the angry boy yank at the zip on her purse. She knew that nose, the short splay, the wide, round, nostrils. She
         knew it very well. She guessed:
      

      
      ‘I know your dad—’

      
      She was right: he hesitated in tugging the zip open so she said it louder, ‘I know your dad.’
      

      
      The tall thin boy looked from her to the angry boy, panicked, and she raised her voice: ‘You’d better get out of here. What
         do you think he’s going to say when I tell him you’ve broken in?’
      

      
      A dad. That could be anyone. A snivelling dad, powerful or a pathetic drunk. Maybe Lars had decided he didn’t trust her and
         wanted it back. Lars. It was Lars’s nose.
      

      
      ‘Lars!’ she blurted. The angry boy looked hurt.

      
      For a moment she expected him to drop the purse, give it back, apologise, back out. For a moment her blood slowed and she
         caught her breath. Bitter Lars, hurt, thrashing Lars who despised her but needed her and had never needed anyone. Lars wouldn’t
         flinch from killing her if it suited him. But it didn’t suit him. Lars hadn’t sent these boys.
      

      
      The angry boy was looking at her, that self-same deep hurt in his eyes, his lids lowering to hate. He kept looking at her
         as his rude fingers fumbled inside her purse, scissoring around a couple of big notes and a taxi receipt, drawing them out.
      

      
      Sarah took her chance and lunged for her iPhone. Toppling onto her side, her fingers found the cold metal, wrapping hard around
         it because she knew it was slippery. She held it up, stabbed at the face, it had locked itself while on the call and she tried
         to slide it open, missing twice:
      

      
      ‘POLICE! HELP ME! TWO BOYS ARE IN MY HOME—’

      
      The angry boy was next to her. He grabbed her clenched hand, pulling her upright, easily yanking the smooth phone from her fingers, but Sarah continued to shout at it: ‘—IN MY BEDROOM.
         ONE— I KNOW HIM—’
      

      
      They all froze, looking at the phone, imagining themselves heard, suddenly conscious of an audience in their play. The angry
         boy was the first to break out of it: slowly he lifted the phone to his ear and listened.
      

      
      A smirk erupted on his face. He jabbed a finger at the screen, hung up and threw it on the bed.

      
      They stood close together, a tight clump of animosity in the rambling husk of a house.

      
      Behind her the tall boy shuffled a foot, moving close until his breath was hitting her hair. She felt the moisture from it
         settle on her ear. The angry boy read the desolation on her face and she saw his eyes brim with fury at it.
      

      
      Behind her shoulder the breathing was getting faster, more shallow.

      
      Once, in a hotel in Dubai, Sarah had met a client and had dinner with him. He was a fat man. She remembered the sadness about
         him, desperate, distant, and though she tried to make conversation, he remained quiet throughout the meal and drank a good
         deal, which wouldn’t help. In the lift up to the room she rehearsed her speech: it happens to everyone sometimes, isn’t it
         just as nice to touch and talk, the next time they could use a pill if he wanted … On the bed, facing down into a pillow as
         instructed, she heard that same breathing behind her, rapid, suddenly animal, and she turned around to glimpse a flash of
         metal in his hand. She’d kicked him off the bed, grabbed her clothes and run. She only got away because he was too fat to
         chase her.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got money …’ she said to no one.

      
      ‘Money?’ said the angry boy quietly. ‘You think this is about money?’
      

      
      ‘Then what is it about?’ she shouted as loud as she could, hoping it would make them back off. ‘What the hell are you doing here? This is my fucking house.’
      

      
      But neither backed away. The angry boy’s eyes met hers.

      
      She was crying now, her hands out in entreaty. ‘Have I done something to you? I’ll tell, you know, I will.’

      
      He broke eye contact, looked around the room, unconcerned.

      
      Sarah understood abruptly: he wasn’t afraid that she would remember his face because he had come here to kill her. She would
         never get to leave this house. She would never get out of here.
      

      
      She couldn’t die here, in a cold, run-down house she had been fighting to escape her whole life, with a bare backside and
         two insolent kids coming into the room that was once her nursery.
      

      
      Through a shimmer of tears she saw the space between them, the open door beyond.

      
      Sarah put her head down and ran.
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      Kay sat by the window, looking down at the bowl, smiling at it. It was worth a lot, she was sure. She shouldn’t really be
         using it as an ashtray. If she took it on the Antiques Roadshow she would be the last one on, the high value surprise that drew a gasp from the crowd when the expert revealed the price
         at auction, just for insurance purposes.
      

      
      She sighed and looked out over the grey city. Castlemilk was built on a hillside that afforded a view of the whole of Glasgow.
         In any other city that view would have been reserved for the rich, the Cathkin hillside would be scattered with big houses
         and fancy gardens, but not here. She never really understood that. Too far out of the town maybe.
      

