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About the Book


You’ll never be out of Harm’s way


The young girl who causes the fatal car crash disappears from the scene.


A runaway who doesn’t want to be found, she only wants to go home.


To the one man who understands her.


Gives her shelter.


Just as he gives shelter to the other lost girls who live in his house.


He’s the head of her new family.


He’s Harm.


DI Marnie Rome has faced many dangerous criminals but she has never come up against a man like Harm. She thinks that she knows families, their secrets and their fault lines. But as she begins investigating the girl’s disappearance nothing can prepare her for what she’s about to face.


Because when Harm’s family is threatened, everything tastes like fear …



Praise

 

Praise for Tastes Like Fear:

‘Brilliant. I put everything else aside when I have one of her books in the house’ Alex Marwood

‘A tense, terrifying tale of obsession and possession … a writer at the top of her game’ Alison Graham, Radio Times

‘A truly chilling exploration of control, submission and the desire to step out of a normal life’ Eva Dolan

‘It is devious, dark, deliciously chilling. A formidable addi­tion to an accomplished series that just keeps getting better and better’ Never Imitate Blog

 

Praise for No Other Darkness:

‘Riveting … Sarah Hilary delivers in this enthralling tale of a haunted detective, terrible crime, and the secrets all of us try to keep’ Lisa Gardner

‘At the centre is a queasily equivocal moral tone that forces the reader into a constant rejigging of their attitude to the characters. And did I mention the plotting? Hilary’s ace in the hole – as it is in the best crime thrillers’ Financial Times

‘Sarah Hilary cements her position as one of Britain’s most exciting and accomplished new writers. Complex, polished and utterly gripping, this is a book to make your heart pound’ Eva Dolan

‘The skill of the prose produces a deft and disturbing thriller’ Sunday Mirror

‘Truly mesmerising from its opening page to its thunderous denouement. A haunting, potent novel from a bleakly sublime new voice’ David Mark 

‘Heart-breaking … I can’t recommend this highly enough’ SJI Holliday

‘DI Marnie Rome is a three-dimensional character of an emotional depth rarely encountered in the world of fictional cops’ The Times

‘Hilary’s attention to detail is scrupulous, and she is at her absolute best when it comes to marshalling a cast of characters’ Crime Review 

‘Marnie Rome is back and Sarah Hilary has knocked it out of the park for us yet again’ Grab This Book 

‘Sarah Hilary explores her characters with forensic insight and serious skill’ Live and Deadly 

‘A genius at sending the reader in one direction, while pointing clues in another … Totally and utterly recom­mended’ Northern Crime

‘A masterclass in developing crime fiction series charac­ters’ Crime Reader Blog 

 

Praise for Someone Else’s Skin:

‘An exceptional new talent. Hilary writes with a beguiling immediacy that pulls you straight into her world on the first page and leaves you bereft when you finish’ Alex Marwood 

‘I absolutely loved it’ Martyn Waites 

‘An intelligent, assured and very promising debut’ Guardian (Best Spring Crime Novel) 

‘So brilliantly put together, unflinching without ever being gratuitous … it’s the best crime debut I’ve ever read’ Erin Kelly 

‘A slick, stylish debut’ Sharon Bolton 

‘Hilary maintains all her characters with depth and feeling’ Independent 

‘It’s meaty, dark and terrifying … And Sarah’s writing is glorious’ Julia Crouch 

‘There is a moment when it is almost impossible to keep reading, the scene Hilary has created is so upsetting, but almost impossible not to, the story is so hell-for-leather compelling’ Observer

‘It’s written with the verve and assurance of a future star’ Steven Dunne 

‘It’s a simply superb read – dark and thrilling’ Sun

‘Detective Inspector Marnie Rome – secretive, brilliant and haunted by a whole host of demons … excellent novel’ Literary Review 

‘I think it must be one of the debut novels of next year, if not THE debut novel …’ Caro Ramsay 

‘Intelligently and fluently written with a clever plot and an energetic pace … I think Sarah’s onto a winning series and I really look forward to reading the next instal­ment’ Cath Staincliffe 

‘A thinking woman’s whodunit’ Irish Examiner

‘The parallels with Lynda La Plante’s DCI Jane Tennison are plain to see but there is also a bleakness and sense of evil in the novel that sets Rome apart … richly deserves to succeed’ Daily Mail

‘It has such pace and force’ Helen Dunmore

‘A talented new writer who deserves every accolade for such a breath-taking crime novel’ crimesquad.com (Fresh Blood Pick of the Month)


For Francis,

for being one of the brave ones




Two years ago


Rain had blunted all of London’s spires, flattened her high-rises, buried her tower blocks in puddles of mud. Even the chimneys at Battersea Power Station were laid low, their long reflections boiling in the water. Not just days, weeks of rain. Pillars of it coming down, stirring up a stink, shifting the ground under your feet, not letting you forget that this city was built on burial pits. 


The rain found its way into everything, bleeding through brickwork, shaking the glass from broken windows, filling the empty can Christie put out for the rush hour. She ran her finger around its ragged lip, inviting blood – proof that she was still here. A Guinness can, its top taken off with a blunt knife, stones weighting the bottom. Coins did the same trick, but it’d been days since anyone dropped coins. She sucked at her finger, tasting meat and copper. Raw inside, an empty ache, but I’m still here, she thought. She wished she had better proof than a bloody finger in her mouth.


The world was a wall of umbrellas. She knew the commuters on this route, had seen them sweating in their summer dresses and shirtsleeves. Scowling now, heads down, shoulders up. Angry at her for taking up space on their pavement, sticking her dirty feet in the half-shut door of their conscience. The rain was an excuse to hate her more than they already did. 


When she was new to this game – how long ago? Months? – she’d searched the crowd for kind faces. But she’d quickly learned it wasn’t kindness that gave coin. People threw change at her the way they’d toss it at a toll-gate basket. To get past, away. Soon, they wouldn’t have to pretend not to notice her. She’d be see-through. The rain was washing her away.


‘Do you mind?’ a woman demanded, meaning Christie’s feet, which were in her way apparently, even though they weren’t. She’d made herself so small, no part of her was in anyone’s way. ‘For God’s sake find yourself somewhere to go.’ Thin and furious, her fist fierce with rings, clenched around the handle of a yellow umbrella. 


