
 

One 
 
 Eric pushed himself up onto one elbow. It took all 
his strength. Six other bodies, one by one, began to groan 
awake in the hot, Mediterranean sun. He screwed his 
knuckles into his eye sockets. A fitful doze, during the 
thirty-minute journey in the open-backed truck, caused him 
to slip into a dream. The dream had kept the start of a 
fresh day of fear, pain and misery at bay for just a few 
more precious moments. The only positive to each new 
morning was the absence of a hangover. The only thing 
he didn’t miss from his old life. He hadn’t had a drink since 
he’d joined this band of losers nearly four weeks ago.  
 The relief of the dream had been strictly relative. In 
it, he’d been burning in hell. Searing heat and intense pain 
broke through the smothering, suffocating half-sleep, 
dragging him towards a conscious state that was filled with 
the reality of yet more searing heat and intense pain. 
There was no escape. For a few confusing seconds, Eric 
embraced the agony. He couldn’t remember who he was 
or where he was and even that came as temporary relief. 
But soon, as the unforgiving, ribbed metal base of the 
truck dug into his half-starved body, the world, once more, 
became a pile of shit.  
 The way he’d spiralled, out of control, into a sorry 
existence of excess and self-loathing had been almost 
poetic. And he should know. ‘The mind is its own place 
and in itself, can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of 
Heaven.’ What the fuck did a civil engineer need a degree 
in English for anyway? His entire life was a series of bad 
choices. 
 The sun was already high. He was sweating in 
ruined clothes that hadn’t been changed in over a month. 
Half-rotted, cut-off denims, a tattered lumberjack shirt and 
beaten-up leather boots that were at least a full size too 



 

big. Maybe more. His stubble itched like a bitch and his 
teeth felt as though they’d been carpeted. He knew he 
stank. He stank bad. Even worse than when he’d been 
sleeping rough back in England. The smell had bothered 
him for a while but not anymore, one of a growing list of 
things that no longer bothered him. 
 The truck shuddered to a stop. 
 The utter mess he found himself in now was a 
result of more recent bad decisions. What had seemed 
like an opportunity to drag himself out of the dire situation 
in which he’d found himself back in Birmingham had been 
nothing more that a simple exercise in how to get from bad 
to worse. No pay, hardly any food and the constant threat 
of violence was the order of the day. He couldn’t see a 
way out of it.  
 Duncan, a very large, over-cheerful, Scot with a 
mass of curly hair and a wiry ginger beard, and Pete, a 
skinny Geordie with DIY blue tattoos on his face and arms, 
had joined the labour gang a few nights ago. For the three 
weeks previous to that, Eric had been the only English 
speaker. The effect on his sense of helplessness and 
isolation had been profound. These were the first two with 
which he’d been able to communicate, apart from their 
tormentor: the nightmare that was driving the truck.  
 Duncan’s meaty hand landed on Eric’s painful 
shoulder. 
 ‘Still with us, then, posh boy? That fat bastard’ll be 
bawlin’ soon enough. Give Geordie a wee shove. See if 
he’s still breathing.’ Eric was certain that Duncan’s 
relentless positivity was the only thing that helped make 
life bearable. He rocked Pete gently. Bird-like bones 
beneath the skin made his fingers tingle. Pete had been 
weak when he’d first arrived. A hardened drinker, Eric 
guessed. He knew the signs. He’d lived with them for long 
enough. Pete was ill for certain now. The punishing work 



 

and lack of food since he and Duncan had joined the gang 
was taking its toll.  
 ‘Pete, we’re there. Wake up.’ 
 Pete twitched, like a dreaming dog. But then, Pete 
twitched all the time. His face, his head, his shoulders. A 
serious tremor in his hands, too. He showed no sign of 
coming round. 
 ‘He’s not dead - yet.’ 
 ‘We need some scran today,’ Duncan said. 
 ‘We needed to eat yesterday. And the day before.’ 
 The other workers were two Portuguese and two 
Spanish. Eric could only separate the two groups by the 
fact that the Portuguese talked more slowly and calmly 
and included a lot of shushing sounds. The two Spaniards 
never stopped talking. They were exhausting. One of the 
Portuguese guys was in a worse state than Pete.  
 The truck had taken them out into the middle of wild 
countryside. The journey had been mostly off-road, 
bouncing over ruts in the hard, baked ground. Dust and 
grit flying from the wheels. Eric had no idea where they 
were. The few speed signs he’d managed to see were still 
on the right hand side of the road so the promise of work 
in Spain or Portugal looked as though it still held, even if 
the promise of money hadn’t. Or food. 
 The driver’s door creaked open. Eric watched as 
The Boss oozed out of the cab and waddled over to a 
steel gate on the right. His breathing was thick and heavy. 
Eric guessed he was around twenty-five to thirty stones 
and his knees were clearly shot. He could barely walk. He 
was naked down to the waist where folds of fat held up 
filthy sweat pants that Eric decided were more sweat than 
pant. His extensively tattooed and pierced body, along 
with his bald, shiny head, made him look like a big fat 
baby that had been scribbled on. 



 

 The Boss carried the ever-present cattle-prod in his 
right hand. A bright orange grip with a metre-long stem 
leading to another bright orange tip that housed the two 
contacts. It looked like a kid’s toy but was far from it. He 
constantly reminded them that the device had been 
‘souped up’. So far, Eric had avoided a bite from the 
weapon, mainly by keeping his head down and his mouth 
shut. Duncan hadn’t been so fortunate. The Scot couldn’t 
help himself. If there was an injustice, he had to say 
something. Eric had seen Duncan drop to the floor in 
agony when all he’d done was answer back. The Boss’s 
sweat pants sagged alarmingly at the back to reveal more 
arse crack than even a grown man could handle. This was 
caused by the cattle prod’s rather effective back-up: a 
small .38 special. A snub nosed handgun that he 
occasionally took out of the back pocket and waved at 
them. It had never been fired. Who knew if it could be? 
Who in their right mind would want to find out? 
 ‘Wake up, you useless bastards!’ The Boss 
wrestled rusty chains from the post and swung the gate 
wide. ‘Time to work.’ Sweat ran freely down his slabs of 
flesh. He struggled back to the truck, beat his fist on the 
side three times and then heaved himself into the cab. 
Eric tried to keep his balance as the truck trundled through 
the gap and bounced up the winding track. On either side 
were fields of misshapen, stumpy trees, hanging heavy 
with grey/green lichen. They were almost entirely covered.  
 Eric watched the gate fall away behind as they 
moved on. The truck rolled violently from side to side as 
the wheels climbed and then fell back into the deep tyre 
tracks of dry earth. A pitiful collection of broken spades 
and pick-axes were sent crashing into each other. A sharp 
bend put the gate out of sight and the truck stopped dead. 
Dust enveloped them for a few seconds before drifting 
away slowly on the hot breeze. 



 

 ‘Right, out! On your feet!’ The Boss released the 
catches on the tail gate of the truck. It clanged down, 
metal on metal. The ragged workers climbed out with a 
total lack of enthusiasm. The Boss stood well back, the 
cattle prod gripped firmly in his hand. He spoke mostly in 
English but Eric had heard him talk either Spanish or 
Portuguese to the others. They didn’t always understand 
and he generally reverted to shouting violent threats in 
English. His accent was southern, not quite cockney. 
 Eric and Duncan helped Pete, who was beginning 
to come round, off the flat-bed and onto his feet. He tried 
to talk to them but wasn’t making a lot of sense. The sick 
Portuguese guy didn’t move at all. Six of them stood in a 
line and watched while The Boss grabbed the crumpled 
bag of bones by an ankle and dragged him off the back of 
the truck. He landed with a heavy thud on the dirt track but 
he neither moved nor made a sound. The Boss touched 
him on the neck with the cattle prod. There was a short 
fizzing noise but no movement. 
 ‘Looks like you bastards are going to have to work 
even harder today,’ he said, kicking the sorry figure that 
lay in the dust. 
 Each man took one of the barely adequate tools 
and followed The Boss to the front of the truck. He held a 
dirty, ten litre plastic container in the hand that wasn’t 
holding the prod.  
 ‘Five hundred metres up there,’ he said, pointing 
with the weapon. ‘I need a trench on the left, from here up 
to the house. Should be four hundred deep but all that’s 
going in is a data cable so no fucking about with rocks and 
shit.’ 
 Pete suddenly appeared to wake up, glanced at 
Eric and mouthed, ‘Four hundred?’ 
 ‘Millimetres, Pete. That’s how deep most stuff has 
to be.’ 



