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Alison

Alison was at the door when she realised she had no cash for the prostitutes.

She had opened her work bag and found her purse empty save for a crush of receipts and Tesco Computers for Schools vouchers, three sachets of powdered aspirin and a wine gum. She hesitated briefly over Fiona’s Groovy Chick piggy bank on the shelf in the kitchen, which she knew still held the £10 Duncan’s mum had given her for her birthday. Too sick? Too sick.

‘Duncan! Got any money?’ she shouted upstairs. The bathroom door opened and she could see Fiona’s soapy curls.

Duncan came down slowly, wiping his hands on already damp jeans before fishing his wallet from his back pocket.

‘How much? Twenty?’

‘Forty, if you’ve got it. I need to speak to two of them.’

‘Can’t be many men in Britain tonight giving their wives money for hookers.’ He gave a flat, expected laugh. ‘Can you claim it back on expenses?’

She nodded.

‘You know, you look like Special Branch.’

She looked down. Black trousers, blue shirt, tan raincoat.

‘The Bill,’ said Duncan. ‘They’ll run a mile.’

The splashing in the bath stopped and Fiona’s face appeared over the edge. ‘Mummy, Daddy says you’re going to play a game,’ she said.

‘On the game,’ said Duncan under his breath.

‘Mummy’s just got to talk to some women this evening, so I’ll be quite late.’

‘What are they going to say?’

‘I don’t know, sweetie. I just need to ask them some questions for my story.’

‘What questions?’

‘Questions about what they do. It’s a grown-up thing. Anyway, you be good for Dad, and remember, straight to bed after stories.’

Fiona frowned and turned back to the array of plastic knick-knacks she had gathered around her, balancing two small animals of indeterminate origin on her bony knees. All her roundness was gone; even the dimples on her knuckles. Angles and attitude, singing something Kylie and tuneless under her breath. ‘Okay, Mummy,’ she said.

Alison blew her a kiss and squeezed Duncan’s shoulder. She registered, briefly, that it didn’t occur to her to kiss him too. ‘I put her uniform on the bed, so don’t let her crush it when she gets in. And I’m not sure if she’ll need her PE kit tomorrow or not, so can you look out the shorts and polo shirt and gym shoes? And the socks, the scratchy ones with the red trim. And put that spray in her hair when you dry it – the yellow bottle. You need to comb it through. Right to the ends. And don’t...’

‘Do you have to do this tonight?’ said Duncan. ‘It’s a big day for her tomorrow. New school.’

Alison took a shallow breath and kept her voice level the way she did when Fiona was about to throw a strop. ‘I’ll be back by one at the latest. They want the piece done by Wednesday morning, so it has to be tonight because I’m taking tomorrow off for her first day. It’s a big deal. They’ll give it a really good show if I do it well.’

‘It’s always a big deal.’

‘Do you want to do this now?’

‘It was your idea to move her,’ said Duncan quietly. He didn’t look up.

‘She was miserable. She was lost in that place. You know that. And she loved this class when she went for her taster day. It’s going to be good for her. And Mrs Morton seems a terrific teacher. And we can manage it at the moment.’

‘What about the next ten years? When are you going to tell her we can’t afford to keep her there? What if we have another child? Which might just happen sometime in this millennium.’ His head was still down and he was doing that ridiculous Gordon Brown thing with his mouth, the soundless gape that he used to punctuate his sentences when he was stressed.

She swallowed the rise of rage with the last sliver of wine gum. The other child. The changeling waiting for the cot and the pram that were mildewing in the back of the garage; waiting for her to let go completely of Alison-who-might-have-been. Nine stone, long-limbed, a Pulitzer Prize winner, striding the streets of Washington, DC, in Narcisco Rodriguez. Not the eleven-stone features writer for the Caledonian who taunted her from the mirror, with cellulite to her Achilles and catalogue clothes.

In the bath, Fiona had stopped splashing again.

‘Fine,’ said Duncan, turning back up the stairs. ‘Go.’

Alison spent more than an hour in the office, trawling the archives for all recent attacks on prostitutes, five in as many weeks. She copied the articles into a file and named it hookers1. By the time she got to Leith, the waterfront restaurants had closed their sculpted doors, leaving the streets to the girls with a habit to feed.

