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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 center 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 curb.

         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 pretense, 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 neighbor 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 theater 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, prayer-stuck, 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 hypnotized. 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 hypnotized. 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 care-home 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-colored 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. Streetlights 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 ahold 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 flavors 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 seen 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 signaled 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 realization: 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 on to the wall, moving 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 huffed 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 deep-down 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 absentmindedly 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 streetlights 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 streetlights 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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         Alex Morrow hated feeling this nervous. She hated it. A chair scraped the floor beyond the door and her stomach sent up an acid distress signal. She ground her teeth until they hurt, angry with herself. She knew her nerves were caused by public speaking and seeing Michael Brown again but knowing didn’t seem to help. Deep breathing didn’t help. Eating bananas and avoiding coffee hadn’t helped. She hated this.

         The witness waiting room was dull. The walls were lined with yellow pine, the carpet navy blue. Six chairs, in matching pine and navy blue fabric, and a low table with some magazines no one would ever read. An empty water cooler gathered dust in the corner. Morrow imagined an anxious witness, waiting, taking drink after drink from the cooler to moisten a dry mouth and then needing the toilet as soon as they stepped into the witness box. Morrow’s mouth was dry too. She chewed her tongue.

         Usually when she felt like this it would make her wonder why she put herself through it, but not today. She’d happily sit here, heart hammering, every day for a year if it meant a longer sentence for Michael Brown. She never wanted to have to interview that bastard again. He threatened her during interviews. He threatened Brian during interviews. He said he knew of pedophile rings who’d pay for the use of her children. He’d chanted her home address, goaded her about her sex life, he even tried to expose himself to her.

         At first Morrow considered handing the interviews over to someone else. She was getting angry, felt soiled. But as they went on, as his pallor changed to prison white, as he lost weight and started wearing prison-issue clothes, she began to see him for what he was: a lifer in his death throes. He was out on license when they arrested him. He’d been done for murdering his older brother, Pinkie, when he was just a kid. When word got out that he’d been loaning semi-automatic guns to junkies, there would be a suspicion that he wanted to get caught and sent back, that he just couldn’t cut it outside. The rest of his life would be shit if they believed that of him so he had to put on a good show, resist the firm hand as hard as possible. It was the lifer equivalent of final exams and Morrow wasn’t the audience, she was a prop.

         They knew what the finale was going to be: Michael Brown would try to escape from this court. His Dutch lawyer had just commissioned a refurbishment of Brown’s villa in northern Cyprus. If he did manage to get there, she was sure, he would absentmindedly come back to Glasgow for something and get done then. They didn’t know how, but they knew he was planning to abscond. A leap over the wall to the public gallery was a possibility.

         She leaned back in her chair and thought her way through the security arrangements: a van of officers at the front and back of the court. Extra security staff downstairs. CCTV on every exit and a closed court. Two armed officers putting on a show in the lobby. The jury were sequestered for the full trial, kept in a hotel with heavy security. It was costing a fortune and there was to be no press coverage. Journalists would be allowed in, but only to make notes for later. It was easier than saying no, but effectively the same.

         The door to the court snapped open and Morrow jumped in her seat. The macer, the court usher, looked in. She was slight, swamped by her black gown, dirty blond hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She looked hassled and tired.

         “DI Alex Morrow.”

         The macer disappeared down the steps and Morrow heard a silence fall in the courtroom beyond. Everyone in the court would be watching the doorway and every second’s delay gave her a bigger buildup.

         Morrow stood up, carrying her briefcase, wishing it wasn’t so big. She couldn’t leave it in the witness waiting room or in the car. It had her laptop in it and losing those files was a sackable offense. She had to take it with her but it looked as if she was going on a short holiday.

         Through the door, down five steps and into the well of the court.

         Wrong shoes. Her solid heels sounded like a slow handclap on the wooden floor. Michael Brown was staring at her; she could see his outline from the corner of her eye. She felt, again, intense discomfort at his presence and tiptoed up to the witness box. She kept her eyes on the well of the court as she bent to tuck her briefcase against the side of the dock.

