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2003











Ducking to avoid the jagged spears of metal jutting down from the ruined door shutter, Detective Inspector West stepped into the long-abandoned Victorian swimming baths.

It was a bright day, but even with the shafts of light filtering in through the gaps between the boards covering the windows it was too dark to see clearly. And, brisk as it was outside, the temperature in here was off the scale. The chill air enveloped his face like a dead hand.

Releasing a loud breath that momentarily hovered like a cloud in front of his face, he surveyed the scene before him with narrowed eyes.

The room was empty, the fixtures and fittings scavenged or destroyed, the walls bearing the scars of where the ornate wrought-iron changing-stalls had once been securely bolted. The pool was bone dry, its pock-marked tiles stained in a ghostly reminder of where the waters had once gently lapped.

The corpse sat in a crumpled heap directly below the high-diving board, its legs oddly twisted as if it were a marionette dropped from a great height. But this was no puppet. It was a real human being, with a slip-knotted noose still biting into its snapped neck.

Making his way around the pool edge to the iron steps, West climbed carefully down into the pit and crossed to the corpse. Hunkering down before it, he gazed dispassionately at the bloodstained face. With its smashed nose, half an ear missing, its mouth locked open around a grey slug of tongue and the clouded eyes bulging, it was a gruesome sight.

Shaking his head, West wondered at the error of judgement that the two young uniforms had made in cutting it down. What on Earth had possessed them? All right, it was dark in here, but any fool could see that the carcass was stiffer than a porno dick. All they had achieved was a serious contamination of a crime scene – for which they would pay dearly, starting with a severe dressing down from the pathologist, Lynne Wilde. Brilliant and generally easygoing, she didn’t suffer fools lightly and her tongue was sharper than her scalpels when faced with this brand of incompetence.

And it wouldn’t end there, for they would then have to face the wrath of their formidable Chief Super – and West doubted they’d dare touch so much as an injured dog for fear of getting it wrong after he’d finished with them.

If they had only thought before leaping in, they’d have known that this was no suicide – that the hanging was just the finale of a more sinister set of events. Even a couple of greenhorns like Pratman and Bobbins – the heroic duo whom West had banished to wait outside for the forensics crew – should have spotted the blood-blackened, burnt-edged holes in the denim covering the victims’ knees. Not to mention the damage to the face, and the livid bruising and strangely blood-lacking slashes on both wrists where they had been bound, then cut free post-mortem.

‘Found anything, Tony?’ It was Lynne Wilde.

Smiling, West straightened up and turned around. He liked Lynne. Somewhere in her fifties, she had the forceful presence of the worldly-wise woman, and the blessing of a much younger physical appearance. Quite tasty, if he was honest – and far too astute for him to feel entirely comfortable lying to her.

‘Nah,’ he told her. ‘I doubt we’ll get too much. Looks pretty pro.’

‘More than can be said for our lot,’ she snapped, waving her crew to carry the equipment down to the site. ‘Any idea what the idiots thought they were playing at?’

Shrugging, West crossed the floor of the drained pool and climbed the steps to join her.

‘Don’t think they stopped to think.’ He folded his arms, his expression grim. ‘They were pretty panicked when I got here. Must have freaked when they saw it and dived right in – so to speak. Think they’ve done a lot of damage?’

‘Damage?’ She snorted, pulling on a latex glove with a snap. ‘They might as well have committed it themselves, the bloody imbeciles! There’ll be traces of them all over it. Doubt we’ll find anything usable.’

Shaking his head, West frowned.

‘Sticking around?’ Lynne asked.

‘Well, I was supposed to be somewhere.’ He checked his watch. ‘But if you need me... ?’

‘I think I can manage.’ She gave a half-smile, her eyes bearing the slightest hint of a twinkle now. ‘Wouldn’t want to keep you from anything important. I’ll let you know if something develops.’

‘I’ll be handing it over, as it happens,’ he told her. ‘But I’d appreciate it if you kept me up to date. Last case, and all that.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Lynne smiled. ‘You’re on the long run to freedom any day now, aren’t you?’

‘Tomorrow.’ West too was smiling now. ‘Didn’t think I’d look forward to it, but this has kind of sealed it for me.’ He nodded back towards the corpse, starkly defined now by the arc lights that the crew had set up – and all the more unreal for it. ‘Just think, I won’t have to look at another scene like this for as long as I live. Bliss.’

‘You’ll miss it,’ she remarked confidently. ‘You’ll be one of my regular visitors at the morgue before too long, if I know you. I’ve heard retirement doesn’t quench the thirst. Once it’s in your blood, you’re a lost cause.’

‘We’ll see,’ he murmured, thinking that she couldn’t be more wrong. ‘Good luck.’

‘It’ll take more than luck,’ Lynne said, sighing wearily. ‘I’ll need a bloody miracle.’

Giving her a casual salute, West left her to salvage what she could from the mess.

Making his way outside, he strolled to his car with a lightness of step – and heart. Pausing to light a cigarette, he gave the ashen-faced uniforms a sympathetic smile, then set off to relay the good news.


PART ONE

1985


1

Sarah hadn’t seen the man with the camera before, but she could tell at a glance that he was the same as all the rest. He even smelled the same – mouldy dog, stale beer, and too many fags. And his eyes were big and starey, telling a different story from the fake-nice words in his mouth.

‘Ooh, you’re a pretty girl, aren’t you? Bet you’re gonna break a few hearts when you’re bigger. So, how old are you, darlin’?’ He was licking his lips now, watching her greedily as he set up his special lights and pulled down the roll-down screen behind her.

She didn’t answer. She just glared at him and folded her arms.

‘Didn’t you like the kitten?’ he asked, peering at her through the camera, hoping to get a smile out of her by reminding her of the tiny black and white bundle that he’d brought along as bait.

Sarah’s lips tightened into a knot. She’d like it if she was the one playing with it in the kitchen. But she wasn’t, was she? No, her snotty little brat of a sister Karen was!

‘Gonna put this on for me?’ he was asking now, holding up a horrible frilly pink mess of a dress.

Snorting softly, Sarah turned her head and fixed her gaze on the closed curtains. The sunlight filtered through the hanging folds at the top where the hooks had fallen off the rail. She could hear the kids running about outside, shouting to each other to pass the ball or get out of the way. She so wanted to be out there with them. But she wasn’t going anywhere till this was over.

‘Come on,’ the man wheedled. ‘It’ll look great on you, this. Don’t you like it? What’s wrong with it? It’s got a lovely bow. Look.’