It was a good fifteen minutes before she spotted them, emerging from Bath Road to stand on the corner with Salamander Street. Two. Maybe late twenties, thin and watchful.

With the car parked by some sheltered housing, she watched them, rehearsing her little speech, scrunching up her toes with nerves.

She had interviewed a politician once and he had mocked her questioning in front of his aides, who smirked sourly at his wit. ‘She’s going to ask me my favourite colour next,’ he had said as she ploughed on, sick with shame, scribbling ‘asshole’ in shorthand in the margin of her notebook.

Gavin, the photographer, had been a sweetie. ‘Five people heard what he thought of you,’ he said as she fought back tears in the car park. ‘But 100,000 are going to read what you think of him. Wanker.’

So she had talked of him stroking his thinning hair and making flamboyant gestures – tabloid for closet homosexual – and the subs somehow let it through and his PR was on the phone first thing. Incandescent.

She didn’t need much. Just a couple of quotes and she could craft something. She noticed things. Like the fact that one of the prostitutes had pulled her hair into a messy topknot with what appeared to be a child’s scrunchie. Pink and incongruous and unravelling at one end. Barbie-bobble.

They saw her coming. She was clutching her notebook in her left hand and launched into her introduction before she had even reached the kerb. She focused on the smaller one; behind the heavy liner and the grey smudges of exhaustion, her eyes looked kind.

‘Aye, okay,’ said the woman, when Alison had finished. ‘Is that your car? We’ll sit there. You’ve got fifteen minutes.’ She held out her hand and Alison stuffed the £40 into it, imagining what an amusing CCTV tableau they would make.

She led them to the Astra and Barbie-bobble moved for the back seat. Alison prayed she was wearing knickers. The other woman opened the front door, her face softening when she saw Fiona’s booster seat.

‘You got a kid?’ she said, leaning down to move it and sweep the underlay of crumbs and white-bloomed Smarties on to the floor.

‘She’s six. She’s starting a new school tomorrow.’

‘My boy’s eight. Primary Three. He’s a good lad.’

There was an awkward silence.

‘Moira,’ said the prostitute in the front. ‘And that’s Ann.’

‘Hey,’ said Ann.

Alison smiled at them. ‘I won’t use your names. Lothian and Borders Police are being pretty cagey about all this; they seem to be implying it’s one person, but won’t even say anything off the record, which is not like them.’

‘Aye.’ Ann nodded vigorously. ‘Bastards think it’s worse to have one psycho on the loose than loads of fucking nutters. Moira, tell her about last week, hen.’

Moira raised her fringe to show a large bruise. ‘I went down the alley with a guy and I was just about to get down to it when he puts his arm round my neck and tries to choke me.’ She touched her neck gingerly. ‘I got a bite on him, on his hand, but he got me on the ground and started banging my head. He gave me a kicking too, before he ran off. I reported it and they think it’s maybe the same guy that did the wee lassie. The CCTV cameras are there right enough, but I don’t think they’ve got any film in them, so they won’t have got a picture.’

Alison scribbled manically, shorthand looping across the page, huge crosses scored next to the passages she would use as quotes. Heather McInally, the wee lassie, was eighteen, a heroin addict from Niddrie and the mother of a two-year-old boy. Two weeks ago she was found on the banks of the Water of Leith. The neurologist said it was only the cold mud of the shallows that had stopped her brain swelling enough to kill her. She wouldn’t recognise her boy again.

‘Did you know Heather?’

‘Just to see,’ said Ann. ‘She was always tanked up though. And she didn’t take precautions. She must have kept her head down.’

Alison looked up.

‘It’s like if you’re blowing them, you’ve got your head down, right?’ Ann leant forward and started imitating. ‘But you’re vulnerable, see? So when you know there’s nutters around you’ve got to keep your head kind of up. Like this.’

Alison stifled a hysterical giggle.

‘But the best thing is the trousers. Normally you just unzip, but you pull them right down to the ankles now, so if they whack you, you can run and get away. They don’t like it, mind. It’s too fucking cold for them and you know what a wee nip does to a man’s pride.’

The three women started to laugh.