         Standing up, she looked around the room. The jury were already a comfortably coherent group, had notebooks and pens out. A roll of mints was being surreptitiously passed along the back row.

         Everyone official looked to the noter, sitting just below the judge. He nodded to all that the recording equipment was working and they could start.

         Drawing a breath, the judge led Morrow in the oath. She had said it a hundred times. She followed the prompts fluidly, taking in the room in her peripheral vision.

         Michael Brown was sitting in the dock, staring at her, trying to catch her eye. It was important not to look back. None of her testimony should look personal and Brown made her so uncomfortable that it might register on her face. The jury would see that she was afraid of him. They might suspect that it had colored the case against him. It hadn’t. The case was good, she knew that.

         Most cops at her level knew to just hope for the best and expect the worst but Morrow was too deep into it: she wanted Brown to get a long sentence. She was surprised to see a journalist there, in the press seats which were provided with a flip-down table. He looked real too, not a camouflage-trousered crimezine journalist, but wearing a shirt and a jacket. She couldn’t imagine why he was there as he couldn’t print any of it.

         Oath done, James Finchley, the prosecuting counsel, stood up and went over to the podium next to the jury. Taking his time, Finchley opened his manila folder, looked through two sheets of paper, turned a page over, making them wait.

         Finchley was short and priggish. His black gown always looked pressed, his wig freshly powdered, his diction clipped. Morrow knew that out of court he was warmer than he seemed in court. He was thorough but dull to watch.

         Anton Atholl for the defense was quite a different man. Atholl was a minor celebrity and an earl, but people liked him because he didn’t use his title. Exploiting his flair for drama and loopholes, he gave angry interviews to the local news, drank prodigious amounts and wore his wavy gray hair too long. He would certainly appeal when Brown was found guilty. That’s why Prosecutor Fiscal put Finchley up for the prosecution: thorough but dull.

         Today Atholl seemed to have dressed himself while spinning around; everything was slightly askew: his wig, his gown, the papers in his file. Clever, thought Morrow. Atholl was the only interesting thing to look at in the room. He was contrasting himself with Finchley. Even she was looking at him.

         Finchley looked up from his folder, asked Morrow to say her name, which station she worked at and detail her length of service. He asked the questions in lawyerese, curt and wordy at the same time, conventions of a profession which valued precision but billed by the hour.

         And on that day in May, at what time precisely, could she say, was the warrant for a search of the premises executed, exactly?

         Morrow said that they knocked on the door at seven thirty-five a.m. Some of the jury members glanced over at Brown, sitting in the dock. They were wondering if he would be up at that time, what sort of pajamas he wore, maybe, trying to picture the scene.

         Brown watched her from the witness box and her eye flicked over him. He looked gray, not at all the suntanned bully they’d spent hour after hour questioning. But he’d already had four months in custody and was flanked by two burly security guards who had been outside enjoying the summer.

         Too late, after her eye had left him, Brown tried to sneer. He glanced over at her now, trying to make eye contact, almost pleading with her to look back. Morrow kept her eyes on Finchley.

         Finchley moved on to a series of questions about the search of Brown’s home: on that date how many officers did she have with her? Seven other officers. Were some of those officers from the armed division? They were. Why were those officers there? It was suspected that Mr. Brown had firearms in his house.

         She remembered the house vividly: a brand new suburban four bedroom with en suite this, en suite that. It was on a luxe estate in a shit area. Brown was living in one half of one bedroom, everything else in the house was untouched. He had kitted his living space out exactly like a Shotts prison cell: TV and single bed, small wardrobe, a table and chair. Brown grew up in prison. He’d only been out on license for three or four years.

         Was Mr. Brown helpful during the search? Not at all, he refused to unlock the padlocked rooms and physically tried to restrain two officers. Did they find arms in Mr. Brown’s house? Not in the house but they were found buried in grounds behind the house.

         Was there proof that Mr. Brown knew they were there? They had his fingerprints on them. And they were in his garden? Yes, she said. They were in his garden.