She refused to even glance at it, so he came right up to her and grinned into her face, teeth as yellow as a tea-stained cup.

‘You’ll have to get dressed up all the time when you’re a real model, you know?’

‘Don’t wanna be a moggle,’ she muttered, tensing at the nearness of him, the too-close stench of anticipatory sweat.

Sighing, he slapped his hands down on his knees.

‘Look, kid, I’ve come a long way for this. Just put the dress on and stop messing me about.’

‘No.’

He tried to persuade her, but when he realized she wasn’t having it, he started shouting instead. She was wasting his time, he said. Wasting his petrol getting him over here for nothing. Wasting the electric. His special lights used a lot of electric, and the longer she refused to cooperate, the more she wasted. Did she want him to tell her mammy about the waste?

Sarah was seriously scared now, but she couldn’t back down. She didn’t see why she should do the job when Karen had wriggled her way out of it – again. If he wanted someone to wear it, he should have asked for her. She’d have put it on for a kitten. But then, why would she bother when she was already reaping the benefits without doing a thing?

It wasn’t fair, and the injustice made Sarah all the more determined. Anyway, she knew exactly what would happen if she did put the dress on. He’d take his pictures, then he’d...

And she hated that even more than she hated the man and his stupid dress.

Giving up, he called her mother in to sort her out.

‘What you playing at, you little bitch?’ Maggie Mullen screeched, gripping Sarah by the arm and shaking her roughly. ‘You know I need the bleedin’ money!’

She raised her fist but the man stopped her just in time.

‘Don’t! Not her face! The bloke wants her looking sweet, not battered. Another time, maybe, but not today, eh?’

So Maggie started pinching instead, and pulling Sarah’s long black hair, threatening her with what she’d get if she carried on playing funny buggers. They’d all starve if she didn’t get on with it, and her mammy would die! Was that what she wanted?... Was it?...



Hours later, when the man had got what he wanted and gone, Sarah crept out of the bedroom. She’d stopped crying now, and she was curious to see the kitten she’d earned.

Creeping downstairs, she saw that her mother was gouched out on the couch. At least she was happy – now that she’d fed her veins. It remained to be seen if she’d get it together and feed her kids as well.

Tiptoeing past her, Sarah went out into the backyard.

Karen was sitting on a heap of bricks by the wall, clutching the kitten possessively. ‘I’ve called him Joey,’ she announced. ‘And he really likes it.’

This really annoyed Sarah, but to save an argument she let it go. She just wanted to hold the little cat, to feel his silky fur, kiss his tiny nose and listen to his purrs.

‘Let me have him,’ she said, holding out her hands, smiling.

‘No!’ Scowling, Karen clutched Joey tighter to her chest and turned her back. ‘He doesn’t want you. He loveses me.’

Sarah gritted her teeth. ‘All right, but you’ve had him long enough. It’s my turn now.’

‘No!’

‘Yes!’ Sarah was getting angry now, she made a grab for him. ‘He’s mine, Karen! The man gave him to me!’

‘Mammy says we’ve got to share!’ Karen squealed, ignoring the kitten’s pitiful mewing as she squashed it. ‘Get off, Sarah. You’re hurting him!’

‘No, I’m not – you are! You’re just jealous ’cos you know he’ll love me best!’

‘No, he won’t, you big fat liar! Let go!’

‘You let go, you little bitch!’

‘No! He hates you, so there! Everyone hates you, Sarah Mullen. Everyone! ’Specially Joey!’

‘No, he doesn’t!’ Sarah was close to tears now.

‘Does so!’ Karen hissed spitefully. ’Cos you’re horrible. And I’m gonna tell!’

‘You wouldn’t dare!’

‘MAM... Sarah’s hurting Joey! MAAAAM...’



Maggie woke with a start. It was Karen screaming, she’d have known that piercing tone anywhere. It was her least favourite thing about her otherwise favourite daughter. Not that she’d admit to having a favourite because you weren’t meant to, but of the two, it was definitely Karen she liked most – for the most part. Except when she was screaming. With the glass-shattering shriek rattling the teeth in her gums, she could cheerfully throttle the little cow.

Hauling herself up, Maggie rubbed her gritty eyes and lumbered to the door. The screams grew louder with each step and she felt her blood pressure rising to dangerous levels. The little bitches knew that she needed to rest after a fix. Why could they never give her a minute’s peace?

She hurtled out of the back door, ready to bellow the hair off their scalps, but what she saw in the yard stopped her dead in her tracks.

Gape-mouthed, she looked from Karen, still screaming fit to bust, to Sarah, standing against the wall with a thick shard of glass in her hand, to the bloody mess on the concrete at Sarah’s feet, its tiny paws flexing weakly as the blood leaked from its scrawny neck.

Time stood still. Then reality slammed home with a vengeance.

‘Shut up, you!’ Lurching off the step, she raced across the yard to give Karen a rough shake. ‘You’ll have the pigs round!’

‘She stabbed him... she stabbed him!’ Karen screamed.

Clapping a hand over her mouth, Maggie gaped at Sarah in disbelief. ‘What you done, Sarah? What you bloody done?’

‘Weren’t me,’ Sarah muttered, her mouth a bloodless knot. ‘It was her.’

‘She’s nowhere near it!’ Maggie yelled. ‘And you’re the one with the flaming glass in your hand, so don’t think you’re talking your way out of this one!’

Sarah knew exactly what would happen next, and that nothing she said would make any difference, but she had to at least try.

‘If you don’t believe me, ask her,’ she said.

Maggie saw red – literally. A crimson curtain slipped down over her eyes and made the top of her head feel like a geyser about to blow. Hurling Karen in through the half-open back door, she rushed towards Sarah with her fists clenched.

‘Ask her, is it? Ask her? Well, I’m asking you, lady! And you’d better have a bleeding good reason for this, or I’ll strip the skin right off you!’

Sarah froze as fourteen stones of violent mother-fury thundered towards her. Then, at the very last second, she leaped out of the way.

Swerving to make a grab for her, Maggie stepped squarely onto the kitten and skidded into the wall with a house-shaking thud. Flat on her face in the mud and debris that the council laughingly called a garden, she struggled to right herself, rage causing her eyes to bulge and the breath to hiss out of her mouth in a wet spray of foam.

‘Just wait till I get a grip of you, Sarah Mullen! I’m gonna bleedin’ batter you!’