Alison got back to the house just after 12.30 a.m. Fiona had left a drawing for her new teacher in the hall. It was a self-portrait in her new uniform; a confusion of stick limbs and elaborate curls, and a tie with a knot as big as her head.

Underneath, she had written: ‘Dear Mrs Moron. On our summer holday we went to a caravan in Scotland. Daddy did fishig and Mummy read a book and OK. I am ecsitd about my new school.’

Alison put down her notepad next to it and saw the shorthand outline for one of Ann’s many ‘fucking bastards’. A loop and a hook and a dropped apostrophe. Fucking bastards. Dear Mrs Moron.

Fiona was up early. At five-twenty, Alison heard the soft bump of her dismount from bed and met her in the hall.

‘Too early, sweetie. Back to sleep.’

‘Can I come in with you?’ It was weeks since she’d last asked, heavy with a cold. She liked to be in the middle, curled towards Alison, hands up and clasped. Her breath was warm and pungent. Duncan, a distant shape, cramped further into his corner.

‘Are you nervous?’

‘A little bit. I’m excited too.’

Alison smoothed a curl from Fiona’s cheek. ‘You should be. It will be strange at first. Not for long.’

‘Do you think there’ll be an Avril?’

Avril Henderson. Pug-faced bullying little bitch. ‘I’m sure there won’t, sweetie. It’s a lovely school. No Avrils. I hope. I’m sure.’

Fiona curled a little closer. ‘Are you at work today?’

‘Not today. I’m going to drop you off and pick you up. Dad’ll be there in the afternoon too.’

At the mention of Dad, Duncan grunted something sleepy and incomprehensible.

Fiona smiled conspiratorially at her mum. ‘Did you talk to your women last night?’

‘I did.’

‘Were they nice?’

‘They were very nice. And guess what? They’re mums too.’

‘Do their children go to my school?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I saw your picture. It was very good. But Mrs Morton has a “t” in it and excited has an “x” and no “s”. Did Daddy not tell you?’

Duncan had started to snore lightly.

‘Daddy said it was fine,’ said Fiona.

‘Well, if you want to take it in today, we can correct it after breakfast.’

‘Can I have Honey Loops?’ Fiona rolled on to her back to stretch.

‘Porridge.’

‘Mummy?’

‘Yes?’

‘Why is there always a cold bit between you and Daddy? In the bed.’
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Gwen

‘PENIS!’

Oliver launched himself on to the duvet in a ball of wakefulness. ‘Penis!’

Rob rolled over and stretched. ‘Yes, son. Penis. Very good.’

‘Rob, don’t encourage him. We need to do something about this,’ said Gwen. ‘It’s all very well over the summer but we can’t have him blurting it out at nursery.’ She gathered Ol into her arms and pulled him down under the covers. He smelt biscuity, and the foot of his pyjamas had caught between his toes. He laid a warm, damp hand curiously on her fringe, then fitted his hard little head into her neck. ‘My Owly,’ she said. ‘Is Mummy’s hair a mess?’

‘He’s just learnt a new word. He’ll stop. You’re not going to do that at school are you, Ol my boy? Are you?’

‘Bum!’ said Olly.

‘We are not a bum household, son, we are a bottom household,’ said Rob, slipping his hand back under the covers to pinch Gwen’s.

‘Oliver, you’re so rude.’ Maddy was at the bed’s end, hands on non-existent hips.

‘And who taught her little brother the right words for body parts?’ said Gwen, crooking her finger at her daughter.

‘You said it’s silly to say pee-pee.’

‘China!’ shouted Olly from under the sheet.

‘Va-gi-na!’ Maddy shouted back. ‘Vagina. Not china.’

‘Jesus Christ!’ said Gwen, slipping out of bed to head for the shower.

‘Jesus Christ!’ said Olly.

She was towelling her hair when Rob came in. He loved to watch her; loved that she didn’t mind that he did. At university she had been scrawny, but each child had given her an extra layer of flesh until she had breasts and a belly and a bum that sometimes kept moving when she stopped.

‘Penis!’ said Gwen with a grin when she caught sight of him.

‘Do you want to come and soap me down, Mrs Milne?’