 

 ‘Hark at Mr Engineer,’ said Duncan. 
 Eric waved the taunt away. 
 ‘Está caliente,’ one of the Spanish men said, wiping 
sweat from his brow. 
 The Boss threw the plastic container at him. The 
Spaniard drank and then passed it around. Each man took 
it in turn to take a good drink and each man screwed his 
face in disgust as he swallowed the vile liquid.   
 ‘Jesus, Christ!’ said Eric, wiping his mouth. ‘Why 
does it have to taste of bleach.’ 
 Duncan took the water from him. ‘At least they’re 
tryin’ to keep us alive. If it wasn’t for the chlorine, we’d be 
filling this trench faster than we could dig it out.’ 
 The Boss had walked back around the truck and 
dragged the unconscious man, by one leg, up the track 
and leaned him against a tree.  
 ‘If you get half way today, then you eat.’  
 Just the idea of eating raised Eric’s spirits. He felt 
stupid for it.   
 The Boss flopped obscenely onto the ground at the 
side of the almost dead Portuguese and opened a can of 
Cruzcampo beer that had materialised from nowhere. He 
rubbed at his knees. There was no chance of them ever 
getting better. The six men began to chop at the dry, hard 
ground. Random, half-hearted, unrhythmical blows 
followed by slow, scrappy scrapes. 
 Two hours later, the truck was still in sight and the 
temperature was still rising, seemingly by the minute. Pete 
had almost collapsed twice and between them, Eric and 
Duncan had tried to hide how ill he was from the half-
drunk Boss.  
 ‘How far have we dug?’ said Duncan. 
 Eric looked back. ‘Maybe eighty yards. Feels like 
more, looks like less. It doesn’t help having these useless 



 

tools.’ He leaned on his spade watching The Boss drink 
beer in the shade. 
 ‘Don’t even think about it, posh boy,’ said Duncan, 
without missing a swing with the pick-axe. 
 ‘How can you keep working for… that?’ Eric waved 
his hand in the direction of The Boss. 
 ‘Just keep digging. Don’t attract attention to 
yoursel.’ 
 Eric stared hard at their persecutor, counted to ten, 
then took a deep breath and started scraping away at the 
soil that Duncan had loosened. There was a sudden 
movement in the dry brush, near the blade of his spade. A 
large, grey lizard eyed him lazily then turned and crept 
away, disinterested. ‘Too hot even for lizards,’ Eric said. 
 Duncan stopped with his pick. ‘Look, it’s what it is, 
posh boy. There’s not a damn thing we can do about it. 
Not presently at any rate.’ He pointed at Eric’s hands. 
‘They don’t look like worker’s mitts to me.’ 
 Eric lifted his left hand up to his face. ‘I thought 
they’d have toughened up by now.’ He quickly pulled his 
sleeve down to cover the scars that ran across his forearm 
but not before he saw Duncan quickly avert his eyes. 
 ‘So, how long’s it been?’ 
 ‘Four weeks, give or take.’ 
 Duncan started to work again. ‘An office worker, 
eh? I thought you’d told me and Pete here that you were 
some kind of engineer?’ 
 ‘Well, yes, I was, sort of. Planning engineer. Used 
to do a lot of typing.’ 
 ‘Right. Educated, too?’ 
 ‘Yeah, I suppose. Started a bit later in life though. I 
was in my thirties before I went to university.’ 
 ‘I don’t know how you can stand it.’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘Working indoors. It’d send me mental.’ 



 

 ‘And this doesn’t?’ 
 Duncan laughed. ‘So what might be your excuse for 
being here?’ 
 Eric wiped his face on his shirt sleeve. The 
scratching noise from his stubble sounded too loud in the 
hot, dry air. Why was he here? Jesus! Where do you start 
with that? A wife that he adored who he’ll never see again 
and a child he loved more than he could ever imagine, a 
child he’d never seen and now never would. ‘Oh, you 
know, the usual crap. Job, family, bucket full of bad luck 
thrown in.’ 
 ‘I didnae mean to pry.’ 
 Eric knew for certain he’d been too slow at covering 
the marks up on his arm. ‘I was sitting in a park in 
Birmingham. Trying to make a decision. Any decision. I 
had nowhere to live and no income. I was in a bad place 
back then.’ 
 ‘Aye, we still are.’ 
 ‘Do you want to hear or not?’ 
 Duncan nodded for him to continue.  
 ‘This guy came over and offered work. Sixty quid a 
day, cash in hand. It was a no-brainer at the time. My plan 
was to get some money together and rebuild a life. Stupid. 
I should have thought it through.’ 
 Duncan stopped working long enough to look Eric 
in the eye. ‘We all make mistakes, my friend.’ 
 ‘Ha! Well, you’ve nailed it there. They stumble that 
run fast. Forty five years old and my life amounts to 
nothing. Five years ago I had everything. At least, I 
thought I did. Anyway, that’s another story.’ Eric wiped his 
face again on his filthy shirt. ‘Jesus, it’s hot. So, how about 
you? How did you get here?’ 
 Duncan laughed. He laughed loud enough to attract 
the attention of The Boss. ‘Ha! ha! I applied for the job,’ he 



 

said. ‘Can you believe that? I had an interview and 
everything.’ 
 ‘What’s so fuckin’ funny, Angus?’ bawled The Boss, 
heaving himself to his feet. He crushed the empty beer 
can in one hand and threw it down. He stood in the middle 
of the track. The heat shimmer around his feet made it 
look as though he was floating. 
 ‘We’re just talking about the weather, boss. A damn 
sight better than it was back in Glasgow.’ 
 The Boss said nothing. Both men watched him, 
waiting to see what he would do. Another can of beer 
cracked open, punctuating the heat of the day.  
 ‘I’ve got my eye on you two.’ He put the can to his 
wet, flabby lips and gulped. Foam ran down his chin and 
dripped onto his fat belly. Eric tried not to watch. He knew 
exactly how good that would taste. The Boss stood a little 
while longer, just looking at them, his expression 
unreadable. He then turned and wobbled back to where 
he’d been sitting. He grabbed the unconscious man by the 
back of his shirt and dragged him further up the track, 
leaned him against another tree and sat down once more. 
 Pete had rallied a bit since his last near collapse 
but he was far from well, only managing to shift small 
amounts of the soil that Duncan broke free. His spade 
rattled against loose stones. The constant blinking away of 
sweat had set off a tick in his cheek. He was thin, scrawny 
thin. Being ill made him look worse than ever. Duncan had 
been trying to keep him cheerful with bad jokes and 
implausible anecdotes. Eric thought how Duncan would 
make a great counsellor. He had a talent. 
 ‘Duncan? Is Pete okay?’ 
 Duncan stopped swinging the pick. ‘Peter, our 
southern friend here is enquiring about the state of your 
health.’ 



 

 ‘I feel like shit, man. How long do we have to keep 
this up?’ The tick made him look as though he was 
winking at them both. 
 Eric leaned on his shovel. It was one of the best. 
Though he knew that all things were relative. ‘Till we reach 
half way.’ He nodded towards The Boss. ‘He said we’d eat 
tonight.’ 
 ‘Don’t know if I could keep anything down. Feel a 
bit sick, like.’ 
 Duncan chopped at the ground some more. ‘Now 
you just concentrate on telling yourself how you’re going 
to be fine. No more negative thoughts, Geordie, eh?’ 
 ‘I don’t even remember waking up this morning.’ 
 ‘You’re the lucky one,’ said Eric. 
 ‘Luckier than that poor bastard up there. I reckon it 
could be us next, you know?’ 
 They all looked at The Boss drinking at the side of 
the half-dead Portuguese man about a hundred yards 
away. 
 ‘Not as long as I’m around, it won’t,’ Duncan said. 
 The Boss then struggled to his feet and waddled 
back to the truck. He grabbed another carrier bag full of 
beer, snarled at them on the way back, and then got 
comfortable again at his drinking post. 
 ‘That man needs to go to the hospital,’ Pete said, 
his head beginning to nod in counter-rhythm to his cheek 
twitch. 
 ‘Which one?’ said Eric. 
 ‘Ha, you’re right. Maybe a fortnight in a health spa 
to drop a stone or ten. No, that Portuguese guy. If he’s 
going to survive, he needs looking at. Trust us, I know 
about this stuff.’ 
 Eric frowned at Pete. He couldn’t imagine how he 
would know anything about medicine, apart from maybe 
the stuff you bought on the streets. Still, they knew very 