         Atholl smirked and scribbled on his notes. He knew she and Finchley were playing a game, implying that Brown knew. Possession of a gun, even without knowledge, now carried a mandatory five-year minimum. A postman with a parcel containing a gun could get five years. But guns buried in the garden didn’t count as possession. Brown burying them in the garden was a response to cases the ink was barely dry on. Someone was carefully keeping abreast of the case law and she didn’t think it was Brown.

         Finchley moved it on: what else did they find, therein? A lot of money, shrink-wrapped. Why was that significant? It suggested that the money was about to be—

         “Objection.” Atholl was on his feet, muttering about conjecture.

         Fine. How much money? Half a million in twenty-pound notes. What else did they find that was of interest to the police? Forty iPhones, still in their boxes. Where did they come from? They had been legitimately bought in a number of shops. Each had a receipt sellotaped to it.

         Atholl was on his feet again: if the iPhones had been legitimately bought they could not be said to be “of interest to the police.” He was wrong, and he knew it, but Finchley conceded. The Crown would have to present another case if they went into the iPhones, a complex case they knew about but had no evidence of.

         Drugs money was moved out of the UK through international networks called hundi. A Scottish heroin dealer could visit a hundi man in Scotland and deliver three-quarters of a million pounds in cash. Within a few hours, or even less, the equivalent in Pakistani rupees would be delivered by the hundi contact, often via motorcycle courier to a dealer in Lahore. It was not always drugs transactions, though—sometimes perfectly innocent informal transfers of cash by people with no bank account or faith in conventional banking. But the innocent and the criminal were indistinguishable because the hundi networks had become so complex and fragmented: the cashier was now separate from the hundi man in Pakistan, debt enforcers were separate again and hardly knew who they were working for. Brown was one of many pawns and over the course of their interviews Morrow had become convinced that he knew nothing about who or what he was involved with. Someone knew though, and some lawyer was giving up-to-the-minute legal advice about guns and boundaries, about buying iPhones and sellotaping the receipts to them.

         They knew that the forty iPhones would be sent to Pakistan as an end-of-the-quarter settling up between the two hundi contacts. They all knew Brown was the fall guy, the cannon fodder, holding the phones and guns. Only a disposable foot soldier ever held the guns. But they had no evidence and Brown had no interest in helping them lift the veil between the lawyers and the clients. He needed the bad-boy credit points for his triumphant return to prison.

         Finchley looked slowly through his file and Morrow shuffled on her feet. She didn’t like being on someone else’s turf. The formality, the wigs, the gowns, the archaic language, the accompanying solicitor to whisper to; all of that was designed to let everyone know this was their turf, they were the big boys in this playground.

         The macer brought over an evidence bag for her to look at: a clear bag containing a single gun. Everyone in the court shrank back from it. Morrow agreed with Finchley that she had witnessed it being put into the evidence bag and that it was indeed an SA80 assault rifle.

         SA80s were standard issue to service personnel in conflict zones abroad. They were automatics, had thirty-round clips, and sights perfect for snap shooting, which meant swinging around and blowing away someone you’d barely had time to look at. The guns had the ID numbers scratched crudely off the barrels but they sliced through the metal and found the number in the deep indentation from the stamp. They had all been lost during the conflict in Afghanistan, where 90 percent of the world’s heroin came from. Someone was bringing them back and hawking them to gangsters. She was disturbed at how powerful the guns were, that and their history: they had all been used in the sand and dirt of a conflict zone. Morrow felt as though a little of that distant overseas chaos was seeping back onto her turf.

         From the corner of her eye, Morrow saw Brown sitting up tall to see the bag.

         The macer saw him shift too and stiffened, the security guards sat straighter, the judge leaned forward, everyone suddenly aware that this was the sort of firepower Brown had at his disposal. Brown sat back and Morrow imagined that he was pleased by the fearful atmosphere in the room. He relished the discomfort of others.

         Finchley alone didn’t flinch. He rolled through the weapon’s specifications, asking her to agree with them as the macer put the assault rifle safely away. Everyone in the courtroom stood down a little.

         Brown’s fingerprints had been found on the money, the iPhones and the guns. Finchley only asked Morrow about her part in the evidence chain: no, Brown hadn’t touched any of them when they were brought out. They’d ask the fingerprint expert to give evidence on the rest of it.