      
      The city looked grey from the window, street lights were starting to blink on, dirty yellow, but maybe it wasn’t the city
         that was grey. The kitchen window was grey, a sheen of dirt she could never wash off because it was on the outside of the
         glass on a window that didn’t open far enough. She often looked up to the windows as she hurried up the hill from the bus
         stop and saw the matt coating on the glass and wondered at windows that could never be washed. Who the fuck thought that was
         a good idea? On a good day it was an oversight by the planners. On a bad day they hated the would-be residents, thought them
         filthy and low and beneath having clean windows, begrudged them the greatest view in the whole city.
      

      
      She tapped the ash from her cigarette, slow, tap-tap-tap, punctuation points in a conversation with an invisible adversary
         across the table. Two seats, one on either side of the table top. Five of them in the house and table space for two.
      

      
      She took a deep draw of her cigarette, felt it scratch down her throat and fill her lungs, and smiled to herself, realising
         that it was the one. Every day, twenty cigarettes a day, six, maybe seven, draws in each and she only ever enjoyed one of
         them. One draw out of a hundred and twenty every day. It was a smoking cessation exercise, to show her how little she enjoyed
         smoking and how pointless it was. It wasn’t working. She just enjoyed that one draw all the more for knowing how rare it was.
         Tap-tap-tap. She smiled at the ashtray. Tap-tap. A bit of burning red tobacco fell off and she stopped, rolled the tip into
         a neat little cone around the gilded silver slope.
      

      
      The doors were hanging off the cupboards, the chipboard worktop swollen with water where the plastic had come off. They’d
         been promised a new kitchen, had been down to the housing office and picked out the worktop and doors from a choice of three,
         but that was months ago.
      

      
      Kay heard a bedroom door open in the hall. Marie stepped over to the kitchen, looking away from Kay, as if she happened to
         be passing. At thirteen, Marie was so self-conscious she was almost housebound. She was wearing yet more nail varnish, blue
         this time, and a matching hair band. Her cheeks shone, pink circles on her chubby face.
      

      
      ‘Have you got make-up on, pet?’

      
      Marie was suddenly, inexplicably embarrassed. ‘Shut up.’ And she stormed back into her bedroom.

      
      Kay bit her lip to stop herself laughing. Marie once cried with shame because Kay said she liked Ribena in front of a boy
         from her class.
      

      
      ‘Darlin’,’ she shouted, ‘we’ve crisps.’

      
      Marie hesitated, strode back across the hall with her head down, looking away from her mother. Feeling blindly on the worktop she found the multipack somehow, took out a packet of salt and vinegar.
      

      
      ‘Like your nail varnish.’

      
      Marie glared at her. ‘Well, then, I don’t.’

      
      Kay sighed, ‘Give us a fucking break, Marie. Or my crisps back.’

      
      Marie resisted a laugh, snorting through her nose with a bit of snotty follow-through. Shocked, she touched her wet top lip
         and looked at her mother accusingly. ‘For God’s sake.’
      

      
      She left in a huff, remembering to take the crisps with her.

      
      Kay took another draw. A bad one, sour, sore. One of the ones that made her wish she didn’t smoke.

      
      ‘Where’s my trainers?’ Joe was standing in the doorway, his skinny frame in silhouette. ‘Is that crisps?’

      
      Without waiting for an answer he padded into the gloomy kitchen, rummaged in the multipack bag and pulled out two packets
         of cheese and onion.
      

      
      ‘ONE!’

      
      He dropped one packet on the counter. ‘Where’s my trainers?’

      
      ‘Why don’t you look with your eyes.’
      

      
      ‘Because it’s easier to look with my mum.’ He opened the packet of crisps, took some out and shoved them into his mouth.
      

      
      Joe was charming, that was his trouble; he charmed people into doing things for him all the time. Kay didn’t want to encourage
         it. ‘Fuck off, I’m having a menopause.’
      

      
      ‘Seriously, where’s my trainers?’

      
      She turned back to the filthy window.

      
      ‘Mum?’

      
      She slumped over the table, defeated. ‘Where did you take them off?’

      
      ‘At the door.’

      
      ‘Have you looked at the door?’

      
      ‘No. Will I?’

      
      She didn’t answer.

      
      
      He turned and looked at the laundry bin that sat behind the front door. She kept it there to put in all the shit they dropped.
         It was clear plastic and she could see the trainers smashed into the side.
      

      
      He spotted them too, grunted, and padded over to the bin.

      
      He’d be out for hours now. He was that age where standing on a street corner was irresistible, fascinating, the company of
         his pals hypnotic. Kay remembered that herself. It wasn’t even that far in the past, four kids ago, but still not beyond her
         memory to recall the excitement of it, the pull of it. Hormones. Now she had four kids, all steps and stairs, all of them
         hitting their teens at the same time. They were all bouncing off the walls.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ Joe called to her from the hall. She looked and found him sitting on the floor, pulling his trainers on, legs sprawled.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You look fed up sitting there in the dark.’