 

little about each other. They spoke only about the here 
and now. It didn’t feel right to talk about anything else. 
This misery was their entire existence. The fact that he’d 
been a perfectly normal, functioning human being, a 
husband even, was as unbelievable to him as it would be 
to Duncan and Pete. And as irrelevant. And who knows, 
maybe Pete had been a paramedic or something before 
all this shit happened, and maybe Duncan had been an 
airline pilot. Anything was possible. Still, Pete was right 
about the Portuguese.  
 ‘I’m not at all sure a hospital could do very much for 
him anyway. It’s where we’re all headed.’ Eric was 
surprised when Duncan didn’t pick him up on negativity 
like he had Pete. 
 They continued to dig as the blinding sun moved 
slowly above them, scorching everything to a crisp, even 
through the partial shade of the trees. The bottle of water 
was passed between them, no longer just warm but hot. It 
made Eric gip when he drank from it but Duncan insisted. 
Not a man to take no for an answer. 
 Slowly, almost imperceptibly, they made their way 
closer to The Boss.  
 The two Spaniards suddenly got a lot louder.  One 
of them held up his spade, pointed at it then started 
shouting and shaking his head. The other was patting him 
on the back, urging him to work and not complain. The 
trench was virtually level with The Boss and the almost 
dead Portuguese.  
 Eric spotted Duncan watching the two of them very 
carefully. It didn’t come as a surprise when he hissed at 
them. ‘Keep it down, pal. We’re nearly done.’ 
 The Spaniard making the most noise railed on 
Duncan. He spoke even louder and at breakneck speed. 
The only words Eric could make out were ‘Inglés’ and 
‘bastard’. He got the gist.  



 

 ‘I don’t have any idea what you’re blatherin’ on 
about, friend,’ said Duncan. ‘But if you don’t give over then 
you’re going to cause a problem for everyone. And don’t 
accuse me of being a Sassenach. We could have a 
serious fall out over that.’ 
 The Boss struggled to his feet. 
 ‘Heads down, the drunken toley’s getting up. Eric, 
swap places with Pete so the bastard can’t see him.’ 
 ‘Right then, Angus, what’s the problem? Do you 
have a complaint?’ 
 Before Duncan could figure out how to reply the 
Spaniard stepped forwards and waved his spade. Eric 
noticed the handle was snapped over half-way down. The 
Spaniard spoke even faster. The Boss snatched the 
spade from his hand and waved the blade dangerously 
close to the man’s face.  
 ‘These tools are provided free of charge. You 
should be fuckin’ grateful for what you’ve fuckin’ got!’ 
 The Spaniard didn’t shut up. He was waving his 
arms about and pointing at each of them in turn. The Boss 
went a worrying shade of purple before he pushed the 
man hard in the chest. 
 ‘If you’re not going to fuckin’ work then you’re no 
fuckin’ use to me. I’ll show you what I fuckin’ mean, you 
retard.’ He took two steps back towards where he’d been 
sitting and swung the spade. It hit the unconscious 
Portuguese hard on the side of the head. The resounding 
crack was followed by utter silence. The man’s body 
collapsed sideways slowly, disappearing into the harsh, 
wild grass. None of the men could see what damage had 
been done. A stork landed about fifty feet further up the 
track and stood looking at the work party. The Boss kicked 
the man twice then raised the spade above his head. He 
brought it down hard three times. The noise being less 
pronounced each time. Blood stained the back of the 



 

blade. Eric was terrified, certain that the rage would spill 
over and he’d kill them all. The Boss, barely able to 
breathe with the exertion, turned towards the Spaniard 
who now stood speechless.  
 ‘There’s nothing wrong… with this…  fuckin’… 
spade,’ he said, and threw it onto the floor. ‘Pick it up.’ The 
Boss’s face was bright red and ran with sweat. His breath 
hissed and wheezed in and out of his body. 
 The Spaniard just stood looking at him. 
 The Boss took the cattle prod from the clip on his 
belt and waved it at the Spaniard. ‘I said, pick - it - UP!’ 
 Eric didn’t want to watch. He tore his eyes away 
and immediately saw the stork. He felt a familiar chill. The 
sort his dad always said he had, just before one of his 
‘flashes’. Day-time dreams or vivid pictures of something 
bad happening. His dad would never be drawn on what 
exactly he’d seen but he’d always insist on Eric delaying 
what he was about to do or even changing his plans 
entirely. Once even after he’d left home. Eric had been at 
work. The phone went and it was his dad. ‘Eric, I’m only 
being stupid, I know, but indulge me. Stay in the office 
over lunch, okay? Hope Margaret’s okay.’ Eric didn’t think 
he’d ever had one of those premonitions, if that’s what 
they were, but he’d definitely had the chills. They left him 
feeling anxious and exposed.  
 The chill evaporated and the stork flew away. Eric’s 
attention returned to the scene before him. It was as 
though he’d had the pause button pressed. The Spaniard 
bent to pick up the spade but still didn’t speak. He rose 
slowly to his feet and stared The Boss in the face. The 
Spaniard’s breathing came in violent gasps. Eric was 
convinced that this would be the moment when The Boss 
reached behind him for the gun that pulled down his filthy 
sweat pants. Eric knew that if he started firing now that he 
wouldn’t be able to stop. Instead, The Boss grabbed the 



 

Spaniard by the shirt and dragged him to the side of the 
track. He pointed at the rough ground between the trees. 
‘Now, dig a hole and put that piece of shit in it.’  
 He turned to the rest of them, still panting heavily. 
 ‘That’s what we do with shit. We bury it. Let that be 
a lesson.’ He eyeballed them all, one by one, making sure 
that the message had registered. He turned again and 
saw that the Spaniard was just standing beneath the 
spooky trees with his head bowed.  
 ‘Dig!’ he said. 
 The Spaniard didn’t move. The Boss raised the 
cattle prod and took a few steps towards him. ‘I said, 
fuckin’ dig!’ The Spaniard stared at the prod as though 
actually considering defying the order but then started 
scraping at the soil between his feet. 
 The Boss nodded at him then turned his back on 
them all and waddled back in the direction of the truck. 
 ‘Jesus - Christ!’ said Eric. ‘Should we - ?’ 
 Duncan put a firm hand on Eric’s wrist. ‘We don’t do 
anything, friend. We don’t do anything.’ 
 Eric’s chest started to hitch and he felt nauseous. 
And what was with Duncan? He’d stood up to The Boss 
over trivial matters before. This didn’t make sense. 
 ‘Listen.’ The deep Scottish drone went some way to 
stem the rising panic. ‘Listen, the man was as good as 
dead anyway - I know - I know, it doesnae make it right in 
any world I’ve ever lived in either. But it was probably 
going to happen sooner or later and there’s not a damn 
thing we could have done to stop it.’ 
 Eric couldn’t tear his eyes away from the Spaniard 
digging a hole on the other side of the track. He wiped 
moisture from his cheeks, not wanting to be seen as weak.  
 ‘Keep digging.’ 
 ‘But…’ 



 

 ‘I said, keep digging, unless you want to end up like 
that poor bastard.’ 
 Eric looked from the deeply shocked Spaniard 
struggling with the broken spade to the mound of 
humanity just about visible on the opposite side of the 
lane. ‘I’ve never seen…’ 
 ‘Keep - digging.’ 
 Eric wiped his face on his arm and then turned his 
attention to shifting the soil that Duncan loosened with his 
pick.  
 He stopped again.  
 ‘If we all just rushed him…’ 
 ‘You’re getting on ma tits now. You think I hadn’t 
thought of that? We’re starving, starving and weak as 
fuckin’ bairns and he’s got that fuckin’ fizzy stick. On top of 
that there’s that big lump of nonsense pulling his breeks 
down at the back.’ 
 ‘The gun might not even work. It could be a replica.’  
 ‘Maybe so, but only an idiot would want to find out. 
Anyway, you got anything to prove who you are? 
 ‘Well…’ 
 ‘No, exactly. And d’yer have any money or even 
any idea where you might be? 
 Eric started scraping the soil again with his spade. 
 ‘We’re stuck - for now,” Duncan continued. ‘I’m not 
sayin’ for ever, but we are for now. What we’ve just seen 
changes everything. ’ 
 ‘Is there a problem here?’ The Boss had returned, 
with more beer. 
 Duncan looked him straight in the eye. ‘No, sir. I 
was just giving this wee southern shite some advice.’ 
 The Boss stared hard at them both then frowned at 
Eric. His cheeks almost touched his forehead. ‘Eyes are 
red. Not sick, are you?’ 