‘In another life.’ She stooped over the sink to wash her face.

After a minute she said, ‘Rob, do you think Ol will be okay?’

‘If you’re that worried, just warn Mrs McCallum. I’m sure she’s heard it all before.’

‘No, I mean okay at nursery.’

‘He’ll be fine. It’s what? Two mornings a week to start with? It’s nothing.’

‘He seems so tiny still. Not like Maddy when she went. He put her blazer on the other day and he just disappeared into it. Swamped.’

‘He’s going to love it.’

‘It’s going to get bloody expensive with the three of them.’

‘You could always go back to work once he’s in J1.’

She looked up sharply.

‘If you want,’ he added quickly.

‘I don’t see that happening, really. I’ve not kept my hand in. There’s too much going on. Finlay’s likely to have made the rugby team and Maddy will have ballet and there’s swimming and book club...’

‘That’s fine,’ said Rob. ‘We’re managing.’

He was doing better than managing and Gwen loved him for it. It had been a tough year. His last promotion made him responsible for more than 200 layoffs, and the man in the suit who came through the door bore little resemblance now to the boy with his parka and Adidas bag who had first propositioned her in the Students’ Union.

She couldn’t believe the gall of him. She had been studying law and dating Crawford Hastie, who had a legal pedigree and a Triumph Stag, and had talked, idly, of marriage. Her best friend Lynne had found out that Rob was in the hockey team and they had gone the following week to watch him play. He had spotted her as they left the field and blushed. Crawford Hastie didn’t blush. He only coloured when he came, incoherent with obscenity, grunting and straining above her.

When he left university with an honours degree in civil engineering, Rob was taken on by Caborn, one of the biggest construction companies around, and commuted for a year to be with her when they sent him to Slough to build a bypass. When they refused to transfer him back after she graduated, he defected to Walker Bain and had been with them ever since, edging up.

She had stayed with Harker and Strouth after her traineeship and spent her days in the sheriff’s court, an eager and effective apologist for the shoplifters and street girls, saving her foil biscuit wrappers for Barry the dosser who thought he was Prince Regent and needed new ones each time he appeared for the stained towelling headband that was his crown.

Finlay dismantled her plans with the surprise and efficiency of a small tornado. She had always meant to return to work. She was doing well and they had lined up the Little Acorn nursery in Newington even before his birth, on the advice of senior partner Laura Abercrombie who had enrolled both Alice and Alexander while they were in utero. ‘It’s the Edinburgh way,’ she had said.

In the small curtained-off section of the maternity ward, with Rob weeping into her damp hair and their boy at her breast, Gwen knew it was not to be hers.

By the time she got downstairs, Oliver had laid the table with three Pyrex dishes and a wooden spoon.

‘Clever Ol,’ she said.

‘I am not eating in this.’ Maddy held up the bowl. ‘It’s got something horrid on it; brown and stuck.’

‘Well, get your own bowl, Miss, and give Finn a shout for me.’

‘FINLAY! BREAKFAST’S READY!’ Maddy’s adoration of her elder brother was matched only by her contempt for her younger one. Finn was wise and fun, with friends who ruffled her hair when they passed in the playground. Oliver was an encumbrance, a toy thief and enthusiastic cross-dresser who had danced at her birthday party in a Snow White outfit with a pair of pants on his head. She had not forgiven him.

Finn was already in his uniform when he finally appeared. He was getting tall, strong and wiry, with long, muscled legs. Like Rob.

Fed, washed, blazered and with Maddy’s hair folded into braids, they bent like strawberry pickers in the hall to fasten their shoes. Gwen leant against the kitchen doorjamb and watched them.

‘And what is Mrs Milne doing today?’ said Rob, who had come up behind her.

‘What she always does: fetching, carrying, washing, clearing, wiping...’ Rob turned her head and gagged her with a kiss.

And then, she thought, I will sit in this empty kitchen with its fridge-stuck scribbles and milky spills and wait for the little white stick to tell me what I already know; what I’ve told myself for weeks can’t be happening.
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Katherine

Katherine Watts knew that the best vomit comes when you stick your fingers so far down your throat that your teeth scrape the diamonds of your rings.