      
      Blindsided by his charm yet again, she brightened. ‘I’m all right, son. Just chilling.’

      
      ‘Sure? I’ll bring you in a bag of chips if ye like.’

      
      ‘Nah, I’m all right.’

      
      She watched him pull his jacket out of the laundry bin. He slipped it on in one of his improbable moments of grace, and opened
         the front door, stepping out to the yellow gloom on the landing, leaving a puff of cold draughting through the hall.
      

      
      She liked Joe best. It was wrong to have favourites but she did. They were all teenagers but he was the only one who noticed
         she had feelings. He tried to cheer her up sometimes.
      

      
      Kay took another draw. It was getting dark outside the windows but she couldn’t be bothered getting up to put the light on,
         so she sat in the gathering gloom, enjoying the quiet pause before starting the tea and the next round of chores. Down on
         the street she heard the noise of boys shouting and running, the leather slap of a football. She imagined an audience of girls
         clustered to the side of the concrete. Out beyond that she saw the city, the barrier of tall flats in the Gorbals, the bright city centre and the jagged tower of the university.
      

      
      The light from the hall caught the side of the ashtray, the red enamel petals glinting, catching the snake of coiled silver
         wire that master craftsman’s hands had formed in Moscow. She sighed, savouring the colours. Gustav Klingert – she’d checked
         the hallmark on the internet; 1880-ish.
      

      
      Kay sat back to see it better. It was a small bowl, tucked in tight around the rim. The inside was gilded silver, slightly
         worn so that the watery sheen of the cold silver showed through the warm glow of gold. On the outside the enamel background
         was yellow, with red flowers and white and blue leaves picked out in wire. A small line of blue dots articulated the rim and
         base.
      

      
      She reached forward and touched it with her fingertip, feeling the rims of the twisted wire around the little pools of luminous
         enamel. It was the red that caught her the most. The red enamel was clear, transparent, like the inside of a fruit jelly.
         She didn’t even know how to say the name of the style, Ros-tov fin-ift. She liked that it was unpronounceable. It made it feel
         as if it came from another universe, like Obi-Wan Kenobi.
      

      
      It was not for the likes of her at all. But the patterns of Russian enamelling came from peasant embroidery. Poor women had
         designed those patterns and the colour schemes, they sewed them onto their own tablecloths and the hems of their clothes,
         working hard in cold, dark houses, pricking their fingers. They were poor women with a deep aching need for beauty to keep
         them moving through the dark, make them feel alive.
      

      
      And then, hundreds of years later, jewellers took their designs and made them into expensive things like this bowl, clasps
         for belts, tea caddies when tea was a luxury, items so expensive the sewing women could never afford them. She was one of
         those women, those sewing women, sitting in the gloom, and the intricate patterns spoke to her of the beauty to be made from nothing, of the importance of seeing the beauty in things and appreciating it, even through a dirty window.
      

      
      Kay knew that of all the people who had owned or used or seen this bowl in the last one hundred and thirty years, none of
         them had loved it as much as she had, stroked it in the long dark nights when she couldn’t sleep, tracing the little coils
         of silver wire snaking through the pools of brilliant colour.
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      In the freezing early morning rain Alex Morrow stood by a raw grave, holding the tasselled end of a golden rope.

      
      The fiction of it bothered her. They weren’t lowering him eight feet down with these curtain ties, the real work was being
         done by the motorised straps under the coffin. But the funeral director had ordered them in hushed tones to take an end of
         rope each: herself and Danny, a grizzled man who was her dad’s cellmate for years, two cousins, a childhood friend, and one
         of the funeral directors. They stood around the hole they were putting her father into and went through the charade, while
         the other funeral guy operated the machine that actually lowered the box into the ground.
      

      
      When the box reached the bosom of the earth they all looked up for guidance. The funeral director at the graveside dropped
         his rope into the hole sadly, waiting as the rope snaked away and dropped with a dull ‘thunk’ onto the coffin below. He nodded
         into the hole, solemnly, as if he had finally come to terms with the death of a man he didn’t know existed until he got the
         job of burying him. He looked at the other bearers, saw them wondering what the hell to do and swept his hand to the hole,
         telling them to follow his lead.
      

      
      One of the cousins straightened his arm and dropped his tassel straight in, not touching the sides. He watched it fall, his
         mouth open in a slight smile, enjoying the drop. The cellmate chucked his in dutifully, turning away before it hit the wood.
         Danny flicked his wrist, as if he was chucking away a sweetie wrapper, knew littering was wrong but didn’t give a shit. Morrow
         just opened her fingers and let it fall into the hole, trying to give the gesture no meaning, fully aware that her studied carelessness
         was an eloquent summary of her feelings for her father.
      