 

 ‘No, no… I’m not sick. I’m fine. I’ve been rubbing 
them, that’s all. I think it’s the sweat.’ 
 The Boss looked from Eric to Duncan and then 
back to Eric again. ‘That’s good, because I’ve just shown 
you that I don’t need sick workers. Understand?’ 
 Eric mumbled. 
 ‘Understand!’ 
 ‘Yes, sir,’ said Duncan. ‘We understand just fine.’ 
 The Boss stared for a few more seconds more then 
wobbled away and sat another fifty yards up the lane from 
where they were digging.  
 It took them another hour to draw level with The 
Boss again. Occasionally they’d look back at the Spaniard 
digging in the trees. He didn’t appear to be making any 
significant progress. The sun was very low now and 
particles in the air glittered between and beneath the 
twisted branches. The music from ‘Legend’, Tangerine 
Dream, the best one, filled Eric’s head. A stunning scene 
of magic and beauty. Eric struggled with the contradiction 
of what was happening and the tricks his imagination was 
playing on him. 
 All five men had stopped working now that they’d 
reached their goal and were looking across at the fat man. 
It took him a moment or two to realise what the sudden 
silence meant but then, without saying anything to 
anyone, he struggled to his feet and walked down the 
track to where the Spaniard was still stabbing half-
heartedly at the soil. He stopped him and made him walk 
back to where the body lay. Between them they dragged 
the limp remains over to the hole. Eric watched but 
couldn’t see properly because one of the trees was 
blocking his view. After a few moments, the Spaniard 
came walking back wiping at his eyes but there was no 
sign of The Boss. Eric took a few steps down the track and 
could just see the fat man looking down at the ground. 



 

The Boss glanced left and right, checking that he was out 
of sight and then reached into the back pocket of his 
sweat pants. He pulled out what looked to Eric like a pair 
of pliers. Eric watched as The Boss reached down, placed 
his foot a couple of feet forwards and then pulled violently 
upwards. He lifted the pliers closer to his own face then 
dropped something into the palm of his hand. He threw it 
up into the air where the sun glittered against the gold 
before it dropped neatly back into his palm. Eric retched 
as The Boss returned the pliers to his back pocket and his 
prize into one at the front. Eric retraced his steps quickly 
before The Boss had time to see him watching. A few 
seconds later he was standing, sweating, in front of the 
men at the trench. 
 ‘Right, now, you bunch of retards. Get this dug up 
past the gate on the left and we all get to eat tonight.’ He 
craned his fat neck to stare up into the sky. ‘Light’s going 
so don’t fuck about.’ 
 No-one said a word. All five men stood and stared 
at The Boss. The only sound was that of dust blowing in 
the warm breeze and the Spaniard’s heavy, laboured 
breathing.



 

Two 
 
 Rosie sat on a white, wooden bench half way down 
Brighton pier staring out at the sea and trying not to feel 
lost and lonely. A seagull swooped and screamed. Waves 
crashed against the supports beneath her feet. The air 
was sweet and fresh and the place was bustling with 
perfect mums and perfect dads with perfect little children. 
Perfect by her standard, at any rate. People eating ice-
creams and candy floss and having a great time in the 
warm spring sunshine. Music blasted from left and right; 
the nearby slots competing with the big rides at the far 
end. She ignored all that and concentrated only on the 
vast, grey expanse of the English Channel.  
 School had told her how it was no more than a thin 
strip of bright blue ink between the town where she lived 
and the coast of France. It didn’t look so thin now, or blue. 
It looked huge. Huge, mucky and freezing cold.  
 Maybe they’d got it wrong. Everything else she’d 
been told at school had been wrong: ‘work hard and you 
can be anything you want’, ‘be kind to others and they’ll be 
kind to you’, ‘your parents deserve your respect’, 
‘arguments are won with words not fists’ and ‘boys only 
like ‘nice’ girls’. Well, you can hardly respect your parents 
when one disappears off the face of the earth and the 
other turns into a useless, pathetic invalid. And as for the 
last two, well, they were really stupid. 
 She was so glad she got out of that dump of a 
school before Christmas. There had been home visits from 
welfare officers but they’d played on mum’s illness and 
avoided crap like court by promising to try harder. To work 
out a strategy - whatever that was. It had started to get 
serious though, real serious, and Rosie couldn’t stand the 
thought of going back to that place, that’s why she’d had 
to run away. All those losers would be slogging their way 



 

through old GCSE questions now. Busting their guts for 
pieces of paper that meant nothing. There were no jobs, 
there was no future, there was no nothing. She’d read it 
on Facebook. Someone had posted that the country was 
going down the toilet and that it was time for everyone to 
get off before some fool flushed it. She liked that. She 
smiled at the image. Tried to remember what Miss Taylor 
had said that sort of thing was where you described 
something by calling it something else. Began with an ‘m’, 
she was sure. Couldn’t get it though. Not that it mattered. 
Nothing mattered any more. 
 She did miss her old English teacher. Miss Taylor 
had been kind. Not like the rest of them, who only seemed 
to be happy when they were making some poor kid’s life a 
misery. It’s a pity there weren’t more kind people in the 
world like Miss Taylor. It would be a better place. 
 There was a chip shop just up to her left. The 
smells drifting down from it were amazing but she had no 
money for food. She had no money for anything. 
 But it was no good thinking like that. She promised 
herself she wouldn’t get miserable. This was the start of a 
new and exciting adventure. She was going to be an adult. 
No more being bossed about by stupid teachers, no more 
having to be nurse-maid to her stupid mother and her 
disgusting, smelly, rotting legs. No more being treated like 
a little kid. She would do whatever she wanted from now 
on. She would be free. 
 A few days ago, she’d walked out of the house with 
just her school back-pack. It had been her plan to stop 
with her friend, Claire, and her alcoholic dad. Claire was 
nineteen, collected her dad’s benefits every week, bought 
him enough cheap booze to keep him going until the next 
payment was made and managed to leave enough to buy 
a small amount of food. It wasn’t ideal, Rosie knew, but it 
was a start and she had to get away. However,  Claire had 



 

squeezed out of the door, pulled it shut behind her and 
ushered Rosie onto the footpath. She explained how 
some old girlfriend of her dad’s had moved in and caused 
chaos. She was really sorry but there was no way the cow 
would agree to Rosie staying. Claire was worried that she 
was likely to be thrown out, too. 
 As she walked away, Rosie realised her plan had 
crashed before it got started and she now had nowhere to 
stay.  
 Stupid mistake number one.  
 She’d headed for the park and sent her old mate, 
Lizzie, a text. Lizzie had run off with a drummer when she 
was nearly fourteen. She was Rosie’s big hero. Lizzie 
came up with the idea of crashing at her’s with some other 
girls in the centre of Brighton. That had been great news 
because it saved her from being homeless. If it hadn’t 
been for Lizzie, she would have been back in her bedroom 
less than four hours after leaving. She’d have never heard 
the last of that. 
 But Lizzie was a cow and she’d lied and the place 
she was staying in was a pigsty with no heating. She 
wouldn’t even admit she was a liar and she looked like shit 
and smelled like it, too. And they weren’t girls that were 
living there, they were boys. Boys who were pigs. Boys 
who thought they could do whatever they wanted because 
they were boys. Messing with her. Trying to touch her. But 
no way was that happening. Not for free at least. If they 
wanted a feel then they had to give her something in 
return. That was how it worked. Maybe just a beer or a 
chip supper, she wasn’t greedy, but if there was one thing 
she’d learned while looking after her mum, it was that you 
don’t give away the only thing that you have to sell. She 
wasn’t just a stupid kid anymore.  