Christie had tucked herself into a doorway where it was almost dry, but the rain still found her. Pricking through old bricks, a trickle and then a stream. She felt its fingers tickling her neck.


‘There are places, you know.’ 


She didn’t know. She wished she did. She was scared of the rain, the way it ruined everything, her clothes, her sleeping bag – everything she had. Rain scared her worse than fire.


When she was new to this, a young couple would come with leaflets. They’d stop and crouch, faces working hard. Talking about Our Lord and what was coming and ‘Are you ready?’ Christie expected it from old people, though most shook their heads as if beggars hadn’t existed back in their day. Only once did anyone over the age of sixty give her a second glance. The young couple had pamphlets with pictures of grinning people. The colours ran, making her hands dirtier. When she asked for money, they got mad. They pretended they weren’t – ‘We’re on your side’ – but she saw it under the surface of their skin like a swallowing of snakes. 


Worse than the snakes was the little man who came and sat beside her. He never spoke, just sat dropping change into her can, one penny at a time, so she couldn’t get up and go or tell him to piss off even though he was freaking her out. He smelt funny. Not poor-funny. Rich-funny. Being rich didn’t help, the young couple said, it was about being ready for what was coming. Death or Jesus, she didn’t know, but there was a whole moment when she thought she could do it – pretend to be religious so they’d save her from this. Being nobody, nothing, invisible.


When the rain started, they stopped coming. 


Everyone stopped, except the little man. In a plastic cape that ran the wet off him into her doorway. Splashing coppers into her can, and she knew she couldn’t afford to be picky but when he went, she shoved her hand in and scooped out his coins, flinging them away from her, sucking rusty blood from her knuckles. He’d be back for more tomorrow. She should move, somewhere he couldn’t find her. Her whole body hurt like it was being squeezed. 


Where would she go?


Who should she be? 


She could make herself smaller for the woman with the rings, pretend to believe in Jesus for the religious couple. Go with the creep in the cape and be … whatever he wanted her to be. Just to get out of the rain for a day, an hour. It was washing her away, all her colours, everything. She wasn’t her any more. Empty inside, scraped out. Missing.


That was when he found her, where he found her … 


Right on the brink of being lost. 


He wasn’t like the little man. He was tall and fair and he smelt of the rain that was bluing the shoulders of his shirt. He didn’t have pamphlets, or questions. He wasn’t angry with her. 


His hands were empty and open, like his face. 


When he stood in her doorway, he blocked the umbrellas and the hiss and spit of tyres in the street. His shoulders stopped the rain from reaching her. 


Strong fingers, wet like hers, but his palms were dry and warm. 


Safe, he was safe.


There are places, you know.


She hadn’t believed it, until then.
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Now


Noah Jake was running late. He grabbed a bagel for breakfast, leaving the house with it held between his teeth, hands free to search for his Oyster card and keys and his phone, which was playing the theme tune from The Sweeney … 


‘Jake.’ Remove the bagel, try again. ‘DS Jake.’


‘Shit, mate.’ Ron Carling laughed. ‘You sound like a dirty phone call. What’ve I interrupted?’


‘Breakfast. What’s up?’


‘Not you, by the sound of it. Late night?’


‘The late nights I can handle. It’s the early mornings that’re killing me.’ No luck finding the Oyster card. He had a nasty feeling his kid brother Sol had swiped it. ‘I’m on my way.’


‘The boss wants you in Battersea.’ 


‘Where, exactly?’


Ron supplied an address Noah recognised. ‘When?’


‘Ten minutes ago. Better get your roller-disco skates on.’


Forty minutes later, the traffic on York Road was being diverted by police accident signs. A snarl of cars ate the streets to either side of Battersea Power Station. Noah walked in its wide shadow, the tilt of its chimneys like stained fingers flipped at a blue sky. Out of commission for years, the power station was sometimes home to film shoots or exhibitions, but empty for the most part. Dan had worked here when it was an art venue, said it made the Tate look like a maiden aunt’s curio cabinet. Now it was being hauled into a new shape, one chimney gone, hobbling the building like an upturned table. Penthouses were on sale at six million, and there was talk of private clubs and restaurants. Noah was going to miss the old power station. Sunset Boulevard with a savage facelift, still slyly smoking sixty a day …


He heard the police tape before he saw it, switching back and forth. 


Black smell of scorch marks from the smash site. An SUV had hit an Audi, the impact piling both cars into a concrete wall, taking a lamp post along for good measure.


DI Marnie Rome was with a traffic officer, her red hair tied back from her face, her neat suit the same shade as the gunmetal Audi, bits of which were still being removed. The SUV was gone, just the shape of its shoulder in the wall. ‘DS Jake. Good morning.’


‘Sorry I’m late.’


‘Everyone’s late,’ the traffic officer said, ‘because of this.’


‘How bad is it?’ Noah asked Marnie. ‘Ron said no one died.’


‘Not yet. Four in hospital, two critical. Our eyewitness says a girl walked out into the road.’


No mention of a girl in the early reports online. ‘She’s one of the critical ones?’


‘She walked away. Not a scratch on her, or not from this. The driver of the Audi was lucky. His wife wasn’t. Nor was the passenger in the SUV.’


‘Which two are critical?’


‘Ruth Eaton from the Audi. Logan Marsh from the SUV. He’s eighteen. His dad was driving him home from a friend’s house. Head injuries. It doesn’t look good.’


‘But the girl doesn’t have a scratch? Where is she?’


‘I wish I knew.’


‘So when you said she walked away …’


‘I meant it literally. We need to find her. From the description, she’s at risk of harm. Half-dressed, covered in scratches. In shock.’ Marnie was studying the scars left by the crash. ‘The Audi’s driver is our only eyewitness. Joe Eaton. He’s at St Thomas’s with his wife.’


‘How old was the girl?’ 


‘Sixteen, seventeen?’ She pre-empted Noah’s next question. ‘Red hair, not blonde. It doesn’t sound like May Beswick.’


Twelve weeks they’d been looking for May. Noah had hoped … 


‘This girl’s skinny,’ Marnie said, ‘and half-dressed. No one in Missing Persons matches her description.’


‘It’s not much of a description.’ Twelve weeks was long enough for May to be skinny, and to have dyed her hair. ‘Didn’t he notice anything else about her?’


‘He was trying not to run her down.’