She pushed back, hard and deep. Special K and toast with whisky marmalade gushed into the toilet.

Tom had cartwheeled the loo roll into a damp, crushed pile, so she wiped the corners of her mouth with the Bob the Builder underpants he had discarded on the floor. Blue. Aged 3–4. The tap was full-on, spraying fine, cold droplets on to the side of her face. She turned it off, gathered up the mess of paper and dropped it into the loo, then flushed. It was a reassuring sound. She picked up Tom’s pants and draped them neatly on the edge of the bath. Helen, when she came in hunting for laundry, would never realise she had been there.

Clara was at the door. Katherine swore she knew, hovering when she was least wanted, like a miniature weapons inspector.

Clara’s budding Frida Kahlo brow was knitted. It was Harry’s fault. His own were Brian Blessed bushy and you could shade a small car under Papa Henry’s.

‘Are you all right, Mummy? Why are you in our bathroom?’

‘Don’t frown, puss,’ said Katherine, her fingers pressing on the small patch of fuzz between her daughter’s cold grey eyes. Was six too young to pluck?

In the en-suite, she brushed her teeth for a full three minutes with the sonic toothbrush, gargled vigorously with mouthwash and rubbed vitamin E lotion into the abrasions on the back of her hand. Fresh scrapes on old weals. Hurler’s hand. Harry probably thought she was clumsy. If he’d noticed. The only part of her he touched now was her shoulders as he guided her into social functions, like a master butcher sliding a prime cut across the cold marble of a countertop.

The outfit she’d laid out the night before was hanging on the Victorian clothes horse in the dressing room; a fallen marionette. Earl Jeans, a white cotton shirt and the blue and brown spotted coat from Boden. The new LK Bennett ponyskin shoes were still in their box and she unwrapped them carefully, soothed by the touch of tissue paper and unmarked soles.

Clara was back. She had her blazer on – navy with red piping – and had made a decent stab at brushing her hair.

‘We need to leave, Mummy. I don’t want to be late on the first day. I’ve got Mrs Morton this year and she’s very strict. Tom’s at the door already. He’s got one shoe on, but I can’t fasten the other one.’ She was up close now, earnest and toothpaste-minty.

‘Are you excited?’ Katherine watched her daughter in the mirror.

‘No,’ said Clara bluntly. ‘Are you excited, Mummy?’

Katherine smiled. She liked the first day of a new term. A fresh start.

‘Where’s Helen?’ Katherine freed her hair from her purge scrunchie. She’d let Kizzy put some new shades in her highlights on Friday, thin strands like gilded wire.

‘Cleaning up Winston’s wee.’

Bloody dog, thought Katherine. No self-control. ‘What about Daddy?’

‘He’s left.’

‘I didn’t hear him.’

‘He said to have a very good day and he’d maybe see me at bedtime. He gave me 50p for the tuck shop and said go and stop your mother peening.’

‘Preening, Clara. Prrrreening.’

With the Bordeau Roman Fold font, exclamation marks never look quite so frantic. Katherine had used three. One after ‘Another year!’ And two following ‘Look forward to seeing all Junior 2 Mums at the first term coffee morning!!’ She had italicised and increased to 20-point Contact Katherine Watts, and her phone number and address – not that anyone didn’t know exactly where she lived. She tapped the twenty sheets into a neat stack and slipped them into Clara’s new homework folder.

By 8.30 a.m. she had joined the swarm of SUVs on Dykeburn Loan, slowing to ease through the large wrought-iron gates of Daniel Farquhar’s Academy. The car park was alive with big, shiny cars disgorging small, shiny children, scrubbed and smart in unblemished socks and stiff new shoes.

She settled the Jaguar between Gwen Milne’s Jeep Cherokee and a small estate car that she didn’t recognise.

Clara was desperate to get out. ‘There’s Maddy! Can I go, Mummy? Please?’ Her seatbelt was off and she had pressed herself against the window like a Garfield toy.

At the rear right door of the jeep, Gwen was bent double trying to extract Oliver from his car seat as Madeleine and Finlay waited impatiently by the boot. She swivelled awkwardly at Katherine’s greeting.

‘Katherine. Oh, Jesus, look at you. You look fab. Can’t believe we’re back at this already. Oliver, don’t nip. Were you away?’