Edging back along the wall, Sarah trapped herself in the corner. Sinking to the floor, she curled into a tight, protective ball, whimpering, ‘No, Mammy, don’t! It wasn’t me, honest... It was an accident!’

‘Get up!’ Maggie hissed, grabbing her by the hair. ‘And shut your lying mouth, ’cos that weren’t no accident, that was you being your nasty-arse self!’

Sobbing as her mother lavished blows on her head and her face, Sarah screwed her eyes shut and raised her arms to protect herself.

Letting go suddenly, Maggie staggered back a step and stared at her arm in disbelief.

‘You’ve cut me!’ she gasped. ‘You’ve fuckin’ cut me!’ Sickened by the sight of her own blood dripping onto the ground at her feet, she sank to her knees.

Shocked, Sarah got up and took a tentative step towards her. ‘I’m sorry, Mammy. I didn’t mean to—’

‘Get away!’ Maggie yelled. ‘Just get away, or I swear to God I’ll kill you!’

‘Mammy, please,’ Sarah sobbed, keeping her distance as she desperately tried to explain. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you and Joey! It was Karen’s fault, honest it was! It was my turn, but she wouldn’t let me have him, and—’

‘Shut your mouth!’ Spittle flew from Maggie’s mouth. ‘I don’t want to hear your lies. I just want you out! You’re bad, Sarah – bad, useless, an’ good for nowt but trouble – just like your bastard father! Why don’t you just piss off and leave me and our Karen alone!’

Tears of rage and sorrow at this rejection and injustice streamed down Sarah’s cheeks. Why was everything always her fault, while Karen the liar could never do any wrong? It just wasn’t fair.

Swiping at the tears with the back of her hand, she said, ‘Right, I’m going, and I’m never coming back – ’cos I hate you!’ Turning to run, she screamed when her mother’s hand shot out and grabbed her skinny leg.

‘Well, I hate you an’ all, d’y’ hear?’ Maggie snarled, digging her nails in hard. ‘I hate you an’ all!’

Too far gone to care now, Sarah lashed out wildly, trying to free herself from the painful grip.

Feeling a blow to the back of her neck, Maggie threw her hand up and was shocked to feel a warm wetness. Bringing the hand around to her face, she stared at her crimson-stained fingers.

‘Oh, my God,’ she wheezed. ‘Look what you done now!’



Cowering behind the kitchen window, Karen saw it all. But most of all, she saw the blood. It was everywhere, and she was petrified that Sarah was going to kill Mammy, then come after her. Starting at the sound of the telephone ringing, she raced towards it and snatched it up.

‘She’s hurted Mammy! Sarah’s hurted Mammy! There’s blood, and, and—’

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ the man on the other end said, slowly, calmly, taking instant control. ‘Now put the phone down and dial nine-nine-nine for an ambulance. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good girl. Do it right now, then open the door and wait outside till someone gets there.’



Tony West loved his job. He thrived on always being in the thick of things, relished the power. Black, white or yellow, he didn’t differentiate. If someone stepped out of line, he stamped on them. Crime committed – punishment dealt. Simple.

He was in a particularly good mood right now, having received the nod to a stabbing at Maggie Mullen’s house. The caller was a child, so it was unclear who the victim was, but he hoped it wasn’t Maggie. Much as he’d like to see her suffer, he’d prefer it if she were the one holding the knife. Disarming her would give him the perfect opportunity to indulge in some not-so-reasonable force – payback for their last encounter, when she’d spat in his face for saving her miserable life. He should have left the fat-arsed bitch where he’d found her – flat on her back on the Princess Parkway, playing chicken with the drink-drivers.

Pulling up at the kerb, he saw a small, thin girl standing on the pavement beside the front door, her plain face a dirty mask of distress, the grime on her legs streaked white with piss – a pool of which she appeared to be standing in.

In the passenger seat, probationer Kay Porter shook her head as she unclipped her seatbelt. ‘Poor little sod,’ she murmured pityingly. ‘Look at the state of her.’

‘I’ve seen worse,’ West said, accidentally brushing his shoulder against Kay’s breasts as he leaned down to unwedge his baton from down the side of the console.

‘Oh, please,’ she hissed, pressing herself back against the door.

‘What?’ He was the picture of innocence. ‘I didn’t do anything. You wanna chill out, darlin’.’

Suppressing the urge to yell at him to stop calling her that as if she were some piece of fluff that he’d been given to amuse himself with during his working hours, Kay gritted her teeth and followed him out of the car.

‘Yeah, this is mild compared to the filth you’ll see round here,’ West was saying now, adjusting his trousers around his six-pack-and-a-barrel gut. ‘You’ll think this one’s dressed for a picnic with the Queen by the time you’ve seen a few more. Which reminds me—’ He leaned towards her conspiratorially. ‘Word of advice: if you ever have to give anyone a boot up the jacksy, watch where you put your foot, ’cos you don’t wanna be getting shit on your lovely shiny shoes.’

Kay bit back the cutting retort that sprang to the tip of her tongue. She knew that any complaint she made would be met with derision. He was a patronizing swine. Always explaining everything, and making snide digs about the neatness of her uniform, as if ironing her shirt and polishing her shoes proved that she thought herself too good to get her hands dirty with ‘proper’ police work.

West shook his head in despair as he sauntered towards the child. Kay was doing his head in. She was such an uptight bitch. Taking everything he said the wrong way and acting like she was trapped with an animal when they were in the car together. He couldn’t wait till her probation was over and he got rid of her.

Reaching the little girl, he bent down with his hands on his knees and smiled.

‘This your house, pet?’

‘Yeth,’ she lisped around the thumb stuck firmly in her mouth.

‘And what’s your name?’

‘Kawen Mawie Muwwen.’

‘That’s a nice name. And I bet you’re the clever girl who called nine-nine-nine, aren’t you?’

‘Uh huh.’

‘Good girl. Mummy inside, is she?’

‘Yeth.’



The living room reeked of cabbage soup gone bad. Wrinkling her nose as she followed West inside, Kay quickly changed her expression into a sympathetic half-frown when she noticed Maggie Mullen sprawled on the couch, her left arm wrapped in a dirty, bloodied towel, being held above her head by a scruffy, gaunt-faced man.

‘Fine mess this, eh, Maggie?’ West strutted into the centre of the room and cast a glance of undisguised disgust around him. ‘Bit gutted, actually. Got myself all geed up on the way over thinking I’d find you standing over some poor bloke with his bollocks sliced off. Still, can’t have everything, can we?’