‘I was in a near-miss accident once. A kid ran into the road, after a ball. I hit the brakes in time, just. He got his ball, vanished like that.’ Noah snapped his fingers. ‘I only saw him for a second, but I can still see the freckles on his nose, scabs on his knees. Like a photo. It happened two years ago.’


‘Flashback memory …’ Marnie’s eyes darkened to ink-blue. ‘Perhaps Mr Eaton remembers more than he realises. Let’s find out.’
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St Thomas’s smelt the same as always, a squeaky top layer of clean with sour base notes of bodies. Noah breathed through his mouth from force of habit. He and Marnie walked down a corridor where trolleys had left skid marks on the walls, and the floors had a frantic shine, to the room where Joe Eaton was waiting for news of his wife.


Eaton was in his mid thirties, could’ve passed for twenty-eight. Darkish hair. Grey eyes, the left spoilt by a subconjunctival haemorrhage, bleeding into the white. Natty suit ruined by a neck brace for whiplash. A shade over six feet tall. Blank fright on his face when he saw Marnie and Noah.


‘Mr Eaton, I’m Detective Inspector Rome, this is Detective Sergeant Jake. How are you?’


‘Fine.’ He brought his shoulders up. ‘I’m fine. Ruth’s in surgery. They think a ruptured spleen.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Marnie said, ‘but we need to ask some questions.’


‘How’s Logan? I spoke with his dad last night.’ Joe put a hand across his mouth. ‘It sounded bad, worse than Ruth. And he’s just a kid.’


‘We haven’t spoken with Mr Marsh yet. Shall we sit down?’ Marnie drew up a chair, settling her slim frame to face the man.


Joe nodded, following her lead. Noah could smell his stress: stale sweat under CK1; green hand gel from one of the hospital’s dispensers.


‘I was hoping you could tell us about the young woman you saw last night.’


‘She stepped right in front of me. I didn’t have any choice but to swerve. I’d have killed her otherwise.’ He pushed a hand through his hair. Winced. ‘Has she told you what she was doing?’


‘She’s missing,’ Marnie said. ‘We’re looking for her.’


‘You mean she ran off? After the crash?’ He looked stricken, scared rather than angry. ‘She did that and then she ran?’


‘We’re looking for her. You thought she was injured?’


‘She was covered in scratches. But she’s okay, she must be, otherwise how did she run off?’


‘We’d like to go over your description from last night. In case we missed anything.’


‘There’s not a scratch on me, that’s what I don’t get. Just this thing for the whiplash.’ Joe touched the neck brace then put out his hands and stared at them. ‘Even Logan’s dad … We walked away, both of us. But I’m the only one without a scratch to show for it, and I caused the bloody thing.’


Marnie and Noah waited, not speaking.


‘She walked right in front of us. If I’d hit her, she’d be dead. I was doing thirty tops, but that’s enough to kill someone. I had to swerve.’ 


‘Which direction was she coming from?’ Marnie asked.


‘My left. I suppose that’s … west?’


‘And she was walking east.’


‘There’s an estate on that side of York Road, maybe she lives there? They breath-tested me, I wasn’t over the limit. I’d had a glass of wine with Ruth, but we were eating spaghetti. I was stuffed full of carbs and I’d had two coffees. We’ve got kids. They’re with Ruth’s sister, too little to understand what’s going on with their mum.’


‘How old are they?’ Noah asked.


‘Sorcha’s two. Liam’s ten months. Carrie’s great with them. They love their auntie.’ Joe wiped his eyes, settled his hands on the lip of the table. ‘Okay. The girl, last night? She looked seventeen, maybe a bit younger. Hard to tell because she wasn’t dressed properly, just a man’s shirt, too big for her, white. And her skin was really pale, except for the scratches. She was moving like a wind-up toy. Not fast, but like she wouldn’t … couldn’t stop. Her face was … scary.’ He blinked. ‘She wasn’t going to stop.’


‘Was she calling for help?’


‘No, but her face … It was like she was screaming.’ He grimaced, moving his head as if he wanted to get rid of the image he’d conjured.


‘Mr Eaton.’ Marnie held out a photograph. ‘Was this the girl you saw?’


‘Isn’t this … Mary Beswick?’ He held the photo by its edges. ‘The missing schoolgirl?’


‘May Beswick. Yes, it is.’


Noah held his breath as Joe studied May’s face, but … 


‘It wasn’t her.’ Joe handed back the photo. ‘Sorry.’


‘Are you sure? She could have lost weight since this was taken. Dyed her hair, changed her appearance. How tall was the girl you saw?’


‘Shorter than Ruth. Five foot? Not much more than that. Just a kid, a teenager. Maybe she’s nearer to fifteen. And really skinny. Bony knees. Red hair.’ A glance at Marnie. ‘Not like yours. Red red, like paint.’ His eyes flicked back, frowning, to the photograph. ‘It was dyed.’


‘Long hair, or short?’


‘To her shoulders. But it was crazy, like she’d back-combed it. Really wiry and wild.’


May Beswick was five foot one, not skinny but not fat. In the photo, her blonde hair was waist-length, brushed smooth. She wore a green jumper over a white blouse, and she was smiling, her top lip coming away from her front teeth, soft brown eyes crinkled at the corners. Noah didn’t need to look at the photo to be sure of those details. He’d been seeing her face in his sleep for twelve weeks.


‘What else was she wearing,’ Marnie asked, ‘apart from the shirt?’


‘Nothing. Knickers, I think.’ Joe flushed. ‘No trousers, no shoes. No bra. Maybe she was seventeen. I can’t tell. She should’ve been wearing a bra.’


Somewhere a door slammed open. Joe turned his head towards the sound. His hands were clenched on the table, his neck red inside the brace.


Marnie said, ‘Tell us about the scratches.’


‘All … all over her. Her legs, her stomach, her chest.’ He grimaced. ‘Everywhere.’


In the photograph, May’s face was smooth, like her hair. Round cheeks, a wide forehead, no acne. Not a mark on her, twelve weeks ago.


‘Was her face scratched?’


‘Not her face. But everywhere else, from what I could see.’


‘Were the scratches recent?’ Noah asked.


‘I don’t think so. Hard to tell in the headlights, and I only saw her for a second. They looked black, not red, not like fresh blood.’ He drew a breath. Held it in his chest. Let it go. ‘Ruth got a better look than I did. The girl came from the left, her side of the car. If …’ He pushed his hands at his eyes. ‘When she wakes up, she’ll be able to give you a better description. Ruth always notices stuff. She’s brilliant like that.’ 