 

 But then that meant that moving in with Lizzie had 
been stupid mistake number two. She stayed a couple of 
nights even though she knew she’d have to leave. 
 One of boys in the bedsit, Paul, maybe he wasn’t 
so bad. He’d told her about the hostel nearby. How you 
could go there at night and how it was warm and you 
could get soup and somewhere to sleep. He also said 
there might be old men in there, drunks, farting and 
pissing in the next bed. Still, it sounded like a ton better 
than Lizzie’s pigsty. So, she’d tried it. 
 There had been no problem at all with the old 
drunks. The men and women were separate, so Paul 
wasn’t as clued up as he made out. Still, even so, things 
hadn’t gone so well. It had been that druggy bastard that 
had scared the shit out of her, climbing into her bed. She 
thought he was going to attack her or something. He 
shouldn’t even have been in the female section. He’d be 
getting himself thrown out. But he wasn’t attacking her, he 
was just a mummy’s boy. He must have been twenty or 
something and crying like a baby. Anyway, even after that, 
even though she knew she was going to have to leave 
there as well, it was still better than being back at home 
with her mum and her stinking legs and her medicine that 
Rosie knew damn well was just drugs. Filthy drugs that 
would kill her quicker than her rotting legs would. So the 
hostel had been better than all that and no way would she 
be getting into any of that druggy shit because it was 
everywhere, even at home, and the only way to get away 
from it was to leave and do her own thing and be grown 
up and start a life of her own. So she left the hostel. That 
had been yesterday and now she didn’t have anywhere 
else to go. Stupid mistake number three. 
 No-one wanted to help. 
 ‘Hiya, babes. What’re you up to then?’ 



 

 The voice startled her. She looked up to see the 
silhouette of a man. The sun was behind him so his face 
was just a black shape. She put her hand up to shield her 
eyes. Still no good. 
 Rosie wasn’t stupid. She knew what he was after. 
And even though she was wearing a leather skirt she’d 
nicked from Lizzie and her own denim jacket, and even 
though she had eye-shadow and lippy on, she knew she 
still looked like a kid. She’d always look like a kid. Maybe 
forever. Patsy Pan. So maybe he was one of those paedo 
guys. 
 Still, he was a bloke so maybe this was an 
opportunity to do something about her rumbling belly. 
Maybe even get a bit of money. She decided to play it cool 
and pulled her back-pack close to her so he couldn’t see 
the embarrassing picture on the front. 
 ‘Who wants to know?’ 
 It was meant to sound tough but it just sounded 
stupid, as usual. He moved slightly to one side so she 
could see his face. He was old. Older than thirty even. His 
hair was going thin but he had decent clothes and a 
friendly smile. 
 ‘Don’t be like that. I just thought, you sat there, all 
on your own. No drink, no food. You look lonely. Thought 
I’d say hello.’ 
 ‘Hello,’ Rosie said, and looked away. He sounded 
dumb. Dumber than dumb. But he was making an effort. 
 ‘There’s no need to be mean. Give a guy a chance.’ 
 Now he sounded like a spaz. 
 He sat next to her. He smelled clean. That was a 
good sign. She hadn’t sat next to anyone who’d smelled 
clean since she’d left home. In fact, the way mum’s legs 
smelled, maybe much longer than that. She let him sit. He 
didn’t feel like a threat. 
 ‘So, how about it then?’  



 

 ‘What?’ 
 ‘What if I get you a nice hot chocolate and some 
cake. Chocolate cake maybe? Do you think you could be 
nice to me if I did that?’ 
 She didn’t want to sound too keen. ‘I’d rather have 
some chips.’ 
 He smiled. ‘Sure! There’s a twenty in it, too.’ 
 That clinched it. She knew exactly what she was 
letting herself in for and, even though he was older than 
the guys she let do stuff to her for cider and fags, she had 
a feeling he’d be nice about it. Besides, twenty quid! 
 She’d insisted on the money up front and was 
surprised, after the hurried and uncomfortable few minutes 
of grunty, jerky sex in the disabled toilet, that he walked 
back to the bench with her and sat down. He even got her 
the hot chocolate and cake that he’d promised as well as 
the chips. ‘So, where are you headed?’ 
 She couldn’t believe he was even interested. She 
thought he would have legged it as soon as he’d got what 
he wanted. Especially as she knew how underage she 
looked - was. 
 ‘Oh, you know…’ She didn’t really want to sit there 
talking with him. She had her money and her cake. Had 
her cake and ate it! Maybe things were looking up. A 
seagull landed on the railing opposite. Rosie couldn’t 
believe how huge it was. It fixed her with its beady eyes. 
 ‘It’s none of my business but, if you were interested, 
I might know where there’s some waitressing work, maybe 
a bit of dancing…? Anyway, a friend of mine is looking for 
girls to work in Europe. Good money. Cash in hand. Great 
clubs. Famous people. Pop bands and all that. But if you 
have other plans…’ 
 ‘Don’t really dance.’ 
 ‘Oh, that’s not a problem. You’ll be shown how to 
go on. Like I said, it’s a classy club. Lots of famous 



 

people. Boy bands and stuff go there after gigs. They just 
like having pretty girls around to serve drinks and look 
cool. You know? Makes them feel special. I just thought, 
you being a pretty girl and all that…’  
 ‘In Europe?’ 
 ‘Yeah, various places. All over really. There’s a van 
picking up out near the wheel in about an hour. I’m sure 
there’s room for another one if you’re interested. You 
know, you seem like a nice kid. Might be an opportunity for 
you.’  
 A childish tune cut through the background noise. 
Someone must have put a coin in one of the kiddie rides. 
 He pulled an iPhone from his pocket. 
 “I can make a call if you want. No pressure.’ He 
waved the phone at her. 
 ‘Don’t have a passport.’ 
 ‘Not a problem.’ He waved the phone again and 
smiled. 
 Rosie thought about it. ‘Europe’ sounded pretty 
tempting. It was where posh people went on holiday. 
There was a niggling doubt in the back of her mind, a sort 
of too-good-to-be-true thing, but… well… The guy had 
already got what he was after, why would he even bother 
trying to con her?   
 And he’d said that thing about there being boy 
bands, famous people and stuff. Maybe she could even 
get… But no, that was stupid. Probably. You never know 
though. People got famous from being on shit TV shows. 
If she was actually meeting famous people. Well…  
 Twenty four hours later, she was peering through 
the grimy windows of a rattly old mini-bus in some huge 
great city. No-one had told her which one and, to be 
honest, she didn’t really care. It was cold and rainy, but 
that didn’t bother her. At least she was miles away from 
the pervy head-teacher, Mr Wilson, and Natalie ‘I’m-so-



 

perfect’ Andrews with her make-up and fingernails and 
ridiculously huge tits that pervy Wilson drooled over. 
Because Europe was about as far away as you could get 
without going to America or something. This really was the 
start of something special now. She was sure of it. She 
could feel it. Grown up. How weird would that be? 
 And yet it didn’t seem so long ago that everything 
had been such great fun, when she was chewing gum at 
the local shops, shooting the shit with her mates, letting 
the guys peep down the front of her skinny cotton top, the 
one that said, Teen Tramp, in glittery letters across the 
front. Sharing a bottle of cheap, sweet cider with Billy 
Weston in the broken down bandstand in the park, talking 
dirty and laughing until it hurt. It didn’t seem so long since 
she’d been buying and selling cigarettes with her mates at 
fifty pee a go and then dancing in the street to pumping 
music, being a naughty girl, a nasty girl. 
 Maybe she’d miss all that. 
 ‘Hey! Move - your - ass!’ 
 Rosie jumped. She stood quickly and grabbed at 
her back-pack but it was stuck. She tried not to panic. Why 
was it always her that messed up? How would anyone 
ever take her seriously? Being grown up should be easier 
than being a kid. Why was she such a retard? 
 ‘I said - move - your - ass, girl.’ 
 The woman doing the shouting heaved herself out 
from the driver’s seat of the mini-bus and squeezed her 
way up the short aisle. The other five girls were already 
standing on the pavement but Rosie couldn’t pull her bag 
away from the seat. One of the straps had caught down 
the side and the shouting wasn’t helping. 
 ‘Here, I’ll get it.’ 
 The woman leaned over and tugged hard enough 
to snap the strap. She wore too much make-up, smelled of 
stale cigarettes and her hair crackled like nylon jumpers 