         Finchley looked backwards and forwards through his notes, being thorough, being dull. Morrow stole a glance at Brown and saw him whisper to the guard next to him. He looked worried, spoke urgently behind his hand.

         Finchley decided that he’d finished, packed his notes neatly into the folder. As he made his way back to his seat the security guard next to Brown beckoned him over and whispered something to him.

         Lord Anton Atholl rose, took a sip of water and a small smile rippled across his face. He lifted a messy file and began to speak as he strode across the room.

         “DI Morrow,” his sonorous voice rumbled around the room, “can you tell me something?”

         He sauntered to the jury’s side as if he’d spontaneously decided that he wanted to go there and be near them. Actually, it was where he was required to stand. “How long did you say you had been in the service?”

         Atholl wasn’t looking at her, but at the jury. The jury, she was pleased to see, were not looking back at him. They were looking at her.

         Morrow answered: “Um, coming up for twelve years.”

         He nodded, keeping it conversational. “I see. And in that time have you, yourself, ever attended a warranted search where the subject of the search was themselves happy, and willing, to facilitate yourself, or whomever else was conducting that search, to come into their home and/or place of business?” Atholl raised his bushy eyebrows, incredulous. He had a tic, she’d been told by another officer, of speaking quickly, sounding argumentative, trying to get you off balance. Morrow was good at this game. She did this all the time. She let him wait for the answer, pretending to ponder.

         “Sorry,” she said, “I’m not really clear what you mean.”

         From the corner of her eye she saw Finchley on his tiptoes at the bench, whispering up to the noter.

         Atholl affected surprise at her statement. He gave a little laugh towards the jury, currying support. He paused and rephrased: “Is it usual for a person having their house searched at seven thirty in the morning, by eight officers, some of whom are armed and wearing bullet proof clothing, to simply throw the doors open and invite those officers in?”

         She thought for a moment, and answered in kind. “In my experience, you really can’t say what’s usual or unusual. Every search is different.”

         He swung to face her. “A simple yes or no will suffice.”

         Again, she let him wait. She took a breath. “I can’t answer that with a yes or no.”

         “It’s very simple.” He looked at her angrily. “Yes or no: at seven thirty a.m. do most people welcome a search, by eight officers, of their home or not?”

         Atholl was making a mistake using this technique on a police officer with her experience. It was a member of the public question.

         “Yes,” she said, and left it.

         “‘Yes’?” He gave them suppressed outrage.

         “I can think of instances where people have been welcoming when we arrived with search warrants. So sometimes: yes. Also, sometimes no, but you said I have to choose one. So I did.”

         Atholl looked at her then, a slow-rising eyebrow acknowledging that he’d been trumped. He liked her. She could tell.

         “DI Morrow, I find that very hard to believe,” he said with finality.

         The judge gave Atholl a warning look, telling him to flirt in his own time. The jury were hardly listening: though they were trying to be discreet they were all aware that a message was being passed around the court. They watched as the noter put a slip of paper on the desk in front of the judge.

         Atholl’s performance wasn’t for the jury, it was for Brown. He was putting on a show of a struggle. He was part of the fireworks display for the prison population. He opened his mouth to speak—

         “Well,” the judge interrupted, fitting the note into his file, “I think we’ll stop there for a moment.”

         It was bizarrely abrupt. Suddenly the macer was at the foot of the stairs, gesturing to Morrow to come down quickly. Morrow’s first thought was a bomb threat.

         She hurried down in her noisy shoes and the macer pushed her elbow, turning her to the steep stairs for the witness room. She was barely up and through the door when the court were ordered to rise. As the witness-room door shut on a slow spring Morrow saw the judge exit swiftly, the jury being chased out by an usher and Brown being bundled downstairs to the cells.

         The door shut softly on the scene.

         Morrow found herself alone in the windowless room, the noise of the court muffled by the door. If it was a bomb threat then she should get out of the building. Normally they’d warn her but maybe they were assuming she’d know because she was a police officer. It was then that she realized she had left her briefcase in the witness box.