He pushed harder with his hands, knuckles bleaching under the pressure. ‘I can’t forget her face. Maybe it was May Beswick, I don’t know. She didn’t look like her, but she didn’t look like anyone. Whatever happened to her … she looked … terrorised.’ 


He dropped his hands and looked up at Marnie and Noah. ‘She wasn’t making a sound, not a sound, but her whole face was screaming.’
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Aimee


Three months ago, I thought I was safe. Home and dry, off the streets. And not just me. All of us thinking the same thing, that we’d landed on our feet. Like cats. He took us all in.


He called the new place home, but not the way you’d think. ‘It’s wide open,’ he said. 


Open-plan, the estate agent called it, but Harm meant something different, the sort of place where you’re overlooked, where you disappear even if you don’t mean to. London’s full of places like that. Dead spaces, dazzle spots. Empty doorways, gaps between buildings. Places no one thinks of looking because they don’t see, not properly. Maybe they did once, but they’ve trained themselves to stop. Even when you’re right where they walk every morning, when your hand’s out and you’re asking for a little help, even when you’ve got a fucking dog. A thing could be right in front of your face, Harm said, and you still wouldn’t see it. Some things are just … invisible. 


Grace wouldn’t be invisible. She’d started answering back. She wasn’t playing by the rules and I wanted her to shut up. Too much fizz in her, making her skip, making that crazy red hair stick out like she’d rubbed a balloon the wrong way. She wouldn’t sit still and she wouldn’t shut up, and I thought there was something wrong with her. Something was wrong with each of us, that was how he chose us. The noisy ones like Grace and the ones like me who were disappearing – burning up like fireworks until nothing was left.


Harm would keep us safe, he said. We just had to listen to him, let him help us. Grace should’ve shut up. At least she had a roof over her head. 


A new roof. The house where he’d been keeping us was getting too small, too much like a squat. We were spilling over, making mess. This new place was better. ‘Great potential,’ Harm said. 


The estate agent liked that. ‘Some people just see dead space, but I can tell you’re one of the smart guys.’


Harm nodded, and turned his back. He thought the man was a cocksucker, I could see it in his face. Harm hates cocksuckers; it was one of the first things I found out about him. 


The new place was a flat, but on two floors. Split-level, the estate agent said, loft living. One room higher than the others, up a flight of stairs. My room. Unfinished when we saw it that first time. Raw walls with fist-sized holes for wiring, and the estate agent was full of crap about uplighting and underfloor heating, but you could see the money they’d have to pour into the place just to get it fit to live in. No wonder it ran out. It looked good, though, back then. The cocksucker left us to appreciate the view. All of London dazzling under us. ‘I’ll give you a minute,’ he said.


Harm turned his back. 


So you know, that’s when he’s dangerous – when his back’s turned. It means he can’t stand looking at you any longer. You’ve made him sick, angry. So sick and angry he won’t look at you. He wants you to stop talking, stop looking, stop being. We all knew this, even Grace, but the estate agent didn’t. He was the sort of man who used to sidestep me when I was begging on the streets, so I suppose I wanted him to stop talking and stop being, just the same as Harm did. 


In the end, Harm shook the man’s hand, making his eyes light up, smelling a sale. That was back before the money ran out, when they still believed the uplighting and underfloor heating would happen. Back before Grace stopped fizzing. Before he made her stop.


I remember exactly how it felt, that first day in the new place. 


The others followed Harm and Christie outside, but I stayed, wanting to get my bearings, needing to know what I was up against.


Harm doubled back. I didn’t hear him on the stairs, but I saw dust smoke up from the floor when his feet moved across it, not making a sound.


Then the heat of him behind me … 


The damp weight of his shadow across my shoulders, at the back of my neck. 


He kept my hair cut short. I could feel his stare sharp on my skin. 


Not touching. He never touched. It was worse than that. 


His stare was hotter than fingers, or a tongue. 


I could smell him, smiling.


He was so heavy behind me.


‘This is it,’ he whispered. ‘This is home.’
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Like Joe Eaton, Calum Marsh had a neck brace and a sling for his right arm, taking the strain off a badly bruised collarbone. He was sitting on the end of the hospital bed, trying to push his left foot into a leather shoe. Whoever had removed his shoes hadn’t untied the laces, and he was struggling, his face fisted in concentration. Wearing chinos and a half-buttoned shirt, wanting to be dressed so he could go and check on his son. All his panic and pain was there in the struggle with the shoe.


‘Mr Marsh, I’m DI Rome and this is DS Jake.’ Marnie crouched and took the shoe, freeing the laces from the stranglehold of a knot. ‘We’re here to find out what happened.’


Calum peered at her in confusion. ‘Have you seen him? Logan?’ His feet and face jumped with stress. ‘I was asleep. Is his mum here?’ Looking away from Marnie, concentrating on Noah. ‘Is he okay? What’s happening?’


‘We’re waiting to speak with the doctor. Logan’s in surgery.’ Marnie stayed crouched, the unlaced shoe in her hands. ‘I’ve asked someone to speak with you as soon as there’s news.’


‘There’s nothing I can do. That’s what they said in the ambulance. And here. The nurses said the same.’ Calum wiped his hand on the sheet, leaving a rust stain where his sweat had brought dried blood back to life. ‘There’s nothing.’ He was in his early forties, well-built, greying temples and stubbled skin, blood in the lines under his eyes. Unless the shirt was hiding damage that Noah couldn’t see, the blood was his son’s. 


‘There should be news soon.’ Marnie put the shoe down and straightened, stepping back. She nodded at Noah, who moved a chair to the side of the bed. 


‘We were talking with Joe Eaton about how it happened,’ he said. ‘We’re trying to find the girl.’


‘The girl.’ Calum’s face was empty. He blinked, focused. ‘What girl?’


‘The girl who walked out into the road. That’s why Joe Eaton swerved.’


‘He came right at me.’ Calum put his hand up, palm out. ‘Right at me.’ His hand was broader than Joe’s, and scarred in places, twitching with shock like the rest of him.


‘Joe says a girl walked in front of the Audi.’ Noah took care not to crowd the man. ‘That’s why he swerved. To avoid hitting her.’


‘That’s what he said? The other driver … He said there was a girl …?’