 

do when they come out of the tumble drier. Rosie took in 
the body and features: dumpy with messy dark hair, on 
her top lip as well as her head. She looked more like a 
bloke. She held the bag up and laughed at the picture 
printed there. 
 ‘Little Miss Naughty, eh? Well, it’s an image, of 
sorts.’ She was wracked by a cough that Captain Jack 
Sparrow’s dad would have been proud of. She handed 
Rosie the bag. ‘Now, out on the pavement with the others.’ 
 Rosie peered out through the wet, smeary window 
and saw the other girls grinning and nudging each other. 
Hugging their shoulders in the rain. Layers of thick, orange 
make-up, hair piled high, drawn-on eyebrows, massive 
eye-lashes and club clothes: tight skirts or shorts, tiny, to 
show the crescent of  their bum cheeks and tops that 
showed their boobs. Rosie wondered how long it would be 
before she could wear stuff and look like that. She was 
tired of having a boy’s body. They’d all be talking about 
her. Laughing at how useless she was.  
 ‘I said, out on the pavement. It’s only a bit of water 
and a bit of cold. Won’t kill you.’ 
 The woman followed Rosie down the two steps of 
the mini bus and stood, podgy hands on fat, flabby hips, in 
front of the six girls.  
 ‘Okay, you guys. I have to go park the van. You 
need to wait here. I’ll only be a few minutes. Try not to get 
into trouble and don’t, don’t, go anywhere with anyone. I 
have to deliver all six of you in one piece and we’re nearly 
there. Don’t screw up now.’ 
 Rosie tried reading the road signs in case they 
would give her a clue as to where she was. They looked 
as though they were written in French but she couldn’t be 
certain. Maybe she should have paid more attention in 
school. Thinking of school made her think of Miss Taylor 



 

again. What would Miss Taylor say if she could see her 
now? 
 Rosie pushed the thought away. 
 Miserable rain fell from a miserable grey sky. Over 
to her left was a familiar looking giant archway covered in 
pigeons and pigeon shit. The wind blew the rain sideways. 
It was freezing. 
 The streets were full of people jostling and hurrying 
on their way. No-one paid any attention to the six, skinny, 
under-dressed girls standing on the wet pavement, There 
were beggars lying every few metres, next to walls and 
next to railings. Their belongings, like themselves, 
wrapped in black bin liners, tied tight with string.  
 ‘Are we near to the club?’ said Rosie.  
 ‘What?’ said the woman, turning back to face 
Rosie. 
 ‘The night club. The revue bar. Whatever it is. 
Where we’re going to work. I just wondered…’ 
 The woman bent down, squinted and breathed foul 
breath into Rosie’s face once more. ‘You know, you look a 
bit on the young side to me. How old are you?’ 
 ‘I’m… I’m eighteen…’ Rosie looked at her feet. 
 The woman straightened. ‘I knew back in Brighton 
you’d be trouble.’ 
 ‘I just wondered if we had far to walk. It’s a bit cold.’ 
 ‘It’s my job to deliver you and I’ve nearly done that. 
I don’t know and don’t particularly want to know where it is 
you’re going to work or what you’re going to do. But this is 
France, sugar. Paris, France. And it’s full of night clubs so 
we’re bound to be near one of them.’ 
 ‘The city of romance.’ Rosie said it out loud without 
thinking. 
 The woman cackled. It reminded Rosie of the 
wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz. It seemed an age since 



 

she’d sat on the settee with her mum and watched that. 
An age. 
 ‘The city of romance! It certainly is that, young lady. 
This is Rue Saint Denis. Famous the world over.’ She 
opened her arms wide to indicate just how big the world 
was and then walked away, chuntering. ‘City of romance!’ 
She was still laughing and shaking her scruffy head as 
she climbed back into the mini-bus and drove away. 
 Rosie watched the cloud of black smoke as it 
merged into the slanting rain. She shivered and turned to 
face the other girls. They’d all lost interest in her now. She 
pulled her childish bag onto one shoulder and wrapped 
her arms around her chest, trying to keep out the biting 
cold. When the man on the pier had told her she would be 
working in Europe, she’d imagined deep blue skies and 
sun kissed beaches. Not this. This was exactly the same 
as London or Brighton: packed with people, mucky, 
freezing cold. She stamped her feet but her thin, canvas 
shoes gave little protection and even less warmth. She 
turned her foot slightly to see the stained, beige material 
with its faded stars down each side. She remembered 
buying them for the school disco last year. She’d thought 
they were the best shoes she’d ever owned.  
 ‘Do you have a name, then?’ 
 The voice startled her. She turned to see one of the 
other girls staring down at her.  
 ‘Only, you haven’t said a word - to anybody. Even 
when we changed vans after the ferry.’ 
 ‘I’m… I’m Rosie.’ 
 The other girl grinned and held out her hand. 
‘Tracey.’ She chewed gum with her mouth open. ‘If you 
call me Trace, I’ll kill ya.’ The grin turned into a smile as 
Rosie took her hand. The fingernails were lime green with 
purple dots. Tracey pulled Rosie in close. ‘Watch the lanky 
cow with the big gob. That’s Jade. I haven’t made my mind 



 

up about her yet.’ She tilted her head in the direction of 
the others. ‘Them three, either someone’s forgot to switch 
them on or their batteries are flat. Not a lot going on there, 
if you get what I mean. So what got you here?’ 
 ‘Oh, you know, stuff.’ 
 ‘Stuff eh? Very specific. Parents a waste of space?’ 
 ‘My mum’s ill. I had to look after her. I couldn’t 
stand it any longer.’ 
 Tracey nodded. ‘Mine was a drunk. Since I was 
little, I was desperate to get away before she battered me 
to death. She’d start out all friendly then, as soon as the 
booze started to kick in, she’d get all lovey and cuddly, 
next thing, she’d be crying and snotting everywhere and 
threatening to kill us both. Mad as fuck.’ 
 ‘You said - was.’ 
 ‘Yeah, she died.’ 
 ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ Rosie didn’t know where to look. 
 ‘Don’t be. She was a waste of space. Better off 
without her.’ 
 ‘Do you have any other family?’ 
 Tracey laughed. ‘Only Dame Penelope Phillips, my 
posh aunt. She couldn’t care less about us though. 
Haven’t seen her in years. My mum’s always going on 
about how we could go and live with her. Ha! Like she’d 
have scum like us shitting up her palace.’ 
 ‘God! Is she a real dame?’ 
 Tracey laughed. ‘No, course not. Just thinks she is. 
Snooty cow.’ 
 Rosie tried to think of something cool to say. ‘Have 
you ever done anything like this before?’ she said. 
 ‘Depends what ‘this’ is.’ 
 ‘Exciting though, don’t you think?’ 
 Tracey shrugged. ‘I guess. If what they say is true.’ 
 ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ 



 

 Jade leaned forwards. Rosie could see what Tracey 
meant. She had a face that meant business and shoulders 
like a rugby player. ‘Because everybody lies, kid. It’s what 
makes the world go round.’ 
 ‘Meet Mrs Optimistic,’ Tracey announced. ‘This is 
Jade. She insists that everything is shit. That way, she’s 
never disappointed.’ 
 ‘Everything is shit.’  
 ‘It might not be,’ Rosie said. ‘This might be just 
what we’ve all been looking for. Everybody gets a break 
sometime. Maybe it’s out turn.’ 
 Jade leaned forwards once more and repeated her 
mantra. ‘Everything - is - shit.’ 
 Tracey squared up to her. ‘So why are you even 
here then? Yeah?’ She pointed at Rosie. ‘See, she’s just 
starting out but she’s already got the balls to grab 
something and run with it. All the way across here in a 
trashy van and then a minibus driven by Mrs Bleeding 
Trunchbull. She knows what you have to do to succeed.’ 
 Jade gave Tracey a withering look then dismissed 
her with a turn. 
 Rosie watched the two girls, the way they stood, 
the way their clothes fitted them just right. The confidence 
that they both had. That was what she wanted. That was 
how she should be. She forced herself to make 
conversation. To be one of them. ‘I hated that first van. It 
was stinky.’ 
 Tracey turned to her. ‘Yeah, well, I guess it was 
necessary.’  
 Rosie gave her a puzzled look. 
 ‘Well, duh! We ain’t got any passports, have we? 
That’s why we had to be quiet. Anyway, you look freezin’. 
Ain’t you got a coat?’ 
 ‘Did have. Denim. I lost it though when we changed 
vans at the ferry.’ 