‘Sorry to disappoint you.’ She shot him an evil glare. ‘Who asked you to come, anyhow? I don’t need the pigs, I need an ambulance.’

‘Shouldn’t it be here by now?’ the man holding her arm asked. ‘She could bleed to death, you know.’

West narrowed his eyes. ‘It’ll be here. And you are... ?’

‘Lawrence Dakin. I’m an old friend of Maggie’s.’

I bet you are, thought West. About as old as the joey you rode in on.

‘How long have you been here?’ he asked brusquely.

‘I didn’t do this, if that’s what you mean,’ Dakin replied evenly, fully aware of the implication behind the question. ‘I just—’

‘It was my Sarah, if you must know,’ Maggie cut in, immediately succumbing to a coughing fit. Slumping back when it passed, puce-faced and breathless, she waved at Kay. ‘Pass us me fags, will you, love?’

Kay looked around for the cigarettes. Finding them on the floor between the cup-ring-encrusted table and the couch, she handed them over. From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed West’s look of contempt at her compliance. No doubt she’d get a lecture when they left about the evils of kowtowing to the natives.

‘Your Sarah?’ West said. ‘She another little ’un?’

‘Yeah, she’s seven – and evil as fuck!’

‘That’s a bit rich, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, you reckon, do you?’ Maggie glared at him. ‘Well, if you think this is bad—’ she waggled her injured arm, almost sending Dakin flying across the room ‘—you wanna see what she done to that cat!’ Shaking her head now, she moaned, ‘Oh, I can’t believe a kid of mine could pull a stunt like that. Honest to God, I can’t.’

Clearing her throat, Kay said, ‘Um, what was that about a cat?’

‘Go see for yourself,’ Maggie motioned with a nod towards the kitchen door. ‘Only don’t say I didn’t warn you, ’cos it ain’t pretty.’

‘In a minute.’ West took his notepad from his pocket. ‘Let’s just get the full story first.’

‘Oh, no, you don’t!’ Maggie shook her head. ‘I didn’t ask for you lot, and I ain’t telling you nowt. Just call it a domestic and piss off.’

‘Bit late for that.’ West grinned nastily. ‘When a kid’s involved, we can take whatever action we see fit.’

‘Ah, but she’s only seven, so you can’t do nowt to her,’ Maggie countered.

‘Depends what’s going on. So, like I said, let’s get the full story, shall we?’

‘Kiss me arse!’

Dismissing this with a wave of his hand, West said, ‘Why did she do it, Maggie? Been laying into her again?’

‘Again?’ Maggie’s mouth dropped open. ‘What d’y’ mean, again? I never laid a hand on her!’

West squinted disbelievingly. ‘You don’t seriously expect me to swallow that?’

‘You can think what you like. I never touched her.’

‘Yeah, whatever. Maybe we’ll get a different version from her, eh?’

‘You ain’t got no right to question her, you bastard! I’ll get me brief onto you, you see if I don’t.’

Noticing Dakin squirming uncomfortably, West zoomed in on him. ‘And what’s your take on this, sir? You know it’s an offence to conceal evidence, I’m sure.’

‘What evidence?’ Maggie yelped indignantly. ‘I just told you I never touched her!... Not straight off, anyhow,’ she added, looking as if she’d like to bite off her own tongue for saying it at all. ‘I only defended meself when she started going psycho.’

‘Ah, so you did hit her.’ West’s eyes glinted with jubilation. ‘Right, where is she? What’ve you done to her?’

‘Oh, shit!’ Maggie hissed, furious with herself for falling into his trap. ‘Look, I haven’t done nowt, Mr West, honest. Nowt you wouldn’t have done in the same situation, anyhow. Christ, what was I supposed to do? She was trying to kill me!’

‘Where is she, Mrs Mullen?’ Kay’s voice was grave.

‘I don’t know. But don’t worry, I never did nothing to her, I swear I didn’t.’

‘Let’s have the full story, then.’ West came full circle. ‘The truth, this time.’

Using artistic licence to cover her back, Maggie reluctantly told him what had happened. When she reached the part about skidding into the wall, she had a flashback of the mess and retched, groaning, ‘Oh, God help me, it’ll be all over me slippers!’

They all looked at her feet. There were scraps of fur stuck to the sole of her right slipper, and something gorelike had splattered onto her ankle and dried there.

‘Aw, no... shit, no!’ she cried, kicking the offending slipper off.

Grimacing, West went to check out the backyard. Going through to the kitchen, he tried the back door. It was locked. ‘You got the key for this?’ he yelled.

Pulling the key from her pocket, Maggie thrust it at Dakin.

‘Oi!’ she called as he moved towards the door. ‘You better not let her in if she’s still out there, ’cos I’ll do for her! I mean it!’

‘You say she’s only seven?’ Disapproval rang through Kay’s words.

Nobody’s fool, Maggie Mullen caught it and spat it right back at her.

‘Ever had a kid look you in the eye and tell you they wish you was dead, have you? ’Cos that’s what she said to me, and all the while she’s cutting me up like a flaming loony! Here, take a look at this if you don’t believe me.’ Hauling herself upright, she turned her head and lifted her grease-thick hair.

Kay gasped when she saw the gash on the other woman’s neck. It was still bleeding: a faint pulse, sending thin rivulets of blood down the flesh and into the collar of Maggie’s blouse. Sparking her radio to life, Kay put out a renewed call for the ambulance, then looked around for something to stem the flow of blood.

Slumping back, Maggie impatiently waved her away. ‘I don’t need nothing on it, love. It don’t even hurt no more, to be honest. It’s me flaming arm that’s giving me gyp.’

Kay was saved from having to force the issue by the siren-blaring arrival of the ambulance. Leaving Maggie in the paramedics’ capable hands, she went to see what West was up to.



Dakin was standing at the open back door watching West tiptoe across the yard towards Sarah, who was sitting rigidly against the wall, her face turned from the house.

‘What’s happening?’ Kay asked quietly.

‘I don’t know.’ Chin trembling, Dakin gave a jerky shrug. ‘I think she’s c-cutting herself.’

Shooting a glance across the yard, Kay saw the glass in the girl’s hand. It was thick and green, like the base of a smashed beer bottle. And it was darker around the edge. Blood, she surmised, probably the mother’s. It didn’t look as if Sarah had used it on herself – yet – but she was obviously on the verge. She had the sharpest point poised above her arm, her face dipped towards it as if willing herself to get it over with.

Sending Dakin to check on Maggie and Karen, Kay radioed the station, to tell them the state of play and to get a second ambulance sent over. She hoped to God that she was wrong, but West might just prove to be the push the girl was looking for.