‘You didn’t see her?’ 


‘No girl, just the Audi coming at us, and … the wall. Then Logan hitting the windscreen, making this noise.’ Punishing his injured arm with his left hand. ‘His head made this noise like something bursting. He broke the windscreen with his head …’ Putting his hand out, blindly. ‘Don’t let him die. Not like this. Not my fault, don’t let it be my fault, he’s just a kid. My kid.’


‘All right.’ Noah took the man’s hand, chilled and sticky with his son’s blood, aftershocks locking and unlocking the fingers. ‘Mr Marsh? Calum. It’s all right.’


Marnie left, coming back with a nurse, who helped Logan’s dad back into the bed. Noah waited until he was lying down before easing his hand free from the man’s grip.


‘Sorry,’ Calum kept saying, to the nurse, to Noah. ‘I’m sorry.’


Marnie was in the corridor, waiting. 


‘He didn’t see a girl,’ Noah said. ‘Do you think Joe Eaton got it wrong?’


‘Something made Joe swerve. He wasn’t drunk and it wasn’t raining. Traffic conditions were good. Why invent a girl? Especially a half-dressed girl covered in scratches.’ 


She took out her phone. ‘We need to know who else was on that road. DC Tanner’s looking at CCTV. Whether or not she’s May Beswick, this girl’s in trouble.’ She dialled a number, held the phone to her ear. ‘Ed, call me when you get this. I need to pick your brains.’


Ed Belloc was a victim care officer, one of the best. He and Marnie had been together six months, maybe a little longer. 


‘Whether or not she’s May Beswick,’ Noah repeated. ‘You think there’s a chance it’s her?’


‘I don’t know. I’d like to hope so. At least … This girl was running from someone. Injured by the sound of it. She didn’t stop after causing the crash. I’m wondering whether she’s gone to ground, in a refuge if she was lucky enough to find one. Ed will know the ones around Battersea, how easy or otherwise it is to find a safe place in that part of town when you’re desperate.’


‘She could be desperate because she caused the crash. If Logan dies, or Ruth does … She could be scared of us.’


Behind them, through the wall, the thin sound of Calum Marsh’s distress.


‘Let’s find her,’ Marnie said.
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Aimee


Nails scratched at the door. ‘Food’s ready. He wants you with us.’


I didn’t want to eat, so I didn’t answer. Ashleigh came into the room, fighting the door. Harm had fitted a weighted hinge; it banged shut if you weren’t careful. ‘You can eat with us, he says.’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘Don’t be stupid.’ She looked around. ‘And don’t land me in the shit. Again.’ Her eyes were greedy, going everywhere. I’d got too much stuff. 


Harm was always giving me presents. The hairbrush was the latest, real silver, hallmarked. Ashleigh walked to where it sat on a joke of a dressing table with light bulbs round the mirror like I was the star in a soft porn movie. ‘Nice.’ Her voice was ironed flat. She hated me. She didn’t touch the brush, though. She didn’t dare. The light bulbs gave her a rash.


‘You need to come and eat with us.’ She walked to the door. ‘Get up.’


I lay on the bed a bit longer before I did as I was told. She hated me, but she was right. I couldn’t land her in the shit again, not so soon after the last time. 


Downstairs, the others were waiting around the table. No Gracie, which meant she was in trouble again, confined to her room. Ashleigh had started calling her Disgracie. It was funny, except it wasn’t. I felt sick for her. Not that I was doing any better. I was worse off than any of them, no amount of silver hairbrushes changed that. 


The kitchen smelt hot and brown and I wanted to puke at the thought of whatever was cooking on the stove. Tins, always out of tins. I’d rather starve, except of course I wouldn’t. I’d spent enough nights starving on the streets. Starving’s for rich kids who’re never more than an arm’s reach from a decent meal. I’d eat this shit, whatever it was, and be grateful for it.


May smiled at me, sitting very straight in her chair, her hair brushed neat, all of her covered with the school uniform. The tights made her legs itch, like mine. Neither one of us dared to scratch, though, not at the table. Ashleigh took her place, pulling a napkin into her lap, hiding all trace of the bitch she was upstairs. 


At the stove, Harm was serving brown food on to grey plates. He was moving more slowly than usual, as if he needed to remind us how this worked – marking our places. My fingers twitched, until I stopped them. Anything different, any change to the rhythm made me nervous. 


Everything must always, always be the same. 


That’s what he’d taught us, what he kept teaching us. I hated how slowly he was moving. The candles sucked at his shadow, pulling it on to the table. I moved my hands out of its reach. 


Christie was helping Harm, holding two plates in each hand like a waitress. She was tall and solid, more real than the rest of us. Blonde hair down her back, the way he liked it. A cotton dress that stopped at her knees, showing off her calves. She had some serious muscles. Next to Harm, though, she was nothing. She glanced at me, nodding her approval. I’d been allowed downstairs and I’d come without a fuss. Good girl. Good dog. I pulled out a chair and sat next to May, who sneaked her hand into mine under the table. Her hand was warm, or mine was cold. My room never got warm, not properly. That underfloor heating was a lie, like everything else.


Ashleigh scuffed her feet on the floor, then stopped, sitting quietly. 


Three of us in our white blouses, black skirts and tights, faces washed with soap and water, hair brushed neat. Mouths like butter wouldn’t melt, not that butter was on offer.


Christie brought the plates to the table. Harm was a good cook, she said. As if you needed a Michelin star to cook the crap we lived off, food so full of preservatives it could serve itself. May tried to plant vegetables once, but he wouldn’t let her. Everything had to be long-life. Slimy slices of reconstituted aubergine like the tongue from someone’s boot died on the side of my plate.


We ate in silence, the only sound the squawking of forks on tin plates. We drank water from tin cups. Nothing at our table was breakable, unless you counted the high-strung silence of teenage girls in the thrall of a handsome and bountiful middle-aged man. I really, really wanted to puke.


‘We are what we are,’ Christie always said. 


I’d seen a horror film with that title, but I kept it to myself. 


We are what we are. 


If you’d looked through the window, what would you have seen? A father and his youngish wife sitting with their family of photo-booth-ready dolls, smooth hair down to their waists, new tits under neat shirts. And me – the odd-looking one at the end, with a flat chest and short black hair that was wasted on his fat silver hairbrush.