         She had files in there, her laptop, a USB with other files about ongoing investigations. She had to get it. She lingered behind the court door like an eavesdropper, tried knocking softly but no one came. She could hear people shuffling about in the room, Atholl’s rich voice sounded calm and light.

         It couldn’t be a bomb threat. They would have cleared the building.

         She knocked again, louder, and heard someone approaching on the stairs. The macer opened the door and looked in.

         “Sorry, I’ve left my briefcase in there,” said Morrow.

         “Oh, sure.” The macer stepped back to let her in. Morrow tiptoed in her noisy shoes, down the stairs and across to the box.

         The court staff were relaxed among themselves, Atholl’s solicitor was chatting to the noter, the macer grinned at Atholl as he finished telling a story.

         “‘Get him OUT!’” said Atholl waving an arm, playing a part. “‘Out of my hair!’”

         The macer laughed at the punch line and shook her head sadly. “Auch, a great man,” she said. “A funny man.”

         “Yes.” Atholl had spotted Morrow climbing back into the box, bending over and reaching for the handle of the briefcase cowering in the dark corner. “Sad. And sixty-four seems young.”

         “Lungs collapsed, didn’t they?”

         “After a fall. He smoked so heavily, if it happened spontaneously I wouldn’t have been surprised,” said Atholl and called over to Morrow, “Did you forget your messages, young lady?”

         Morrow stood straight in the box and glared at him. His accent had slipped down several social rungs.

         “Well, that was condescending…”

         A hush fell in the room. She shouldn’t have said that. The convention was that lawyers and cops pretended to get on, they pretended they weren’t on opposite sides or drawn from different social groups. The fiction was that they were all part of the same process.

         She held the bag up. “My briefcase…” No one wanted to look at her. “Wasn’t a bomb threat, then?”

         They all glanced at one another, unsure whose jurisdiction covered the business of answering.

         The noter took responsibility: “Someone has been taken ill,” he said carefully, “and we may adjourn if they’re not fit to continue.”

         Brown was sick. She’d seen him looking gray and passing notes. They didn’t want to tell her, or let the jury see him vomit or pass out in case it made them sympathetic. It might still be a trick.

         “If he’s leaving the building,” said Morrow, sorry now for her faux pas, “you need to notify the cops on duty.”

         The noter looked aggrieved. “We already have.”

         Morrow had insulted everyone. She wasn’t popular at the station, the squad were nearly all new and didn’t know her well enough to see past her curt manner and the negative stories attached to her: her old squad had been ripped apart by a bribing scandal, her half brother was a famous local heavy, she said the wrong thing almost always. And now even here she’d managed to piss everyone off. She mumbled a general apology. The noter accepted with a shrug and turned away, cutting her out of the conversation. “So, Atholl, if we do adjourn, are you going?”

         “Yes. Want a lift?”

         “Only if you’re taking a taxi. I’m not going if you’re driving.”

         “Technically, we could walk.”

         “Uphill?”

         Morrow took the stairs down out of the box.

         “DI Morrow, did you know Julius McMillan?” Atholl had stepped towards her.

         She nodded, wary still. “Sure. Why?”

         “He died.”

         Atholl’s eyes were brown with startling yellow flecks around the iris. The whites were tinged yellow. She thought he probably drank too much. She realized suddenly that they were staring at each other.

         She hesitated, wondering why she couldn’t look away. “What did he die of?”

         “Collapsed lungs,” he said, and smiled inappropriately. “The poor man smoked sixty a day.”

         They were still holding one another’s eye, each on the brink of a grin. Everyone else in the court was looking away, embarrassed to witness such blatant, honeydewed attraction between two slightly unprepossessing middle-aged people. They began to talk among themselves.

         “I’m sorry for sounding condescending.” He looked up at her, puppyish. “I didn’t mean to.”

         Morrow hugged her briefcase like a shield. “Aye well, you’ve insulted me in public and now you’re apologizing in private. I think that’s a bit crap.”

         It was no more or less obstreperous than she would have been to anyone. They both broke into inappropriate grins.

         Atholl was loving it. He called to the assembly, “DI Morrow: I APOLOGIZE.” He stepped closer still. “If we have to adjourn will you come to the funeral party with me? It’s in the Art Club. It’s only up the road.”