Stopping ten yards from Sarah, West dropped slowly to his haunches.

‘Hello, Sarah, I’m PC West. Can we talk?’

Turning her face towards him, Sarah narrowed her eyes and, slowly, deliberately, lowered the glass towards her wrist.

‘Don’t!’ West’s hand shot out of its own accord, the butterfly of dread anticipation fluttering in his stomach. ‘Please don’t.’

‘Why not?’ Sarah’s voice was barely audible, her gaze scarily steady. ‘Who cares?’

‘Oh, come on now.’ He smiled sadly. ‘Lots of people will be sad if you hurt yourself.’

‘No, they won’t.’ It was adamant, un-self-pitying. ‘No one cares about me.’

‘I do.’

‘You don’t even know me.’

‘So what? I still don’t want to see you hurt yourself.’

‘That ambulance for her?’ Sarah abruptly changed the subject.

Realizing that she must have heard the siren, West nodded. ‘For your mum, yeah. They’re just gonna take a look at her, make sure she’s all right.’

‘I hope she’s not.’

‘Why’s that, then?’

‘’Cos a’ that!’ Waving her glass-clutching hand, Sarah pointed out the smeared remains of the kitten a few feet away.

Glancing towards it, West murmured, ‘Oh, I see. She do that, did she?’

With a look that clearly said she thought him an idiot, Sarah said, ‘Don’t pretend she didn’t grass, else you wouldn’t be here. I told her it was an accident,’ she went on bitterly, ‘but she don’t believe me, so she can get lost. It all her fault, anyhow – hers and Karen’s, and I hate ’em both!’

‘Can’t say I blame you.’ Resting his elbows on his knees, West lowered his chin onto his fists and smiled. Sarah’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘Look, I’ll let you into a secret,’ he went on, half whispering now, as if it really were their big secret. ‘I hate mine, an’ all.’

‘Your what?’ she asked cannily.

West noticed the slight lessening of tension in her shoulders. Good. She was relaxing. Her reflexes would be slowing. Just a little more and he’d be able to grab her before she could do herself any damage.

‘My family.’ He twisted his lip contemptuously. ‘Mam, dad, sister, brother – I hate the bloody lot of ’em! Can’t tell you how many times I’ve wished they’d all just disappear.’

Sarah chewed this over for a moment, then said, quite seriously, ‘Know what you should do? You should pretend you’re taking ’em out somewhere. Take ’em all to the station and wait till the train comes and shove ’em under it. That’s what I’d do if I was growed up.’

West was stunned by the cold hard logic of the suggestion; more so by the fact that it had come from the mouth and mind of a seven-year-old child – and such a pretty one, at that. She certainly didn’t take after her mother in the looks department.

Averting his gaze from her pale, troubled face, he scanned the rubbish pit of a yard, eyes squinted, mouth pursed, as though giving Sarah’s suggestion real consideration. After a minute, he shook his head.

‘Nah, they wouldn’t go for it. They’ve already got me down as a tight-arse. They’d never believe it if I suddenly started being nice to ’em. Ace idea, though.’ He gave her a respectful grin.

‘I always have ace ideas,’ she told him smugly. ‘And my teacher says I’m the best writer in my class, too. In the whole school, actually. Better than Karen, any day!’

‘I can tell.’ West dipped his voice conspiratorially. ‘She looks like she’d be dead untidy, your sister. Bet she can’t even draw a straight line without going like this...’ Holding up a finger, he drew a wobbly line in the air.

Sarah giggled. He pounced.



‘Go easy!’ Kay frowned as West manhandled Sarah in through the back door. ‘She’s only a kid, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Fuck off!’ Sarah screamed, kicking out wildly as she was carried past. ‘FUCK OOOOFF!’

‘See what she did to her mam, did you?’ West yelled over his shoulder as he marched through the living room and out of the front door to where the second ambulance was now waiting. ‘Or what she was about to do to herself? An’ you don’t even wanna know what she did to that kitten!’

Kay snapped her mouth shut. He definitely had a point; the child was a real danger to herself, right now. But what had sparked it off?

According to the mother, Sarah was born evil. But that was rubbish. In Kay’s – admittedly limited – experience, kids became what they were as a result of their environment. And from what she’d seen of this child’s environment so far, she didn’t doubt that Sarah Mullen had probably witnessed things that no child of her age should have even been aware of, much less seen.


2

Three weeks later, Maggie was sitting on the couch, agitatedly chain-smoking. A few feet away, Karen was playing with a tiny ginger kitten on the dust-coated carpet beneath the window. A gift from a neighbour, the kitten was a replacement for the ill-fated Joey. Runt of the litter, it was too young and fragile to have to deal with a Mullen child’s idea of affection. If it were lucky, it would learn to hide before its nine chances ran out. If not...

The phone began to ring for the third time in an hour. Maggie ignored it. She knew that it was the Social Services calling to ask why she hadn’t turned up for the meeting – again. But how could she go? The little bitch could have told them all sorts by now.

‘In’t you gonna get it, Mammy?’ Karen moaned, squashing the kitten’s belly with an unwashed foot. ‘It keepses on ringing, an’ it’s hurting my head.’

Maggie shook her head. ‘It’ll stop in a bit. It’s only them from the social about our Sarah.’

At the mention of her sister’s name, Karen snatched up the kitten and clutched it tightly to her chest. It squealed with terror, jangling Maggie’s taut nerves.

‘Stop squashing that fucking cat!’

‘Don’t want Sarah back!’ Karen’s lip quivered. ‘She’ll hurt Bobby like she hurted my Joey!’

‘No, she won’t.’ Maggie lit yet another cigarette, adding to the smoke blanketing the room in a suffocating blue haze. ‘I won’t let no one touch him. Now put him down before you strangle him.’

‘Anyone home?’ Dakin popped his head around the door just as the phone stopped ringing. Grinning at Karen, he produced a packet of sweets from behind his back. ‘Look what I’ve got.’

Squealing with delight, Karen tossed the kitten aside and ran to him, snatching the sweets from his hand. ‘Ta, Uncky Lorry!’

‘Stop calling him that!’ Maggie tutted loudly. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, he ain’t your bleeding uncle!’

‘She can call me that if she wants,’ Dakin said, reaching out to ruffle Karen’s hair as she greedily ripped the sweets open and went back to the kitten. ‘Why didn’t you answer that?’ he asked Maggie then, motioning with a nod towards the phone.