It was all lies. Christie wasn’t his wife. We weren’t his daughters, not even sisters. Of course you couldn’t have seen through the window. There were blackout blinds for one thing. 


Harm refilled my cup with water, a pinch of concern on his face. ‘Don’t dehydrate.’


Ashleigh risked an eye roll, turning it into a blink before Harm could catch her.


The water tasted of coins, the way my hands used to smell at the end of a good day’s begging on the streets. ‘Thank you.’ My voice cracked on the last word.


Ashleigh was the first to clear her plate. ‘That was yummy.’ She licked her lips, shooting a white smile across at Harm, eyes as shiny bright as her teeth. She’d put something on her lids. 


Fuck … 


She’d smeared Vaseline on her eyelids, and her mouth. No make-up in the house. One of his rules. The Vaseline made her mouth wet. She didn’t look like a schoolgirl. She looked grown-up, and slutty. Stupid, stupid cow … 


Harm hated grown-up. He hated slutty more than anything. We were meant to be his perfect dolls, sexless, chaste. She knew this. Ashleigh knew. She was sitting too far forward, her hands pulling at the hem of her shirt, skin-tight at the front. He was going to notice. She’d been trying to get his attention for weeks. Fuck. How could he not notice her tits when she sat like that? 


Christie put back her chair. ‘Ashleigh, it’s your turn to help clear the table.’


Ashleigh stood, hips rolling like a slinky toy coming down the stairs. I felt the slap in Christie’s stare as hard as if she’d hit me. 


The air got tight, the way it does in a storm. I could taste the buzz of static on my tongue. At my side, May was taut with waiting, to see what he’d do. We were dressed right, sitting where we were told, eating his crappy food, but it wasn’t enough. Nothing was ever enough.


‘Ashleigh.’ His voice was soft, like it’d been chalked, the way a weightlifter chalks his hands before a big lift. ‘Ashleigh.’


She turned, not smiling now. She’d tried to lick the Vaseline off her lips, but it was still there at the edges of her mouth, winking at him. 


‘Come here.’


Under the table, May squeezed my fingers. 


Don’t don’t don’t … 


‘Come here,’ Harm repeated.


Ashleigh walked back to the table, not slinking now, jerking like she was on a leash. He looked into her face. He was so close she must’ve felt his breath. He was the only one breathing; the rest of us didn’t dare. Even Christie was holding her breath. The candles burned straight up to the ceiling in the sudden scooped-out silence.


‘Did you hurt your mouth?’ His voice stayed chalky soft.


Ashleigh jerked her head from side to side. Her tits swelled under her shirt and she tried to stop them, tried to hold it together, but she couldn’t. He wouldn’t let her.


‘Did you hurt your eyes?’


She jerked her head. 


‘Are they dry? Cracked?’


And again.


‘Then why is there petroleum jelly on your face?’ 


‘I … no. Yes. P-please. Sorry.’ She hit each word in turn, hoping to land on the safe one.


Harm wasn’t listening. He held out a hand to Christie, who picked up her paper napkin and passed it across the table, making the candles crouch and shudder.


He spat on to the napkin. Straightened to his full height.


The whole room tilted away, dragging our shadows towards him like he was swallowing us up.


Ashleigh hadn’t moved. She was very little now, with him standing over her.


He rubbed at her mouth with the napkin. Spat again. Rubbed at her eyelids. Like he was trying to scrub her out. She let him do it. She had that much sense, at least. She was hunching to make her tits look smaller. Good. Spat. And rubbed.


When he was done, Harm dropped the balled-up napkin on the table.


Then he picked up a candle. 


My fingers twitched under the table. May stroked her thumb across my knuckles, trying to keep me quiet. It should’ve been the other way around, me looking out for her. I was the only one he wouldn’t touch, the only one with any power, but I was scared, I was always too scared.


Ashleigh was standing stone-still, her shadow squirming at her feet like she’d wet herself. 


Harm held the candle so close, the whole side of her face was yellow. 


I took a pinch of air through my nose because I couldn’t not-breathe any longer but I didn’t want to pull the flame into her hair. 


He looked at her. ‘Better.’ His voice hadn’t stopped being soft. He never shouted. He never had to. ‘Now, what do you say?’


‘Th-thank you.’


‘No, not that.’ Each word made the flame flap closer to her face. ‘What do you say?’


‘S-sorry.’


‘Say it to everyone.’


She had to turn towards the table to do as he said, putting her face into the flame. He held the candle steady and I could smell her skin scalding like milk, his spit drying on her face … 


I could smell his spit on her.


‘Sorry. I’m s-sorry.’


‘For what?’ Harm said.


‘Spoiling this.’ She was crying. The flame licked at her face, finding her tears, making them sizzle. ‘I’m sorry for spoiling this.’


‘That’s better.’ Harm put the candle down. He opened his arms and she fell into them, landing on his chest with a howl. ‘Good girl.’ He stroked her hair, petting her. ‘Good girl.’


He was looking right at me. 


After a bit, he eased Ashleigh to arm’s length and let her go.


Don’t, don’t let him turn his back … 


He’d turned his back on Grace, last night.


Christie started to clear the plates from the table, breaking the silence, jerking sound back into the room. Harm smiled at Ashleigh and pointed her towards the sink. Her face had sunk in on itself, still shiny with his spit. All because she wanted to be his special one. I could’ve told her … 


You don’t want to be his special one, you really don’t.


All she saw was the gifts, the giving. She didn’t see the taking away.


Harm was back at the head of the table. ‘Aimee, finish your food.’ He moved his eyes to May. ‘You too.’ Like nothing had happened. 


Everything must always, always be the same.


Food was a privilege. I shovelled it in as if I was filling a ditch, edgy with adrenalin. It made me brave, and stupid. I hated it when he looked at May. Hated it. ‘Where’s Grace?’ I reached for my cup, listening to the new silence. Different to before, because he was fixed on me, but better than him fixing on May. Through a mouthful, I repeated the dangerous question. ‘Where’s Grace?’ 


I had his attention. All of it. Like we were the only two in the room. His stare made me dance, but I wanted to hear him say it. I wanted proof. 


Grace was gone. 