      
      Behind her, Crystyl whimpered loudly. She was wearing a gigantic black hat with black silk roses sewn all around the rim,
         staggering occasionally when her stilettos sank into the muddy ground. Danny was embarrassed by her. She’d never met the dead
         man.
      

      
      Morrow turned to walk away but found herself kettled in by the long mound of loose earth covered over with vibrant green AstroTurf.

      
      It was a small turnout, pathetic, but more than he deserved. They weren’t there for him – most of them were men and most of
         them were there out of loyalty to Danny. She despised the lackies. They dressed like Danny, did their hair like his, supported
         his team. It was a loyalty born from mutual greed and self-serving ambition. The enmity was mutual: they knew she was a cop.
      

      
      Danny caught up with her as she walked carefully through the mud to the path.

      
      ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said formally, falling into step with her though she was striding fast and brisk away to the path.

      
      Morrow pulled her coat closed against him. ‘He was my dad too.’

      
      ‘I know, but just – thanks.’

      
      ‘Well, you know, thanks for organising it.’

      
      ‘Aye, no bother.’ He was shoulder to shoulder with her, walking up the steep hill to her car as if they were together, hurrying
         over a path deep with black granite chips that demanded a slow gait. Danny wanted something.
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He gave her the look, the heavy lidded watch-your-fucking-step-with-me look. ‘Brian didn’t come?’

      
      Danny had never met Brian and she never wanted him to either. ‘Couldn’t get the time off work.’

      
      
      Danny nodded, smiled at the ground. She sensed that he knew Brian still wasn’t working. She had asked Brian not to come. She
         did it because he was a good person, not fit to resist the snaky charms of Danny. Two minutes in his company and Brian would
         be doing him a favour, getting sucked in. That was how Danny roped people in: ask a small favour, give a small favour, lend
         a bit of money to a needy cousin and then, before they knew what was happening, a perfectly good-living person was driving
         a car packed with heroin from Fraserburgh. Safe contact was no contact.They arrived at her car, a tired old Honda Brian had
         bought in a moment of romantic nostalgia for their past, and Morrow fumbled for her keys in her bag.
      

      
      Behind them, down the hill at the graveside, Crystyl struggled loudly with her grief, and a henchman of Danny’s, dressed in
         a funereal tracksuit, stood an arm’s length away and handed her a packet of Handy Andies.
      

      
      ‘Crystyl’s taking it hard,’ said Morrow, allowing herself a dig as she pulled her keys out.

      
      She could see his jaw flex out of the corner of her eye.

      
      ‘Alex, a woman’s going to phone you. A psychologist. About John.’

      
      Morrow stopped and looked at him. John, not Johnny, not JJ, not Wee John. Sunday name. Serious. ‘You gave someone my name
         in connection with John?’
      

      
      Danny sucked his teeth and looked hard at the granite chips around his feet. John was the son Danny had at fourteen. The mother
         was eighteen, a sex symbol on the South Side, a trophy for a young thug. Alex remembered hearing about it when she was at
         school and feeling strangely proud of Danny. She was fourteen herself and someone her age having a baby seemed ludicrously
         sophisticated. But John’s life had not been a credit to teen parenthood. He grew up fast and brutal.
      

      
      ‘Is he having a hard time inside?’ she said, trying to care.

      
      
      ‘Hmm.’ Danny was grinding his jaw so hard he was having trouble speaking.

      
      He looked away and managed to open his mouth. ‘That thing … with that woman—’

      
      ‘Fifteen isn’t a woman, Danny.’

      
      He looked straight at her and she saw the hate in his eyes. His breathing was short, fast, as if he’d hit her if he could.
         ‘You never fucking stop, do ye?’
      

      
      She looked at her car key.

      
      ‘He’s my fucking son. Isn’t that why we both hated him’ – he pointed back to the dirty hole in the wet ground – ‘because he never gave a shit
         about us? John’s my son and I’m fucking trying.’
      

      
      The back of his neck flushed pink and Morrow looked away, begging him not to cry. Danny cleared his throat and whispered,
         ‘I’m trying.’
      

      
      Trying to care about a rapist son who carved open the milk-white thighs of a fifteen-year-old girl with a Stanley knife. At
         a party. That was the part of the story that the newspapers couldn’t get over: that a party was going on outside the door
         while he did that to her in the parent’s en suite bathroom. A middle class girl at a private school. A clever girl who drank
         too much and let bad boys in. They had run the gamut of social panics: teen drinking, gangs, knife crime, teen sex. It felt
         as if the story would never run out of juice, until John was arrested and all the coverage became prejudicial to his trial.
      