‘’Cos I didn’t want to,’ she muttered. ‘And you know what it’s about as well as I do, so don’t bother saying nowt.’

Frowning, he dropped down onto the couch beside her. ‘You can’t keep this up, you know. They’re not just going to give up because you ignore their letters and phone calls. They’ll send someone round if you’re not careful.’

‘Let ’em!’ Maggie gave a cavalier shrug. ‘I don’t have to open me door. They can’t make me.’

‘They can, and they will.’

‘No, they can’t. I know me rights. Anyhow, I don’t want her back. Not after what she done.’

‘If you want my opinion, I think you’re making things worse for yourself,’ he said. ‘But if you’ve made your mind up, I suggest you just tell them. I’m sure they’ll understand.’

‘You deal with it, then, if you’re so bloody sure,’ Maggie snapped as the phone began to ring yet again. ‘But you can leave me well out of it.’

‘I can’t,’ Dakin snapped back. ‘Just bloody talk to them and get it over with, will you?’

‘Belt up, Lol.’ She cast a warning glance Karen’s way. ‘The neighbours’ll have it out of her in no time, the nosy bastards!’

Lowering his voice, he said, ‘All right, I’ll take her to the shops, then. She can’t tell ’em nothing if she don’t know nothing.’

‘Stop nagging me!’ Lashing out, Maggie caught him a glancing blow on the shoulder. ‘You know I can’t talk to them! What if she’s said summat?’

‘She won’t have,’ he hissed, rubbing his shoulder. ‘But even if she has, you just deny it, don’t you? No one’s gonna believe her after what she did.’

‘I can’t risk it.’

‘So you’d rather just sit here worrying?’

‘I can’t!’ Maggie chewed on an already-butchered fingernail, drawing blood.

Dakin stood up. If she wouldn’t take the plunge of her own accord, he’d just have to force her hand. She’d crack up if she carried on like this, and then they’d take little Karen away as well.

‘I know you don’t want to,’ he told her, heading for the phone, ‘but you’ve got to sort this out, so, here...’ Lifting the receiver, he held it out to her. After a stubborn pause, she reached across the back of the couch and snatched it from him.

The caller introduced herself as Mrs Baker from Social Services, then said, ‘We had a meeting, Mrs Mullen. Did you forget?’

‘No. I just couldn’t come.’

‘But we gave you plenty of advance warning. Surely you could have contacted us if you knew that you wouldn’t be able to make it.’

‘It’s not my fault,’ Maggie whined. ‘I haven’t got no money for a start. And then there’s my Karen to think about. It’s not that easy to get a babysitter at the drop of a hat, you know.’

‘Okay, fine.’ A sigh. ‘Well, maybe we could reschedule for later this afternoon? We’ll reimburse your bus fare, if need be. And you can bring your daughter along, if that helps. Now, what time is best for you?’

‘Never,’ Maggie muttered, ignoring a warning frown from Dakin.

‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll come up with a mutually suitable time if we put our heads together,’ Mrs Baker persisted breezily. ‘Obviously, we need to resolve this situation as quickly as possible, but there are certain things we need to discuss before we can move forward.’

‘Such as?’ Maggie felt the sweat breaking out on her back. Was this the sting? Was the woman only being friendly just to lull her into a false sense of security – getting her to agree to a meet so that they could arrest her? Flicking a worried glance at Dakin, she said, ‘Has that little mare been spinning tales about me?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’ Mrs Baker sounded confused. ‘She’s very eager to return home, obviously, but we need to discuss the situation first.’

‘What’s to discuss?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t give details over the phone. There are strict regulations governing our procedures. We need to see you in person.’

‘I’ve just told you I can’t come, so either tell me now or send a letter.’

‘I can’t do that. I thought you underst—’

‘See, this is why I didn’t come to the flaming meeting,’ Maggie interrupted angrily. ‘I don’t like being told I’ve got to come here or go there. And when I ask you to tell me, you start going on with yourself about procedures, and shit. It’s like you’re trying to blackmail me, or something.’

‘Not at all.’ Mrs Baker struggled to keep the astonishment from her voice. ‘That’s just the way it is.’

‘For you, maybe, but I don’t have to do nothing I don’t want to.’

‘Look, Mrs Mullen, there are certain provisos attached to Sarah’s return. Now, obviously we wouldn’t expect you to have to deal with this alone, so we need to set up a schedule of support involving various official bodies – family counselling, for example. So, if we could just set up another date?’

Irritated by her condescending tone, Maggie said, ‘Tell you what, love, here’s a pro-wotsit of me own: keep her, ’cos I don’t want her back.’

‘I appreciate you’re a little frustrated at the moment but, with respect, Sarah’s been perfectly well behaved while she’s been with us, and I’m sure if you could just take an objective view of—’

‘Bollocks! I know me own kid better than you, and if you ask me, you’re looking up your arse if you can’t see what she’s really like. I had to live with her, don’t forget, and if you think I’m carrying on as normal after what she done, you can forget it!’

‘Mrs Mullen, please...’

‘Oh, piss off. You’re useless, you lot. Always butting into people’s business and telling ’em what to – Oi!’

Snatching the phone, Dakin said, ‘Sorry to interrupt, Miss, but if you could just give us a minute.’ Turning to Maggie then, his hand firmly covering the mouthpiece, he said, ‘What d’y’ think you’re doing, you stupid cow? You can’t talk to them like that!’

‘I can talk to ’em anyhow I like,’ she bellowed. ‘What’s she gonna do? Sue me?’

‘There’s a few things they could find you guilty of if they decided to make an issue of it,’ he hissed, drawing his face back from the stench of stale beer and no toothbrush wafting from her mouth. ‘Just stop being so flaming aggressive.’

‘Fuck off! They’ve got no right to tell me what to do, and neither have you!’

‘Stop shouting, Mammy,’ Karen whined. ‘You’ll make Bobby piss ’isself.’

‘And he’ll get his bleeding neck wrung!’ Maggie yelled.

Karen immediately began to wail.

‘It’s all right, sweetie,’ Dakin told her. ‘Mammy’s just a bit upset. Why don’t you take him into the kitchen for a bit, eh?’

‘Sorry, babe,’ Maggie said when Karen sloped past, sniffing back her tears. ‘I’m not mad at you.’

‘Shouldn’t’ve said that ’bout Bobby,’ Karen scolded sulkily. ‘He’s only lickle!’

‘Never mind looking guilty,’ Dakin said when Karen had gone. ‘You’d better get this sorted before you land yourself right in it.’

