Dear Mum,

I can’t believe you did this to us. You always said that
no matter how bad it got we'd have each other.

You said we'd always be together.

We did everything we had to.

I even kept my mouth shut when I knew I shouldn't.

And what was it all for? You've thrown us away like
rubbish so that’s how they treat us. We've been split up
and I'm not even allowed to see the babies.

I can’t tell you how much I hate you for what you've
done, and if I ever see you again I'll cut you to pieces.

Kelsey



PROLOGUE

Grace worried the kitchen surface with the corner of
a J-cloth, trying once again to remove a mark made
vears before by a hot spoon. The phone call had
unnerved her and her hands shook. She bent over the
cooker and lit another cigarette on the gas ring, hoping
it would calm her. It didn’t. What she needed was a
hit. A £10 bag would do, just enough to put her in a
better place, just enough to allow her to explain things
properly. To make herself clear. Just one hit to get
through this.

She checked her watch. Five past eight. That should
give her ten minutes, enough time to race downstairs
to the dealer on the ground floor. He charged over the
odds but what could you do?

The tap on the door was soft but Grace jumped all
the same. No time to get the brown now, this was one
conversation she would have to do straight.

She took a last deep drag on the cigarette and
answered the door. ‘Oh, it’s you.

“‘Who were you expecting?’
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Grace shrugged.

Outside, a dog scratched and barked.

‘Get out of it Grace velled.

‘It's probably hungry’

‘Aren’t they all, said Grace, and turned on her heels.
‘Shut it behind you, it’s fucking freezing.

‘Hardly. Are vou clucking?’

Grace rubbed her arms, their skin barely able to
support the scars that ran like the rungs of a ladder
from shoulder to wrist. ‘Not really’

‘I thought you'd be back on the gear’

‘Sorry to disappoint you.

‘I don’t really care one way or the other’

Grace sighed and picked up her cigarettes. When
this was over she’d have that hit, get completely out
of it. She clamped a cigarette between her lips and
turned to the cooker. In one sweeping and familiar
action she bent over the front gas ring, one hand
holding back her hair, the other reaching for the igni-
tion. But before her finger pressed the button she felt
the back of her head explode.

Grace was confused. Had she finally got her hit?
Funny, she couldn’t remember cooking up. She antici-
pated the melting sensation that the drugs would bring
when they moved through her bloodstream.

[nstead, the back of her neck felt warm and wet. As
dazed as she was, she knew it was blood.

‘Why did you ...’

There was another explosion and everything went

black.



CHAPTER ONE

Monday, 7 September

Lilly Valentine thumped the photocopier. ‘Stupid piece
of shit.

“You'll break that.

She yanked at the tray where her document was
stuck.

Her boss floated to Lilly’s side. T said you'll . ..’

‘It’s already sodding broken.

Rupinder’s deft fingers removed the tray in a tinkle
of bangles and dislodged the offending piece of paper.
“You're late, she said.

‘I operate on Indian standard time, Lilly said. ‘As
vou're so fond of telling me.

Rupinder opened the front door. "Which is fine in
Belhito.e]

Lilly struggled outside, balancing three files, a
mobile phone and her bag. She tossed her head to
move the curtain of curls that had fallen into her
eyes.

Rupinder shook her head and tucked the loose
tendrils behind Lilly’s ears.” . . . but this is Hertfordshire.
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Lilly winked at her boss and stumbled towards her
car.

She sped through Harpenden towards Luton. Bespoke
shoe shops and upmarket gastro pubs soon gave way
to pawnbrokers and kebab shops. The women on the
streets no longer carried designer handbags and all-
white floral arrangements, instead they pushed double
buggies laden with bumper packs of nappies. Further
still into the sprawling housing estates of Ring Farm
and windows were boarded, overgrown gardens housed
old sofas, and cars stood on bricks.

Eventually she pulled into a cul-de-sac overshad-
owed on three sides by granite tower blocks. Even on
glorious days like today, at the height of a summer
stretching into autumn, scarcely any sunlight fed
through and The Bushes Residential Unit for Young
People existed in permanent gloom.

Lilly parked in the shadows and pulled out the rele-
vant file from the pile stacked beside her on the
passenger seat.

BRAND, K. - CARE PROCEEDINGS

Kelsey Brand, eldest of four girls. Their mother, a
heroin addict who tunded her habit by prostitution,
and was unable or unwilling to clean up, had finally
given up the distracting charade of parenting and
placed all four girls in care.

So far so familiar.

Lilly reached for some chocolate. She’d sworn to
restrain herself to a bar a day, two in dire emergen-
cies, in an attempt to stop the slide from sexy size



