      
      Danny might be trying to help John but he was the problem too: everyone in the city knew John was guilty because Danny was
         his father. If Danny had a speck of doubt about John’s guilt then the boys who had named him to the
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1997

Rose Wilson was fourteen but looked sixteen. Sammy said it was a shame.

She was alone in his car, in a dark city centre street of shuttered pubs and clubs. Outside, the soft summer breeze stirred the silt of a Saturday night, lifting paper wrappers, rolling empty cans. Rose watched a yellow burger box crab-scuttle from the mouth of a dark alley and tentatively make its way across the pavement to the kerb.

She was waiting for Sammy to drive her back. It had been a long night. A sore night. Three parties in different flats. She used to think she was lucky she wasn't freezing on the streets but she wasn't sure tonight. He was off arranging next week. Lots of dough, he said with a twinkle in his eye.

Rose leaned her head on the window. Sammy was full of shit – they weren’t making a lot of money. She shut her eyes. They weren’t even doing it for the money. He was doing it to make other men like him, so he had something they wanted. She was making them pay for what they were taking anyway. But they went through this pretence, like it was a big moneymaker, her being underage. He said the money was lower than he promised because she did look sixteen, but never mind, eh? She still had a good long time to make her money. The men weren’t interested in her age. They weren’t perverts. Rose knew all too well that those men just befriended some daft junkie cow with six weans and took it for free. The men Sammy fed her to were just normal men. They liked that she was young because they knew no one would believe her. Nothing easier than making a wean shut up.

But Sammy needed to lie to himself, pretending he was a businessman or something. He’d save the money, he said, and they’d live together when she was legal. It was about the money and he loved her, they loved each other. Whenever he said that he looked deep into her eyes, like a stage hypnotist she once saw at the Pavilion.

Before her mum died, Rose never went out. She hardly even went to school. She couldn’t leave her mum alone with the young kids because she was always nodding out and dropping lit cigarettes, letting anyone into the house. But she went out that one time because she didn’t want to let Ida down. Ida T. was their neighbour back in the flats. Ida was decent. She knew there were problems, more than normal. Thinking Rose’s mum was like herself, but with loads of kids, Ida thought she’d feel better if she got more fun out of life, had a laugh. She bought two tickets for the late-night hypnotism show. By the time Ida came to collect her Rose’s mum was asleep and looked like staying that way, so Rose pulled her coat on and went instead.

When the lights went down and the show started the hypnotist got everyone in the audience to press both hands together as if they were praying, and then told them that their hands were stuck.

In the dark theatre Rose’s tiny hands came apart easily. So did Ida’s. They both thought the trick hadn’t worked until people began to stand up, lifting prayerful hands, laughing, baffled. They kept their hands together as they clambered over knees and bags, making their way to the aisle, and assembled on the stage, prayerstuck, beseeching the Almighty for a bit of naughty fun.

The hypnotist gave them orders, stupid things to do, and the rest of the audience laughed at them. Some of the people on stage were having sex with chairs, taking their tops off, snogging invisible movie stars; some of them weren’t hypnotised. Rose could tell. They were pretending, so they could get up on stage and act stupid and get attention or something. It was a lie they all agreed to tell each other.

When Sammy looked deep into her eyes and said they were doing it for the money she pretended like she was hypnotised. Love you too. But Rose’s hands came apart in the dark. She was waiting until she could get away from him, until she could find someone else, someone that she didn’t need to lie to. You did need somebody to cling to, she knew that.

She looked out at the street of pubs and clubs, where pals and cousins and sisters and workmates had met and spent the evening together. Her brothers and sisters had been scattered all over, adopted into different families down in England. It wasn’t even that long ago but she couldn’t remember all of their faces properly. She didn’t miss the responsibility, the weight of them all. She watched them leave, relieved. They wouldn’t miss her, she was sure. Wherever they went would be better than where they’d been. They might do all right, in a new place. She let them go. Rose had been twelve and a half, too old for adoption, she knew that. People wanted to adopt fresh kids, and she wasn’t that.

Everyone else had someone. They weren’t even grateful. Mostly they complained about who they had. Rose hated kids at school whining about their folks. Moaning because someone demanded to know where they’d been all night, angry if they came home covered in bruises, smelling of sick and spunk.