‘Don’t see why I should,’ Maggie muttered. Then, knowing he was right, she snatched the phone back and forced herself to apologize to the bossy bitch on the other end.

‘Look, I’m sorry for kicking off, love, but this is really hard for me. I know you probably think I’m terrible, but I just can’t cope no more. No matter what you say, I know she’s not right in the head. What if I let her come back and she cuts our Karen? Is that what it’s gonna take before something’s done about her?’

‘Of course not.’ Mrs Baker was sympathetic now, heartened by the gabbled but – she believed – sincere flood of self-doubt from Maggie Mullen. ‘Although, in our opinion, Sarah is unlikely to display such uncharacteristic violence towards either yourself or her sister in the future.’

‘Ah, but that’s just it. Your opinion don’t really cut it with me, ’cos you’ve hardly known her two minutes, have you?’

‘No, but—’

‘But nowt, love.’ Maggie was far less aggressive now that she felt she was winning. ‘Look, why don’t you just keep hold of her for the time being? Sort her head out, then I’ll...’ Pausing, she sighed heavily. ‘Well, we’ll see where we go from there.’

Slowly, so as not to misunderstand nor be misunderstood, Mrs Baker said, ‘Are you requesting that Sarah remain in care?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Temporarily?’

‘Why... have I got a choice? ’Cos I’ll go for permanent, if I have. Can you do that?’

‘You do realize that you’ll be relinquishing custody if you take this step? And that you’ll be facing a much more taxing set of procedures than at present should you ever try to reverse that decision.’

‘Oh, I won’t change me mind.’

After a momentary pause, Mrs Baker said, ‘Well, it’s your decision, of course, but you will definitely have to attend an appointment to finalize things.’

‘And that’ll be it?’

‘Indeed it will, so please be sure that it’s what you really want.’

‘Oh, it is, love. It is. So, when can we do this appointment thing?’



At Starlight Children’s Home twenty minutes later, Dandi Matthews said goodbye to Rhona Baker and put the phone down. Dropping her head into her hands, she exhaled loudly, muttering ‘Bitch!’ under her breath.

Scraping her chair back, she left the office and wearily mounted the stairs, dreading the effect that this news would have on the child waiting patiently in her – supposedly temporary – bedroom.

Much as she loved her job as housemother, Dandi found this particular aspect of it loathsome. She was genuinely fond of the kids in her care and hated having to give them bad news. And this was going to be particularly hard, because Sarah Mullen wasn’t the usual rude, aggressive kid who’d take such a blow on the chin. She was a sweet little girl, with the face of an angel, and an air of sadness so real that you could practically taste the pain.

Dandi had no doubt that there was far more to this story than anyone realized, but they might never know for sure. Sarah certainly wasn’t telling. But then, the most dreadfully abused children were also the most vehemently loyal. Especially when the abuser was the parent.



Sarah was perched on the edge of the bed, her small bag of belongings clutched tightly in her lap. She’d refused to unpack because that would have been like saying she wanted to stay. And she had no intention of doing that. Not for one second longer than she had to.

On a knife’s edge all day, waiting to hear the outcome of the meeting between her mother and the Social Services, she looked up anxiously when the door opened. One look at Dandi’s expression told her everything that she needed to know. Shaking her head slowly from side to side, the tears she had valiantly held at bay for three long weeks spilled onto her cheeks.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Dandi sat down beside her, ‘but I’m afraid it’s bad news.’

‘I wanna go hooome...’ Sarah wailed.

‘I know you do, sweetheart, but it’s just not possible at the moment. Your mummy’s not quite ready yet.’

‘Tell her I’ll be good,’ Sarah begged, her face alive with desperation as she grasped the front of Dandi’s dress and tugged on it. ‘Tell her I’m sorry for being naughty, an’ I’ll do what I’m told from now on! Please, Miss... tell her if she loves me again I’ll be a really good girl!’

‘Oh, Sarah, she does love you!’ Taking Sarah’s hands, Dandi squeezed them to emphasize her words. ‘She loves you very much, and wants to be sure that you’re getting the best possible care, but she doesn’t feel able to give that to you right now.’

Stiffening, Sarah slid her hands free. ‘How long have I got to stay?’

‘Just until your mummy feels able to cope,’ Dandi reassured her. ‘But you mustn’t worry, we’ll make sure you have a wonderful time. We go on lots of trips, and picnics, and stuff. Oh, and you’ll love Blackpool,’ she went on, forcing gaiety into her voice now. ‘You’re just in time for this year’s visit. We go on all the rides, and—’

‘She’s dumped me ’cos I’m bad,’ Sarah murmured, ignoring Dandi’s attempt at casting light into the pit of darkness.

‘You are not bad. You’re a lovely girl, and you’re very, very good.’

‘No, I’m not. I’m bad, an’ useless, an’ good for nowt but trouble. She said so.’

Blinking back the tears stinging her own eyes now, Dandi said, ‘If your mummy said that, then she was wrong, and I can promise you she’ll be feeling very sorry for it now.’

‘Bet she’s kept Karen?’

Dandi knew she was expecting an answer – confirmation or denial that her mother, who supposedly couldn’t cope with her own children right now, was keeping the sister whilst giving her away. The truth would hurt her deeply, but Dandi couldn’t bring herself to lie.

The hesitant silence was answer enough.

‘Go away,’ Sarah said, looking up at her with stark bitterness.

‘Sarah, please... I just—’

‘Go... away!’ Gritting her teeth and balling her hands into fists, Sarah got to her feet and stalked proudly to the window.

Rising slowly, Dandi gazed at the child’s rigid back and wished with all her heart that she could take her in her arms and magic the hurt away. But she knew that it wouldn’t help. Not yet. The pain was too raw.

‘I’ll be in the office if you need me,’ she said, going to the door. ‘Any time, Sarah. I’m always around somewhere.’

Sarah’s proud resolve crumbled when the door clicked shut. Climbing into the bed, she clutched the bag to her stomach and rocked to and fro, keening, as if she were a mother and the bag a cherished baby discovered dead in its cot.



By nine, a fierce storm was flexing its muscles. Lightning snaked down from the sky, and rumbling thunderclaps challenged the soundproofed double glazing to the hilt.

Concerned that Sarah might be scared, Dandi crept into the little girl’s room to close the curtains and turn on the lamp. Sarah was still huddled beneath the quilt, just as she had been every other time Dandi had checked on her throughout the day. Hoping that the silence meant the child had finally stopped crying, Dandi gingerly raised the edge of the quilt to check. Sarah was asleep. Thanking the Lord, Dandi gently eased the bag from the girl’s arms, covered her over, and quietly crept out.