 

 Tracey turned to the others. ‘Anybody got 
something this chick could wear? You could hang a 
handbag on her nips.’ She glanced back at Rosie. ‘Mind 
you, that’s about all you got going for you there: nips. How 
old did you say you were?’ 
 ‘Eighteen?’ 
 ‘Yeah, sure you are. They’re gonna love you, babe. 
You got any experience?’ 
 ‘In what?’ 
 Tracey laughed. Her gum fell out onto the 
pavement. ‘Shit!’ She laughed again. Pulled a pack from 
her tight, denim cut-offs and started to unwrap a strip.  
 ‘Strutting your stuff. You know, grinding, being sexy 
and all that.’ Tracey moved her hips to an imaginary beat 
in the rain to emphasise what she meant by being sexy. ‘I 
know they said it’s just waitressing and dancing but they 
always want more.’ 
 ‘The man in Brighton said I’d be shown what to do.’ 
 ‘Ha, ha, he ain’t wrong there. What club were you 
in?’ 
 ‘I was on the pier.’ 
 ‘What, dancin’?’ She turned to the others. ‘Hey, I 
said, anyone got a coat for this kid?’ 
 One of the girls produced a fake leather jacket. 
Thin, black PVC. Tracey took it from her and draped it 
around Rosie’s shoulders. It was much too big. Rosie 
slipped her bag off her shoulder and put the jacket on 
properly. It looked even bigger. 
 ‘So, this guy…’ 
 ‘He bought me a hot chocolate and chips. And 
some cake. Gave me twenty quid. I’ve still got it. I might 
get some jeans with it.’ 
 ‘Not here you won’t. I was here years ago with my 
saddo hippy dad. Everything costs a fortune. Of course, 
that was before he fucked off. Good riddance to bad 



 

rubbish though. It was on that trip to Paris that I realised 
what he really wanted me along for.’ 
 ‘What was that?’ 
 Tracey stood back and grinned at Rosie. She shook 
her head. ‘You really don’t know, do you?’ 
 ‘My dad left, too.’ 
 ‘Yeah? He find someone prettier than your mum?’ 
 ‘No, he wouldn’t do that. He loved us. He had to 
work away a lot. It was great when he came home though. 
There was always pressies and tons of money.’ 
 ‘Tons of money? What was he, a drug dealer?’ 
 ‘No, but it was secret. He couldn’t tell us about it. I 
think he worked for the government. I know he went 
abroad though because he always came back with a tan.’ 
 Tracey shook her head. ‘Sounds completely legal to 
me. So when did you last see him?’ 
 Rosie looked down at the floor. ‘He’s been gone 
ages. Years. I worry that something happened to him.’ 
She picked her head up again. ‘I’m sure he’ll be back 
though. He promised.’ 
 ‘Well that’s a definite then if he promised. All men 
keep their promises. They’re famous for it.’ 
 ‘Mine will.’  
 ‘At least he got money for you. All my dad ever did 
was drink with his mates and moan about how expensive 
everything was. That was his gripe with this place. 
Couldn’t afford anything. So your twenty’s going nowhere, 
girl.’ 
 ‘I’ll get a souvenir then.’ 
 Tracey rolled her eyes. ‘So, I’m guessing you did it 
with this guy? The one in Brighton?’ 
 ‘It wasn’t so bad. I’ve been with boys before.’ 
 ‘Proper little lady of the night, eh?’ 
 ‘What?’ 
 ‘You’re going to be a fucking nightmare.’ 



 

 ‘No, I won’t!’ Rosie snapped. ‘And don’t treat me 
like a stupid kid. I’ve managed fine on my own up to now. I 
don’t need anyone to hold my hand and I definitely don’t 
need any of you.’ She turned to face the road. 
 Tracey stared at Rosie’s back for a few seconds 
then put her arm around her. ‘You know what? I think 
maybe you’re okay. Stick with us and we’ll look out for 
each other.’ She turned Rosie gently round. ‘Hey, this is 
Rosie. I think she’s okay.’ 
 As well as Jade, Rosie managed to get a Beth, a 
Jenny and a Brooke but couldn’t remember which was 
which. 
 ‘They’re our real names though. We only use them 
to each other, okay? They’ll give us new names here. So 
creeps can’t stalk us. We might even be able to pick ‘em 
ourselves.’ 
 ‘I want Tawny then,’ one of the others said. Rosie 
thought it might have been Beth, but she wasn’t sure. 
 ‘Tawny? That’s shit,’ said another. There followed a 
brief argument about what the best sexy-girl name was. 
Candy-Sue emerged the winner though Jade insisted it 
was Jade. 
 Rosie began to relax a little. Maybe everything was 
going to be okay. These girls were kind. It had been a long 
time since she’d sensed that she was with friends, and, 
despite what Jade said, Rosie thought even she was 
excited. 
 ‘Right, you lot! Follow me.’ It was the Wicked Witch. 
‘It’s starting to get dark, so keep together.’ 
 ‘What’s her name?’ Rosie asked Tracey, as they 
began walking down the road. 
 ‘I think it might be Felicity or something. People call 
her Phil. I think she’s a dyke.’ 
 Rosie screwed her face up and shook her head. ‘A 
what…?’ 



 

 ‘Jeez, Louise, you’re gonna take some looking 
after, girl.’ 
 ‘Okay, girls, keep to the footpath. It’s just down 
here.’ 
 Rosie kept looking to her left and right. As the road 
narrowed, the shops changed. Brightly coloured, neon 
lights advertising SEX, LIVE SHOWS and GIRLS 
appeared above the shop fronts. The signs were reflected, 
just as brightly, from the wet pavement and road. In 
doorways, girls, women, in high heels and blonde wigs 
and, despite the wet and cold, hardly any clothes, oozed 
out of the increasing gloom. Most were just leaning, 
smoking, smiling at men who passed by. Across the road 
from each girl was a solitary male figure, standing still and 
silent, watching mainly the girl but also the people on the 
street. 
 ‘They’re all a bit obvious,’ said Rosie. 
 Tracey waved her hand dismissively. ‘Don’t worry. 
The French are cool with this sort of thing. This is just 
normal to them. Not like back home.’ 
 ‘So you don’t think… this place we’re going…?’ 
 ‘They’ll want to see a bit of flesh, I imagine. Don’t 
know how you’re gonna go on with that though.’ 
 ‘Only, I’m not that…’ 
 ‘Stop panicking!’ 
 ‘It’s just that, I know how to dance, a bit, but…’ 
 Tracey stopped walking, turned and grabbed the 
tops of Rosie’s arms. ‘Listen, I know they said it would be 
all exotic and posh and famous people and stuff but that’s 
obviously bullshit. I got told the same thing when I went for 
a job waitressing in a dump in Brighton. This’ll be just the 
same: working for next to nothing, handing out drinks in 
skimpy clothes and maybe we’ll be expected to do a bit of 
dancing. Don’t sweat it. Life’s what you make it, you 
know? Okay, you’ll probably get felt up. But so what? 



 

Ignore it and you’ll be fine. This is the first rung on the 
ladder. We all have to start somewhere, don’t we?’ 
 ‘We’ll look back on this and laugh, when we’re rich 
and famous,’ Rosie said. 
 Tracey gave her a friendly shake and let go. ‘That’s 
my girl.’ 
 ‘Oi! You two. Keep up!’ 
 A huge, gloomy church loomed on the left. Rosie 
bent her neck back to look up at the twin, dark steeples, 
oily with rain. Sharp triangles pointing to the heavens. It 
looked as though it was they that were moving and not the 
black clouds. It threw Rosie a little off balance. Rain fell 
onto her face and ran down her cheeks. She thought of 
the old black and white Dracula films she used to watch 
with her mum and dad back when she was little and they 
were all together and happy. That was so long ago. Good 
times. She suddenly felt lonely and scared, despite her 
new friends. She hoped the rain on her face would hide 
the tears. 
 As they walked farther on, the shop lights grew 
even brighter and the mood of the street began to change. 
More people, younger, walking or staggering in the road. 
Rosie felt as though she could be out on the town for a 
good laugh with a bunch of girl-friends. Maybe she was. 
Other girls, some as young as herself, at least, as young-
looking as herself, were out, walking with boys. Sheltering 
from the rain beneath their commandeered jackets. 
Making a drama out of the weather. Rosie wondered if 
she’d ever have a boyfriend. 
 Phil stopped. ‘Okay, girls, keep together. It’s just 
down here on the right. It’s very busy on this part of the 
street so no wandering.’ 
 Rosie turned to Tracey. ‘We’re nearly there!’ 
 Jade piped up from behind. ‘Here’s hoping you’re 
right with all that positive shit, kid.’ 