         “This afternoon?”

         “Yes.” He took another step closer to her. “You can come in my taxi. We could have a drink.”

         “I can’t. I’m working.” She noted that she’d avoided saying “on shift” as she normally would and wondered if she was trying to sound less like someone who would leave their shopping in a witness box.

         “I see.” Atholl glanced to the side, seeing if they were being listened to. They were, but the others were disguising it well. “Well, that’s a shame.”

         Alex dropped her briefcase to her side and met his smile. It was nice, talking like this, sweet and fun and unthreatening. She hadn’t flirted with anyone in a long time. “I’ll wait until you tell me if you’re adjourning then?”

         He took another step, tentative this time, and mumbled, “After your shift…”

         He looked up, seemed surprised at himself asking her out. They both laughed at how ridiculous it was and Atholl slapped a hand over his eyes.

         “God,” he said to the ceiling, “after years you forget how painful…I need drink to…”

         Morrow laughed. “You recently single?”

         He gave a little nod. “Three months. Separated from my wife. I’ve got three teenage boys.”

         “I’ve got a lovely husband and one-year-old twins.”

         Atholl tipped his head at her, curious. He reached up and took his wig off, held it to his chest, like a gentleman. “Well, DI Alex Morrow, staggering maturity on my part: I find myself pleased to hear that.”

         She wanted to kiss him. Half laughing at herself, she turned and walked away up the stairs, realizing only when she got to the top that she had made him stare at her backside.

         She shut the door behind her, leaned against the door and laughed silently. Ridiculous. He was an advocate and an earl. He probably pulled that act on every prosecution female. Still she smiled, enjoying the afterglow as she pulled her phone out of her bag: it was nice, though.

         Turning her phone on she found a flurry of calls from the office. One message from DC Fyfe. Please call back asap.

         Sitting as she was in the heart of the building, the signal was low but she called anyway and got Fyfe on a weak line that cut out every three or four words.

         “Ma’am…erious problem: “Brown’s fingerprints turned up…last week.”

         “What?”

         Fyfe spoke slowly: “Brown’s fingerprints were foun…at a murder committed…days ago.”

         Morrow stood still, shuffling the words into order. Finally she said, “This Michael Brown?”

         Fyfe was certain: “Yes, ma’am.”

         Morrow couldn’t quite take it in. “The one I’m here with now?”

         “Yes.” Fyfe’s voice faded under a smog of crackle. “…prints at a murder…north division…ast week.”

         It made no sense. Brown was locked up in prison and had been for months. For a moment she found herself suspicious and angry at Fyfe for telling her something that simply could not be true. Irritated, she barked into the mouthpiece, “Wait on the line.” And dropped the phone to her side as she strode to the exit door.

         Outside the witness waiting room she passed an armed guard who had been waiting for Michael Brown to burst out of there. He turned at the waist to see her, his fingers tightening on the butt and barrel of his gun as she fumbled her wallet open to show her warrant card before backing out to the lobby.

         Morrow was wrong: Fyfe was dependable and wouldn’t have called to tell her this unless there was good reason. It wasn’t Fyfe’s fault. Morrow just didn’t want to hear it. She had expected Brown to jump a wall or break a window to get out, not start an elaborate game to undermine bits of evidence.

         She stood in the lobby and took a deep breath before lifting the phone to speak again: “I’m in a public place: be careful. Now, slowly, tell me that again.”

         “OK,” said Fyfe. “Michael Brown’s fingerprints were found at a murder scene in the old Red Road flats.”

         “The ones they’re pulling down?”

         “Yep. And the murder happened three days ago.”

         “Three days, for sure?” she asked.

         “Definite. Because they’re demolishing the flats they’re checking for homeless all the time.”

         “Who’s dead?”

         “Guy called Aziz Balfour.”

         Morrow shut her eyes. “Well, he’s in prison, Fyfe, there must have been a mistake on the prints, get them to check the match again—”

         “They have, ma’am. They’ve checked and checked. The match was high confidence each time.”

         “High confidence?” Morrow squeezed her eyes tight, reluctant to hear the answer.

         “High confidence.”