Mark Chambers was making coffee when Dandi reached the office. She gave him a grateful smile. He’d only been with them a few months, but he was fitting in nicely. A good-looking twenty-three-year-old, he was tall and muscular, with sleek auburn hair, soft brown eyes, a gentle manner, and an infectious, boyish grin. And he made a mean brew. He was practically indispensable.

‘I take it you could use one?’ he asked, dropping a couple of sweeteners into her cup.

‘Does a woman need good batteries?’ she quipped, flopping into her chair like a rag doll. ‘No biscuits for me,’ she added, determined to stick to her latest diet. ‘Help yourself, though. I put some nice choccy ones in earlier.’

‘Don’t know why you bother if you’re not going to eat them,’ Mark said, placing her cup on the desk blotter and sitting down. ‘How was she?’

‘Sleeping.’ Sighing wearily, Dandi leaned her head back. ‘And let’s hope it’s a long one. She certainly needs it.’

‘It’s amazing, isn’t it?’ Mark pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘The way some people can just...’ Pausing, he shrugged. ‘Abandon their kids like that.’

‘Yeah. Especially when they’re as good as Sarah.’

‘She is, isn’t she? I just don’t understand it.’

‘And you probably never will. I don’t, and I’ve been at it fifteen years.’

‘Oh, don’t!’ Mark groaned. ‘You make yourself sound like a right old war horse.’

‘That’s ’cos I feel like one most of the time.’ Dandi yawned long and hard. ‘You’ll know what I mean before you’re too much older.’

‘I doubt I’ll ever be as old as you,’ he teased, hiding a grin behind his cup.

‘You’ll get yours, matey.’

They fell into a peaceful silence then, sipping their drinks and pondering the evils of the world. Dandi soon gave it up. There was little she hadn’t seen in the evil department, and it no longer affected her so badly that she couldn’t eat or sleep. Mark, on the other hand, was a long way off jaded, and she watched him now as he struggled with the conflicting emotions: care – but not too much. It was the toughest lesson of them all, but he would master it, she was sure.

Dandi wondered then – and not for the first time – whether Mark was gay. If he was, he concealed it well. But for all his masculinity, his size and his easy, testosterone-laden gait, he was so much softer of heart than most of the men she had ever met. Not that that meant anything. He could be one of those so-called ‘new’ men. The type who went out of their way to explore those aspects of their personalities that real men would rather die than admit to – but which most women adored.

The creak of the door slowly opening interrupted her reverie. Looking up, she saw a tiny face peering in through the crack.

‘What is it, Gillian?’ she asked, sitting up straighter. ‘Did the storm frighten you?’

Rubbing her eyes, Gillian shook her head. ‘Sarah’s crying again. She woked me up.’

Exchanging a weary glance with Mark, Dandi went to the door and reached for Gillian’s hand.

‘Don’t worry, sweetheart, she’s probably just having a bad dream. Let’s get you back to bed.’

‘Is the wind gon’ break the window?’ Gillian asked as Dandi led her up the stairs. ‘I thinked it was gon’ smash it, and it scareded me.’

‘No, it won’t break the window,’ Dandi assured her. ‘The glass is really strong, so the heat stays in and the wind stays out. Which is a good job,’ she went on teasingly. ‘Because the wind would mess up your hair, and I’d have to sit up all night brushing it again.’

‘It can’t get messed when it’s tied up,’ Gillian giggled. ‘You’re silly.’

‘And you’re very clever,’ Dandi said, squeezing her hand.

‘Is Sarah sad ’cos her mummy gived her away?’ Gillian asked then.

Sighing, Dandi said, ‘No. She’s just a bit upset because she can’t go home right now.’ Opening the door, she ushered Gillian into her bedroom. ‘Back to bed now, there’s a good girl.’

Two rooms down, Mark had his ear pressed against Sarah’s door.

‘It’s not clear,’ he whispered when Dandi joined him. ‘But there’s definitely a noise of some sort.’

‘Okay,’ she murmured, ‘let’s take a look. I’ll go first.’



‘Get the dress on!’ The man was getting mad. ‘I’m not messin’ about, kid!’

Sarah shook her head, not daring to walk out of the blazing pool of light that he’d placed her in, but determined not to give in.

‘Why?’ Holding the dress up he looked it over. ‘What’s wrong with it? Don’t you think it’s pretty? Look at the bow, and that nice satin rose. It’s gorgeous. Why don’t you just try it on?’

‘No.’

‘You’ll have to get dressed up all the time if you wanna be a proper model,’ he coaxed, grinning like a snake.

‘Don’t wanna be a moggle.’

‘Right, that’s it! No more messing... MAGGIIIEE...’

Maggie charged into the room, demanding to know what all the shouting was about.

‘Sort her out.’ The same-as-all-the-rest man pointed angrily at Sarah. ‘She won’t put the fuckin’ dress on!’

‘Oh, won’t you now?’ Maggie balled her hands into fists. ‘Right, lady! You’ve got two seconds to get that bleedin’ dress on, or else!’

‘No, Mammy, I don’t wanna! Don’t, Mammy... noooo...’



Sarah’s eyes were open, but she wasn’t awake. Curled into a defensive foetal ball in a dark corner of the room, she stared wide-eyed at an apparition that only she could see.

Moving slowly towards her, Dandi said, ‘Sarah... wake up, my love. It’s all right. You’re safe now.’

‘No, Mammy... Please...’

‘Careful, you could shock her.’

Mark’s voice penetrated the fog of Sarah’s mind. Her head snapped back, her mouth opened wide, emitting a scream so piercing that it made Dandi’s hair stand on end. Reaching out, she pulled Sarah into her arms and held her tightly, whispering soothingly until the screaming stopped.

Motioning for Mark to leave them, Dandi carried Sarah to the bed and gently laid her down. Lying beside her, she stroked Sarah’s sweaty cheeks and hair until she was sure that the child was properly asleep.

Easing herself up after a while, Dandi gazed down at Sarah’s face, so pale and fragile against the pillow, and prayed that the little girl’s mother would never reverse the decision to give her up. No child – whatever they had done – deserved the pain that Sarah was suffering right now. And, given the little that Rhona Baker had told her about Maggie Mullen, Dandi feared that Maggie would cause Sarah a great deal more should she ever take her back.

She never even tried.
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