‘The Balsams,’ said Katherine, adding, ‘New Hampshire’ at Gwen’s quizzical look. ‘You?’

‘Brittany. Ten days. All we did was eat and wallow. I’m the size of a bloody barge. Oliver’s starting in the red group today. My last...’ She paused, as if she had forgotten what she was about to say.

‘Oh, he’ll be in with Tom,’ said Katherine. ‘We should get them together. A play date.’

‘Mm. Lovely. Let’s.’ Gwen smiled distractedly and swung Oliver out by his armpits.

Katherine hesitated. ‘Well, I’ll call.’ She turned to follow Clara and Maddy up the steps. ‘Clara. Darling. I said to wait for Mummy.’

In two centuries, Farquhar’s had grown to take up much of Dykeburn Loan. Two wings had been added to the original structure, commissioned by the Farquhar family in 1805 as an institution for Edinburgh’s fallen women – in whom Daniel Farquhar, patriarch, cotton trader and roué, took a close interest.

The Watts annexe was built in 1978, the year after Harry had left. Katherine had managed to feign awe when he had first shown her, pregnant with Clara, round the squat concrete structure at the rear of the main building. He had seen no irony in its prefab impermanence and the florid gothic script that Papa Henry had stipulated for the name above the door.

It wasn’t that Harry was flash. Or maybe it was. Katherine found it difficult to judge any more. He had certainly stood out that night in the cocktail lounge of the Roxburgh, where she and her roommates had gone to savour the few Saturday night Black Russians that their nursing grant allowed.

They had locked eyes and he had raised his tumbler of twenty-year-old Macallan in her direction. The girls had egged her on, giggly and curious, because he was so different from the urgent, pretentious young medics she had been dating. He was tall and dark, though a touch too broad and a little too hirsute to be handsome. But he had been so sure of himself, so utterly certain of his dominance in a room full of machismo and meticulously cut suits.

Her mum had called it presence, and Mum was impressed by presence, because presence meant confidence and confidence meant cash.

‘It’s practically an empire,’ her mum had said when Katherine had finally mentioned Harry’s name. An empire headed by Papa Henry, corpulent and smart, whose law practice had traded so profitably on the misdeeds of Edinburgh’s underclass that it bought Harry his first two furniture stores at the age of twenty-one.

Katherine still winced when she remembered the way her mum had been with him. So in thrall to his wealth that you could almost see the pound signs in her eyes. Her mum always felt she, herself, had married down. Katherine had just the vaguest memories of her dad, who had died when she was nine. A nondescript man. A man with such little presence that even the imprint he had left in his favourite armchair was gone within months of his passing.

It was Watts money that paid for Mum’s first ever cruise and three years later for her funeral and the display of flowers, so big and overblown it almost obscured the slim, polished coffin.

It had been unsettling, at first, how the money made everything so terribly easy. Easy to live and easy to make-believe, easy to think that he might really love her. That she might really love him.

She realised quite early on that there would be other women. Just not quite so many. She noticed first with the Saturday girl in the Marchmont store. The slow-eyed slut with the habit of sidling up to her when she went to meet him. Katherine came to recognise that look. Sly and sidelong. The look of women on the up. Women with an eye on the main chance. Women whose names she would come to forget but whose treachery she never could.

And then Tom came, the son Harry had craved, and he gave her an exquisite Le Breguet watch and moved, gradually, out of the marital bed.

The corridor outside the J2 classroom was a scrum of small chattering children. Clutching Tom’s hand, Katherine pushed through until she found Clara’s peg.

‘There’s no picture on it,’ said Clara, crestfallen.

‘Too old for pictures, ‘said Katherine briskly. ‘Here. Raincoat, bag, gym kit. And remember to give Mummy’s leaflets to Mrs Morton to hand out. It has to be today. Okay?’

‘Okay.’

Two pegs down, a tall, dark-haired woman was helping a small girl out of her blazer. Her peg tag read ‘Fiona Clements’. The new girl. Katherine fixed a bright smile and turned towards her mother.

She noticed, instinctively, that the woman was wearing Marks and Spencer’s Footglove shoes.
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