Sorry for herself, she felt that familiar plummet in mood. She couldn’t control the drop, or slow it, because she was so tired, it was morning, and she was heading back for a fight with the carehome staff because she had been out all night. She ran through the night staff rota in her head: that new woman was on, the tall one, so Rose wouldn’t even be able to fall back on the old trick to get out of a grilling: she couldn’t pull her clothes off and force the male support worker to leave the room. The staff were always calm, she hated that. They never raised their voices or got excited or screamed because they loved you. Sammy screamed and shouted. Sammy’s mood rose and fell, swooped and dived from extreme to extreme. That’s what first made her notice him. He stopped her on her way to school and said she was beautiful and she got embarrassed and told him to fuck off. The next day he was there, waiting to see her, but now he was angry and told her she was full of herself, wake up, hen, you’ve got an arse the size of Partick. Then the next day he was sorry, he looked sorry too. He just wanted to talk. He felt this connection between them, that’s why he came back. Rose had kept her eyes down since her mother died. The first time she looked up it was for Sammy’s bullshit.

Her mood was shifting now, swooping low, low, low, below angry. Random memories that echoed her mood came to mind: taking her pants off in a hallway stacked with bin bags; a grubby avocado-coloured bath with yellow fag burns; four men looking up at her from a living room.

She’d never admit it to her psychologist, but she did use some of his techniques: she shut her eyes, breathed deeply and summoned Pinkie Brown.

Pinkie holding her hand, his big hand over her small hand. Pinkie stirring a pot of food. Pinkie in their clean, wee flat. Pinkie holding a baby, their baby, maybe.

It worked. The breathing and the images shifted the tar-black mood. The psychologist said you could only hold one thought in your head at a time and she could choose that thought. It wasn’t easy, he said, but she could choose.

Pinkie sitting on a settee watching a football match on telly, wearing joggers and no top. Pinkie’s hand brushing his buzz cut.

The truth was that she didn’t really know Pinkie Brown. She’d spotted him a couple of times when they fought with Cleveden, the other kids’ home nearby. She saw him standing at the back, a head taller than everyone else. He was different. He was in charge. She noticed him cup the elbow of a crying child, his wee brother Michael, as it turned out. He’d be good with kids, she knew he would. He caught her eye twice, once in the street, once outside school. A girl at school said Pinkie had asked about Rose.

Pinkie Brown got stuck in her head and she made up stories about him: Pinkie was her childhood sweetheart. Sure, they both grew up in care, but they understood family, like those wee girls in the home with bad teeth: their mum walked all the way across the city to visit so she could spend her bus fare on sweeties for them.

In Rose’s story she and Pinkie grew up together. They stayed true to each other. When they were old enough they got a wee clean house, had a baby. They wore matching rings from Argos. He never cared what she’d done in her early life either. He understood and she made good money. Maybe she’d stop it when she got older and could. Maybe she’d go to college and become a social worker, not like her social worker but a really good one, one who actually knew what went on, and could stop stuff happening to kids like her.

Better. A warm lift took the black edge off her. She felt the mood subside. Getting dozy, she sat up and bit her cheek to keep herself awake. She had to stay on guard because when she got in the staff would take her in the office and quiz her about where she had been all night. She must not say anything about Sammy or the parties or the men. They’d kill her. They never threatened her but she heard them talk. Easiest thing in the world, getting rid of a girl no one was looking for. And the staff : she didn’t want them to know about this other world. The kids all said they hated the staff but there was something sweet about some of them, hoping they could help. She didn’t want to spoil things for them.

So she opened her burning eyes, sat up and found herself looking straight at Pinkie Brown.

He stepped out of a dark alley, side-wall to ChipsPakoraKebab. He was looking straight back at her. Her pulse throbbed in her throat. He had come, as if her yearning had conjured him from the filthy dark.

Stepping out of the shadows, he kept his eyes locked on hers as he walked fast towards the car. Street lights hit him and she saw his dark T-shirt was ripped at the hem, wet all down the front.

He reached forward, pulled the passenger door open. ‘Rosie fae Turnberry.’ He was breathless, skin glistening with sweat and panic. ‘Come on.’

Elated, Rosie stepped out to meet him, and then she saw the red splatter on his neck, on his forearm. His T-shirt was soaked in blood.

He shut the car door behind her and pulled her deep into the alley. Heavy chip-fat air was cut through with the sharp smell of piss.

‘’S that your blood?’ she asked, aware that it was the first thing she had ever said to him in real life.

‘Nut.’ The alley was dark. ‘Guys frae the Drum jumped us. Battered our Michael.’ The kid he’d comforted: his brother – he cared about that kid. ‘I’d tae get them off him.’

‘ Was it another home?’

‘Nut.’ He looked at her then, to see if she understood, and she did. When not-in-care gangs came, they were after all of you. Cleveden or Turnberry meant nothing to them. To them you were all care-home scum. They knew you’d get the blame for everything.

‘Rose.’ Pinkie lifted a hand between them. ‘Take this?’

Not a ring from Argos. Instead, in his open palm, sat a Rambo knife, curved blade, ragged teeth. The handle was gaffer-taped silver, spongy with blood.

‘Put it down your sock and I’ll come for it later?’ He raised the hand towards her face. ‘Gonnae hide it for me? The polis’ll search Cleveden for sure. I need it but I can’t keep a hold of it.’