 

 ‘She will be,’ said Tracey. 
 Rosie could hear excitement in both girls’ voices. 
 They were all hurrying now. Eager to start a new 
experience, a new part of their lives. 
 ‘Do you think we’ll get complimentary drinks?’ 
someone asked. 
 ‘Maybe a posh dinner? Free wine?’ someone else 
said. 
 ‘Okay, girls. Turn right here!’ 
 A small cheer went up. 
 Rosie felt her heart begin to beat faster. This was 
the start. Soon she would see the club she’d been trying 
to imagine. Would there be wide steps leading up to the 
entrance? Would there be a man in a suit waiting to greet 
people as they arrived? Would there be bright lights and 
women like models holding silver trays filled with colourful 
drinks? A bright, springy carpet to walk across? 
 They turned down an alleyway. The cheer died as 
quickly as it had started. Above the entrance were a 
couple of purple, neon strip lights, flickering. Faulty. 
Dripping water. As they took the first few steps, there were 
three more lights, hanging on loose wire. Beyond those 
sad looking strips there was only damp walls and 
darkness. Greasy water ran down the black bricks. Their 
footsteps echoed as the bright lights faded behind them. 
They marched in single file towards a dim set of seven 
wooden steps that led up to a double doorway. 
 ‘God, how spooky is this?’ said Tracey. 
 ‘I’m scared,’ said Rosie. 
 ‘Don’t be.’ Tracey sounded scared, too. 
 Phil - Felicity - walked up the steps and pounded on 
the door. It was impossible to see anything. Rosie could 
hear water running. The air smelled of drains. She thought 
of rats and shuddered. The door opened and, as they 
trooped in, one by one, she thought of her dad’s last 



 

words to her as he tucked her into bed on the night he’d 
left, all those years ago: 
 ‘You be a good girl for your mum. Don’t go getting 
into trouble. I’ll be back before you know it.’ He’d hugged 
her tight, kissed her once, and she never saw him again. 
That had been the hardest blow. All adults were stupid 
and cruel but he’d been the one who could always make 
things right. He’d been the one who had really loved her 
and she’d loved him back as hard as she could. She 
believed with all her heart that he would come back one 
day. Come back with money and a tan again and make 
everything alright. 
 The room was as dark as the alley behind them. 
 The door slammed shut. 
 A dismal light came on. 
 The sound of a key turning in a lock and that of a 
bolt being shot. 
 All six girls stared in disbelief at what lay before 
them. 
 ‘Oh, shit!’ said Tracey.



 

Three 
 
 Jacob’s leather jacket creaked loudly as he shifted 
to get comfortable. He’d bought it new that morning from 
one of Bangkok’s trendier outfitters. He hated it already 
despite the small fortune he’d had to hand over to the little 
wrinkly bastard who owned the place. He much preferred 
his motorbike leathers but they weren’t entirely appropriate 
for the business meeting he was about to have. 
 High bar stools were absolutely the worst type of 
furniture for a middle-aged, over-weight and under-fit man 
with the possible exception of bean bags. But then he had 
no intention of dealing with that fucking hippy ever again 
so he could at least put that experience behind him. From 
now on, bar stools were as bad as it would get. Even in 
expensive dumps like this with it’s fancy blue lighting and 
mood lamps. He picked up his whisky glass, slugged the 
remainder of his drink then waved to the barman for a 
refill. 
 ‘A double, neat,’ he slurred. His English accent 
corrupted sufficiently from working in so many different 
countries over the years to make it hard to fix. He slapped 
a five hundred Baht note on the bar then waved away his 
need for change when the drink arrived. He took a sip and 
pulled the glass away quickly when an ice-cube touched 
his lip. He hadn’t asked for ice. He considered making an 
issue of it. If he wanted his whiskey adulterated he would 
have asked for it. But then decided he couldn’t be 
bothered and threw the drink down his throat. He was 
going to have a serious hangover the following morning. 
 His phone vibrated in his designer jeans pocket. He 
slipped it out and squinted at the screen. He tapped three 
times and put the device to his ear. 
 ‘Yes, I’m here. See me in the Cobra Room in five 
minutes.’ He made no attempt to hide his irritation. He 



 

ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket. 
He waved to the barman, exchanged another five hundred 
note for one more double and nodded towards a door in 
the corner of the room. The barman acknowledged the 
gesture and walked away slowly. Jacob slid off the stool, 
wincing at the ridiculous noise his jacket made against the 
stainless steel arm rests, and made his way across the 
floor. 
 Above the door was a dingy glass case, home to an 
old, stuffed spitting cobra. Incongruously juxtaposed 
against the bright steel and blue light of the rest of the bar, 
it gave the impression of travelling back in time. It was a 
room that Jacob favoured above all others. No-one ever 
noticed it and certainly no-one, except himself, ever used 
it. 
 Inside he sat at the desk facing the door. Dim back-
lights provided minimum lighting. There was a tarnished 
brass desk lamp complete with cheesy green shade. 
Jacob switched this on and waited. He was seriously 
thinking of losing the jacket when there was a single knock 
on the door. 
 ‘Come in.’ 
 The man who entered was well over six feet tall. He 
wore a pure white suit with a white fedora and sunglasses.  
 ‘Sit.’ 
 The man sauntered over with a pathetic attempt at 
attitude. As though he was some rich, important gangster. 
Jacob knew him to be a useless fool. Useless but 
nevertheless necessary. You had to work with what you 
had. The man pulled out the chair opposite Jacob and 
lowered himself into it. He sat sideways and crossed one 
leg over the other. It was the worst acting Jacob had ever 
seen, apart from the occasions when they’d met in the 
past. Jacob picked up his whiskey and sipped at it, hoping 
it would help to suppress the laughter that was threatening 



 

to hijack him. Jacob coughed. ‘You said something about 
a small problem. I don’t like problems.’ 
 The man offered a white gloved hand as an 
apology. ‘I thank you for seeing me.’ 
 ‘Get on with it.’ 
 The man in white cleared his throat. Despite the 
glasses and the hat, Jacob could tell he was nervous. He 
had every reason to be. Jacob was not the most patient 
man in the world. Being patient just didn’t get the job 
done. 
 ‘There is a slight…’ 
 ‘We’ve covered the preliminary bullshit.’ 
 The man in white shifted slightly. He tried using his 
gloved hand again but seemed to lose faith in it. ‘A 
number of operatives have left and we are now a little 
short for the event tomorrow evening.’ 
 ‘Operatives?’ 
 ‘Girls.’ 
 Jacob sat back in his chair. ‘Remind me exactly 
what you do for me.’ 
 ‘Well… I…’ 
 ‘You provide pliant girls and cheap drugs, yes?’ 
 The man in white dipped his head slightly. 
 ‘Yes?’ Jacob repeated. 
 ‘Yes. I provide certain resources…’ 
 ‘Girls and drugs. It’s not fucking hard. How many 
are you short?’ 
 The man in white cleared his throat again. ‘We lost 
seven last weekend. I think there was a group of young 
men…’ 
 ‘I’m not interested. I have more important 
operations to oversee than this pissy little party. I have 
people around the world that are working for me. France, 
Germany, Austria, Italy, Portugal.’ He held his arms wide 



 

to indicate just how big the world was. ‘I’m a busy man 
and I can do without this. Do you understand?’ 
 The man in white nodded. ‘Yes, of course. I 
apologise. I will make sure the people responsible will be 
made to pay…’ 
 “Shut up! It’s me who has to fucking pay. 
Remember that.’ 
 The man in white nodded slowly. He raised his 
gloved hand towards his face. Jacob decided that if he 
took off the glasses to reveal his ridiculous fucking pirate 
eye-patch then he would rip the thing off and shove his 
finger deep into his remaining good eye. 
 The man in white put his hand to his mouth and 
coughed. Jacob hoped it was terminal. ‘I am… sorry… to 
cause a problem. It won’t happen again.’ 
 Jacob prised a roll of money from his tight denim 
pocket and peeled away fifty, one thousand baht notes. 
He tossed them onto the desk. He couldn’t take this 
Mickey Mouse money seriously, especially with Joe 
fucking Ninety on the front.  
 ‘That’s all you get. Do your job. Is that clear?’ 
 The man in white collected the notes together and 
put them carefully into his inside jacket pocket. ‘Thank 
you,’ he said. 
 ‘Now fuck off.’ 
 The man in white stood. Tipped his hat gently 
towards Jacob and left the room. Jacob sat very still while 
he took control of his temper. He reached forwards and 
picked up his drink. He couldn’t allow the fool to get away 
with the mistake. He was going to have to report the loss 
of the girls. Just to cover his own back. That meant he 
would have to explain himself to that stuck up twat back in 
England tomorrow. He hoped this was the last piece of 
bad news he would have to deal with. He downed the 
drink in one and winced. If he was to be in with even a 



 

small chance of getting up in the morning then he was 
going to have to move onto beer. 