I could feel the hole. I knew all the spaces in there, wide open or otherwise. One of them was empty. Dead space. She was gone, and I wanted him to admit there was a way out. Away from his gifts and the hard leash of his attention, the fear of what’d happen when his patience ran out, or the food did. His family was fake, and toxic. We were toxic. He’d made us safe, and he’d made us sick. Living by his rules, wanting his attention and not wanting it. Hating each other, hating him because we needed him, because there was nothing else and we were scared. Living like whipped dogs.


Grace was gone. She’d got away. 


I wanted to hear him say it.


My hand was cold, and empty.


May was on her feet. 


Not like the others. She didn’t need Harm’s attention, but she got it. She got everyone’s attention when she said, ‘I’m pregnant.’
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Marnie stood at the scarred side of the road under the fixed stare of a CCTV camera. London was littered with these cameras. Her team had hours of footage to search for the girl who might be May Beswick. House-to-house was quicker but had its own complications, chiefly that not-noticing was most Londoners’ superpower. 


Joe Eaton’s description had been vivid enough for Marnie to see the girl in her mind’s eye. Dyed red hair wild around her face, black scratches on her skin. Bare feet. Walking out into the traffic like a wind-up toy. Who wound her up? And from where? 


She turned to where the housing estate was sprouting still more CCTV cameras. One for every six people in the city. Tim Welland, her boss, was fond of quoting the figures. The average Londoner was filmed four hundred times a day, yet only three per cent of crimes were solved using surveillance footage. Perhaps she was wrong about not-noticing. Perhaps the city’s superpower was paranoia. She walked in the direction of the estate, away from the tyre burns, thinking of the girl’s bare feet. She was running, injured, searching for a safe place. So why didn’t she stop? 


Twelve weeks ago, May Beswick had been a bright, quiet teenager. No mood swings, no anxiety, or none that her friends and family had witnessed. Joe Eaton’s girl had been screaming.


Noah was waiting at the corner. ‘Ron’s on house-to-house.’ He nodded across his shoulder to the Garrett estate. ‘He says he was due here this morning in any case.’


‘Emma Tarvin,’ Marnie remembered. ‘She was complaining about kids setting fires.’


‘And making threats.’ Noah nodded. ‘Ron says she’s an old battleaxe, not the kind to take fright easily. Any word from Ed?’


‘He’s still making phone calls, but he spoke with the nearest refuge and no girls were admitted last night. She couldn’t have walked in off the street in any case. She’d have needed to call ahead, and to know which number to ring. If she had access to a phone, she could have called the police. We’re checking emergency calls either side of the time of the crash. Nothing so far.’


They walked on to the Garrett. ‘Joe Eaton said bare feet.’ Noah eyed the pavement. ‘I wouldn’t take my chances on these streets.’


‘Or any London street. It’s getting cold, too. She’ll have wanted to find somewhere warm.’


‘Assuming she’s on her own. That whoever she was running from didn’t catch up with her.’


‘Assuming that,’ Marnie conceded.


The Garrett had been built as four tower blocks joined by a system of shared walkways. Deck access was the architect’s term. The towers were brutal concrete pyres housing London’s poor in squat boxes with savagely sparkling views across the river. Communal living, but it reeked of anonymity at best, isolation at worst. Boarded doors and windows said paranoia was thriving here, just about the only thing that was; the flower beds were cement troughs flooded with litter and worse. The grass growing between the flagstones was starved, more grey than green. Even the graffiti was dead, sandblasted to pastel pockmarks on the walls.


The mobile unit was setting up outside the first of the towers, Ron Carling briefing the house-to-house team on their likely reception on the estate. ‘We’re about as popular as Ebola round here, so keep it pally. We want scores on the doors, as Larry Grayson liked to say. Oh, hello.’ He cracked a grin at Noah. ‘Speak of the devil.’


‘Emma Tarvin,’ Marnie said. ‘Which flat is hers?’


‘Seven four six. She stays up all night sometimes, keeping an eye out for what’s coming. It’s got so she’s scared of her own shadow, poor cow.’


‘I thought she was a battleaxe,’ Noah said.


‘Doesn’t mean she doesn’t get scared.’


‘She keeps an eye out,’ Marnie said. ‘From which window?’


‘Was she watching when our girl came past last night?’ Ron pointed towards a row of windows halfway up the first tower block. ‘Bird’s-eye view, and she’s a nosy old bird. Needs to be, to survive round here. Welcome to what’s left of Lambeth. Gotham’s got nothing on this shithole.’


‘Cheer up, Bruce. You’ve got this covered.’


‘Bruce?’ Ron peered at Noah. ‘Oh, right. Bruce Wayne.’


‘Or Forsyth. I was going for Forsyth. It’s the moustache.’


Ron snorted, but he was grinning. ‘Let’s sort the scores on the doors, then.’


On the south side of the estate, two kids were kicking a fire-damaged wheelie bin. Seeing the police, they kicked harder until one of the uniforms moved in their direction, then they disappeared fast between the blocks, soaked up by the long shadow of the towers.


‘Terror is a normal reaction to social living.’ Noah fell into step at Marnie’s side. ‘Isn’t that what they say?’


‘They didn’t look very terrified to me. Bored, maybe.’


‘My dad would call it Thatcher’s legacy. No such thing as society, just families and individuals. Competitive individuals. Everyone’s a competitor, so everyone’s a threat. We’re pretending to be social, but really we’re scared out of our wits.’ Noah scratched at his cheek. ‘My dad’s actually a lot cooler than I just made him sound. But he likes to bang on about the old days, circa 1987.’


‘You were born in 1987, weren’t you?’


‘In a place like this.’ He craned his neck at the walkway above them. ‘My dad called it the gulag. Among other things.’


A hundred feet away, a black boy of about ten was circling on a bike, beanie pulled down to the bridge of his nose. The bike was too small for him, and pink nylon ribbons were trailing from the handlebars. He was a caricature of boredom, circling aimlessly, but Noah said, ‘He’s the lookout. That means someone’s dealing drugs here, or selling stolen goods. Or both.’ 


He knew what he was talking about. Marnie heard it in his tone, saw it in the watchful way he moved. ‘Do you think he might’ve seen anything useful last night?’


‘Maybe, but would he share it with us?’ The boy peeled away, cycling between two of the towers. ‘Unlikely.’ Noah didn’t turn his head after the boy, keeping his shoulders and spine loose, eyes in the back of his skull. ‘If we asked him, he’d get his social worker on our case. Kids like that know every trick in the book.’ 