The bloody knife was inches from her nose.

He watched her expectantly but Rose didn’t move. Her eyes brimmed with stinging tears. She kept staring at the blurry knife. She blinked and behind her lids saw yellow burns on a green bath. She opened them and a tear fell, landing on the dirty blade: a clean silver splash on the red.

‘Don’t be scared,’ he said, but Rose wasn’t crying because she was scared. ‘You like me, don’t you?’

Rose lifted her hand slowly and took the knife by the handle. It was wet and sticky. It didn’t matter. She had touched worse.

Pinkie smiled, whispered, ‘Your prints are on that now.’

A trap. Eight men in a flat, not Sammy’s one friend. Drunk men, dirty bed, vodka to wash her mouth clean. Her hold tightened on the handle and blood oozed from the gaffer tape, like mud through toes.

He sensed the change in her and tried to soften it. ‘I like you too, Rose.’ But he said it flat, like ‘nice to meet you’, like ‘it’s for your own good’, like ‘we’re only trying to help’.

Pinkie Brown had clocked her like she clocked punters with cash and a conscience. She could read compunction like other kids read crisp flavours and Pinkie Brown had read her. He would never hold her hand or stir a pot or coo at a baby. There was no one in the wee clean house. There was no house. When she made up those stories about him, she had been pressing her hands together, convincing herself they were stuck. Well, they were unstuck now.

This was all there was. Dirt and piss smells and Sammy and filth. She shut her eyes tight.

‘Rose, I’ve see ye at school—’ Pinkie’s shadow was over her, his breath in her face.

Hope exhausted, she shoved him away.

Except she didn’t.

She meant to shove him, slap his shoulder in a flat cold rage. But he had moved and she’d forgotten the Rambo knife in her hand. The sensations registered in her elbow: teeth catching in meat. Warm wet flecked on her cheek. Disgust and panic made her jerk her hand down fast, sawing through whatever she was caught on. Down and down, the knife ground free. She dropped it, heard the chink of cutlery on stone. She shut her eyes tighter, pressing her lips together so that nothing splashed into her mouth.

A suck of air signalled the weight of him dropping to the ground. She heard him land, heard him grunt with surprise. She heard a splash on cobbles. The rubber sole of his trainers shrieked as he scrabbled against the floor. Then he was still.

She couldn’t look. The wet on her face began to cool.

Wary, she opened the eye closest to the wall. Normal. Dark, smelly, night. The stench of piss and fat. She looked down. The cobbles were molten.

Pinkie was on the ground and next to him lay the knife. He had fallen sideways, arms out, eyes half open. He lay completely still except for something moving under his neck, a brief throb that caught the silver light.

Rose watched the beat slow. She stood, barely breathing, looking sixteen, feeling twelve. A slow dawning realisation: a door had shut. She would never get away. They’d cut her up and leave her in a bag.

Keeping her hands on the wall behind her, she bent down, picked up the knife and tucked it into her sock like Pinkie said to. She slid upright against the wall, fingers sticky because her jeans and socks were covered with blood.

Rose blinked and turned off all her physical sensations, she knew how to do that. Then she clung onto the wall, edging backwards out of the alley, smearing bloody prints as she edged away.

She crossed the pavement to the car, not even looking to see if there was anyone there. Back inside the car she locked the door, pulled on the seat belt and sat still, looking blankly out of the window.

As soon as Sammy saw what she had done she was dead. Like her mum. A man on top of her. A fat, smothering man on top of her mum in the dark kitchen, heels kicking the floor, a fat man on top of her. She kept kicking, as if it would help. Kicking against air, looking for a thing to kick against. Rose closed the bedroom door and stood against it, watching the wee ones, praying that none of them would move or wake or make a noise. She stood behind the door until the man left. A drunk, fat, clumsy man, brushing against walls on the way out, never seen again, never found. Her mum had tried suicide many times, failed and was sorry she’d failed and yet she died kicking against air.

Rose sat in Sammy’s car and thought about that for an hour or a day or a minute, she couldn’t tell. Finally Sammy sauntered along the street. He walked up to the car, not looking in the alley. As he put the key in the door his plump belly flattened against the window. He would kill her. Or take her to the men who would kill her. Soon as he saw the blood on her she was dead, but he climbed back in without looking at her.

Sammy was bald at only twenty-four. He was fat too. He looked about fifty to her. She looked sixteen but he looked fucking fifty or something, disgusting.

‘Fucking hell, guess what?’ he said, looking out of the windscreen, his voice normal and loud and cheerful.

‘ What?’ Rose asked, numb.

‘Princess Diana’s dead.’ He huff ed a small laugh. ‘’Magine! Died in a car crash in Paris.’