         She opened her eyes and found an armed officer, both hands on his assault rifle, staring fiercely at her. She didn’t know if he was thinking about shooting her or waiting for an order.

         She looked away.

         The court lobby was new, part of an extension to the old high court. It was two stories high, one wall of glass, the other three had a mezzanine level running around them with a frieze of yellow limestone on it. The entire frieze was carved with a jumble of words and letters in different textures, large, small, smooth, rough. Unthinkingly, Morrow read a nonsense phrase carved deep into the frieze:

         
            Turns of Speech Riddles

         

         “Is the dead guy anyone we know?”

         “No. Balfour worked for a charity.” Morrow could hear that she was reading it from a sheet. “Earthquake Relief. Good man, no record or previous. Three thousand attended his funeral.”

         “So, he’s buried already?”

         “Says here cause of death stabbing. Must have released him quick for burial…so that’s…”

         She was telling Morrow that the man was Muslim but didn’t know if it was all right to say it.

         Morrow tutted. “So, he was Muslim?”

         “Um, yeah, probably. Says he’s from Pakistan.”

         That caught Morrow’s attention. Pakistan suggested a potential hundi connection to Brown.

         But the prints were impossible. She found herself wondering whether they had been found on something planted there, something movable, a cup or a bit of paper? An accomplice could have taken his prints in. There would be an explanation. She would find it.

         “Put it all on my desk.” She hung up, slipping her phone into her pocket.

         Brown wasn’t jumping a wall but it was still a weak opening gambit. Morrow had expected something better. Maybe the lawyer giving him wily advice about inches beyond conveyancing perimeters had ducked out and this was a younger lawyer’s advice. It was a change of tone, certainly.

         She pulled on her raincoat and thought her way through some possibilities: visitors with cups, visitors with celluloid on their wrists, bribable officers.

         She should ask to see the ACE-V report by the fingerprint analyst. The match may well have come up high confidence but there could still be a mistake in the reading. They had to do that now, show their workings, how they analyzed it, how they compared it, verify the points of confluence.

         She looked up and saw Anton Atholl. He was walking towards her across the lobby, clutching a bundle of files tied with pink ribbon. She found herself irritated by him now; she didn’t want to flirt anymore, her mood had shifted, her thoughts on other things.

         Also, there was a duty of disclosure to Brown’s defense. She didn’t know the time frames or parameters of telling Atholl about the prints. If there was bogus mileage in it, Atholl was the last person she wanted to tell. The Fiscal’s office were already pissed off about the cost of the trial and knew they weren’t getting the major players. Brown was back in prison anyway and the trial was costing them a fortune. Everyone was on a budget these days.

         “We are adjourning,” said Atholl. “But we’ll meet again tomorrow?”

         She wondered suddenly if he already knew about the prints. Atholl might have had them put there, for all she knew.

         “Yeah.” Morrow wondered if Atholl was waiting for her to tell him.

         “You all off to get steaming this afternoon, then?”

         “Indeed,” he said, nodding formally at his shoes. “It seems only proper in the light of a great drunk’s passing. I did my traineeship with McMillan.”

         She was a little surprised he was young enough to have studied under McMillan. “You trained under him? I thought you were the same age, sort of…”

         He tutted playfully. “I’m not as old as I look,” he said, “I’ve just had a lot of adventures. No”—suddenly stern—“we must all go. Lend a little support to poor Margery. She’s his wife. I’m sort of looking for people to go with…”

         She wanted to leave, get back to the office right now but was worried that it would seem abrupt and arouse his suspicion. “Did they have kids?”

         “One.” He looked away, towards the wall of light. But for the daylight catching she wouldn’t have noticed the thin tear brimming in his eye. “A son.”

         He had a nice profile, a good big nose.

         “I have to go.”

         Atholl bowed from the neck and backed away. “See you tomorrow.”

         She walked off, slow-clapping herself through the metal detector. She took the revolving door and turned to the car park. From the corner of her eye she saw Atholl through the big window just as a white van pulled out and obscured her view. She walked on towards her car, glancing back to see if Atholl was still standing there, watching her.

         He wasn’t.
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