Ron looked at everyone on the estate in the same way, but Noah was smarter. He wouldn’t make the mistake of assuming that familiarity was the only thing breeding contempt around here. Marnie was glad to have him on her team.


They’d reached the entrance to the block where Emma Tarvin lived. 


‘Come on, love.’ Ron was waiting with his finger on the buzzer, his mouth close to the intercom panel. ‘You know me by now. Open up.’


An elderly voice, snippy with static: ‘There’s a whole crowd of you out there. Where were you when those girls were sneaking all sorts through my letter box? No bloody where.’


‘Well we’re here now. Buzz us in, I’ll make you a cuppa. We need your help with something.’


‘Like what? Figuring out your arses from your elbows?’ But she pressed the buzzer, letting them into the lobby of the building.


Ron nodded towards the stairs. ‘Or there’s the lift if you like the stink of piss.’ He led the way up the stairs, tramping heavily. 


Marnie and Noah followed, seeing signs of fire damage everywhere, black on the walls, melted plastic on the railings. Marnie had been inside burnt buildings before; she knew this was nothing – kids playing with matches. Which didn’t mean they wouldn’t graduate to lighter fuel or petrol. It might not matter that people were living here. Not so long ago, and not far from here, a teenager had burned down a dogs’ home, killing dozens of animals. Arsonists had hard hearts. And fire was quick. Too quick for second thoughts.


‘Next floor,’ Ron said, still climbing.


No one came up or down the stairs as they climbed. No sign of life from the flats, just the occasional scrabble of sound from a TV. How many residents were home? How many had jobs to go to? The statistics for this part of London were depressing. Joe Eaton and Calum Marsh had been passing through in their nice cars to better lives elsewhere. Until this happened.


Emma Tarvin lived on the seventh floor. 


Marnie paused on the walkway to look out to where the mobile unit was setting up. The kids were back, kicking at the wheelie bin, bumping it across the concrete wasteland between the flats and the main road. Further back, the building site at Battersea Power Station lay wide open like a wound. Places of exile … 


The words came unwilled into her head. She’d paid to have them inked on her left hip when she was eighteen, fancying herself a clever rebel. She read the words on her skin whenever she dressed and undressed. Ed Belloc had read them too, the first person she’d trusted to do that. And Stephen Keele had read them, as a teenager in the house where she’d grown up. Her foster-brother. Her parents’ killer. Places of exile was the reason he’d given for what he did, as if the words had incited him to murder. As if her skin had been an instruction, or a plea. 


A thud from below. The kids had succeeded in felling the wheelie bin. It lay on its side, spilling its guts of litter. Marnie blinked. Refocused. 


The girl who might be May Beswick had been headed this way last night. The seventh floor had a clear view of the crash site, and Emma Tarvin was a watcher. Had she seen something? 


Ron was at the door of number 746. ‘Open up, love. You know me. Sick of the sight of me, probably. But we need your help.’


‘Badges.’ Mrs Tarvin’s voice was sharp. Her front door was reinforced with metal sheeting, full of footprints where kids had kicked. Brown stains around the lock and letter box, fire damage at the foot of the door, spreading the entire length of her flat. She was living under siege. 


Ron held his ID to the viewer in the door. ‘Come on, I’m dying for a cuppa.’


‘Who’s with you?’ Her eye at the peephole, sharp like her voice. 


‘My boss, Detective Inspector Rome. She wants to meet you. I told her you’d like to give her a piece of your mind.’


Open Sesame.
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‘About bloody time. Thought I’d be long dead before you lot got your act together. Burnt to a crisp in my bed most likely.’ Emma Tarvin was a big woman, her broad shoulders making the mean hall look meaner, in a purple dress and tan tights, salt-and-pepper hair cropped close to a square face with indoor skin, no make-up, red threads everywhere. Brown eyes, hard as pellets, fixed on Marnie’s face before shifting to Noah. ‘Who’s the pin-up?’


Ron said, ‘This is DS Jake. He makes a mean cuppa.’


‘You can make the tea. The pin-up,’ giving Noah a smile tough enough to take the skin off his face, ‘can come with me.’ She jerked her head at Marnie. ‘You too.’


Noah and Marnie followed her into the sitting room, a box painted the colour of jaundice. Sooty streaks up the walls and around the window filling the south-facing wall. Net curtains that looked like they’d been tie-dyed in strong tea, an aggressively nylon carpet, furniture straight out of the Festival of Britain, everything Formicaed to within an inch of its life. It reminded Noah of his gran’s flat, down to the antimacassars and sunburst mirror. The only things missing were family photos. His gran’s place was full of photos of him and Sol. Emma was seventy-six. Either she didn’t have any grandchildren, or she kept their photos in another room. No ornaments, not even a vase of flowers. Bookcases, mostly filled with video cassettes and DVDs. Widescreen television. Desk by the window, covered in magazines and papers. More like a student’s flat than a pensioner’s home. It smelt like a student’s flat, male and stale.


‘You can sit here.’ Emma settled herself on the sofa, nodding at Noah to join her.


He did as he was told, Marnie taking one of the two armchairs opposite. Ron came back from the kitchen with four mugs of tea on a battered tin tray. 


‘Who’s paying for those?’ A snort. ‘I’m Tarvin, not bloody Tetley.’ 


‘I’ll bring a box of tea bags next time.’ Ron sat in the other armchair. ‘And biscuits, if you like.’


‘If she lets you,’ jerking her head at Marnie. ‘Doesn’t look like she eats biscuits. Me, I’m partial to a chocolate finger.’ Another skin-stripping smile for Noah. ‘Sorry about the fuss with the door, but I get all sorts trying to get in here. Old dear downstairs left hers open for Social Services, can you believe that? Cleaned her out, of course. Round here, if it’s not nailed shut it’s as good as gone.’ She reached for a mug of tea. ‘So you want to hear about my arsonists. Finally taking it seriously after thirteen fires. Unless you’re going to give me a lecture like the last lot they sent round. “Arson is a cry for help.” Too much bloody crying round here. No one gets heard. I don’t. Can’t remember the last time I slept through the night. When they’re not setting fires, they’re making threats, nicking all sorts. Kick and run, isn’t that what you lot call it? What we used to call burglary. Or shouting all hours. I don’t bother going to bed now. Sit up and watch for them.’ She nodded at the window, chewing on her lip. ‘They’re less frightening when you can see them.’
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