Rose couldn’t see how that was relevant. ‘Fuck off,’ she said, mechanically.

He smiled at that and started the engine. ‘Aye. In a car crash.’

‘’King hell,’ said Rose.

Sammy flicked the lights on and pulled out into the deserted street.

‘ Wow,’ he said as he drove. ‘Makes you think.’ He seemed excited about the whole thing. ‘She was young to die. And those boys. What d’ye think Charles’ll have to say about it?’

Rose wasn’t used to discussing current events with Sammy, or anything with Sammy. It made the night feel even more strange, him being chummy, like they always talked about stuff like this.

He nudged her with his fat elbow as they drove down Bath Street. ‘ What d’you think? Charles: what’ll he be feeling?’

‘Dunno.’ She had to say something. ‘Gutted?’

‘Nah.’ He smiled as he took a turn at some lights. ‘Not gutted. He’s free to marry that other one now.’

He gibbered on about it, about the Queen and Prince Charles. Rose tuned out. She didn’t know about politics. She was so deepdown tired that she forgot Pinkie Brown. All she could remember was that she was dead and there was blood. Death filled her consciousness like an ache.

They were drawing up into the mouth of Turnberry Avenue. She reached down to absent-mindedly scratch away an itch from her ankle. As dampness registered on her fingertips she remembered: it was itchy because it was covered in Pinkie Brown’s blood and she had killed him. She froze, bent double, her fingers touching the car floor like a sprinter on the blocks.

The kids’ home was in a big Victorian villa at the heart of the posh West End. Sammy’s eyes flicked around the street, checking for staff or witnesses.

‘Good girl,’ he said, seeing her bent down, thinking she was hiding for him.

He parked two hundred yards further up the road, in the deep shadow under a big old tree. A branch sagged down in front of them under the weight of leaves, heavy, swaying, leaves flipping over and back in the breeze, silver, black. Orange street lights winked through but dawn was already bleeding into the night. Rose stayed down.

Sammy was chatting away now, she thought he’d had a smoke or something while he was out of the car.

He said, ‘One day you’ll grow out of me, hen, you know? You’ll move on in your young life, but I hope you’ll remember me kindly. I think the world of you, you know.’

He waited for the responsorial lie – I’ll never move on from you, Sammy, you’re the only one in the world who gives a fuck about me – but Rose didn’t say anything. She was thinking about air and kicking air and felt that same urge rise up in her.

Her eye fell on the posh flats outside, dark with curtains drawn. Sleeping in those flats were lawyers and students and dentists, refreshing themselves with warm, comfy sleeps. They’d wake up in a few hours, have calm breakfasts and then settle into Sunday. They’d get dressed and start writing letters to the council, complaining about the children’s home bringing down property prices.

‘What do you want for yourself, Rose?’ he said, repeating the tone, changing the sentiment. ‘From life, what do you want?’ And then he pulled on the handbrake as if he was planning to settle in for a long conversation.

‘Dough,’ she told the floor. She couldn’t get up. He’d see the blood.

‘Well, you’re going the right way about that, hen.’ He laughed softly. ‘ What ye doing down there?’ He was looking at her now, his big stupid face kind of gawping.

What was she doing down here? The question howled through her. What was she doing all the way down here? Why was she all the way down here? The injustice of it struck her so suddenly and completely that she had to blink to warm her eyes. Why were other girls asleep? Why were they wearing ironed clothes and worried about the size of their thighs and learning piano and painting their fingernails and she was down here?

Rose looked back at him, her fingers creeping up her leg, drawing the jeans up with them until she felt the gaffer tape.

‘You’re in a strange mood – what’s down there—’

She bolted up against the air, swung the knife at his neck, in and out. She’d kicked and now she shut her eyes, curled up knees to chin, cowering into the passenger door.

Wet gasps and thrashing. Rain in the car. Sammy kicking, feet scrabbling against the pedals. He grabbed her hair and yanked her down to the side.

Slowly, his fingers relented, slid down her wet arm and disappeared. Rose waited as the thrashing slowed. Like her mum, Sammy’s legs were the last thing to still. The only sound in the car was a wet gurgle.

Sammy deflated, wilting onto the steering wheel, and the horn eased out a long droning blare.

Rose couldn’t hide indoors, she was covered in blood.

She couldn’t run away. When the police found the body of Sammy the Perv the first place they’d look was the children’s home; the first thing they’d notice was that she was missing. Even if she got away from the police the men would find her.

She’d never get away.

She opened her eyes and looked out of a window filigreed with blood, deaf to the skirl of the horn.

Outside the car lights burst on in flats. Curtains drew back. Angry faces looking for the car horn ripping their Sunday morning. Rose watched the street lights deferring to the dawn, flicking off, one by one.

She sat inside the bloody car and waited for the police to come.
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