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To my wonderful Kit, who inspired this book.
With love always, Mum.




CHAPTER ONE


Steve


‘Time to go,’ Steve yelled up the stairs, though whether the girls would be able to hear him above the racket they were making and the loud pulse of the dance music was debatable. ‘Teagan, give them a knock.’


‘OK.’ His younger daughter stretched out the remote and paused the film, Kick-Ass. It was rated 15 but Teagan, only twelve, had always defied categories.


‘An old soul,’ Sarah used to say.


Steve saw nothing wrong with Teagan being exposed to stylized violence and profanity. Not when a small girl was calling the shots, and they were served up with a strong dose of black comedy.


Teagan thundered up the stairs and Dix raised his head, eyes bleary, drool strung from his muzzle.


‘Go back to sleep.’ Steve reached out a foot and nudged the Labrador. ‘You’d be useless, wouldn’t you, eh, if someone had just broken in?’


The dog slumped down again, eyes flickering shut.


Whoops and screams came from above. Then the music cut out and he heard them all coming down, felt his chair shake with the vibrations. ‘Let’s see you, then,’ he called.


Teagan ran in followed by the three others: Allie and her friends Bets and Helena, all glammed up, giddy and powdered and perfumed, eyes outlined in black. Chattering and teasing, everything at high volume.


The dog got slowly to his feet and limped over to the French windows. Arthritis in his back legs. Still able to go for walks. Just.


‘Photo!’ Teagan said.


Another chorus of shrieks and exclamations.


‘Here.’ Steve got up and held out his hands for their phones.


‘Get my selfie stick, Teagan,’ Allie said. ‘I want to take it with me. It’s on my bed.’


‘Get it yourself.’


Allie hiccuped, which set her off giggling.


Steve blamed the frontloading. He knew they’d been downing something, probably rum and Coke or vodka and lemonade. Old enough to drink legally but still mixing the hard stuff with pop. ‘How much have you had?’ he asked Allie, who was still doubled over, flapping one hand in front of her face.


‘I’m crying,’ she gasped. ‘My make-up.’


Bets grabbed Allie’s face, turned it left and right. ‘You’re fine. The mascara’s waterproof anyway.’


‘And the liner?’


‘It’s good. Chill.’


Allie patted her chest and straightened her back.


‘Rum, vodka?’ Steve said.


‘Malibu,’ Allie said. ‘And just enough, in answer to your question.’


‘They’ll be serving punch,’ Helena said, ‘with, like, nought point one per cent alcohol in it.’


‘And low-alcohol beer,’ Bets added.


‘Like, what is the point?’ Allie said. ‘You’d explode before you could get drunk. Or drown.’ A cackle of laughter. Then another hiccup. ‘I’m not drunk, I’m . . . What’s the word?’


‘Pissed?’ Steve suggested. They all laughed.


‘Merry.’ She beamed at him. ‘Look, straight line.’ Arms out like a tightrope walker, she picked her way across the room.


‘Perfect. Now, photo?’ Steve said.


‘Teagan, please!’ Allie begged, and Teagan rolled her eyes but ran off to fetch the stick.


Steve used Allie’s phone first. He lined up the trio and got three good shots.


She looked beautiful. They all did. But of course it was her his eyes lingered on. If only Sarah could see her now. She wore an emerald-coloured prom gown that they’d bought online from a company in China at a fraction of the price the shops here charged. It had a high neckline, edged with beads and a flared skirt. Black heels made her five foot nine. Her dark blonde hair, which she usually wore tousled, like she’d just come off the beach after a day’s surfing, had been subjected to some sort of treatment and was now tamed with a slight wave. Steve had been party to some of the discussions in the months before about whether she should grow it longer (it was shoulder-length) so she could pin it up. Her arms and legs were bare and tanned.


‘What’s that stink?’ Teagan had said last week, when they sat down to eat.


‘Fake tan,’ Allie said.


‘Smells like homebrew,’ Steve said.


‘Well, it’s safer than a real tan or sunbeds,’ Allie said.


‘Skin cancer.’ Teagan had nodded wisely.


It never tripped them up, the C-word. Sarah and he must have done something right. Or maybe it was just so common a part of everyday life nowadays – quoted for fun runs and charity shops, the latest studies and news items – that memories of their own mother’s death from ovarian cancer wasn’t the first thing they thought of when they heard the word.


‘Swap places,’ Allie said now, and scooted round to the left of Bets, stumbled and righted herself.


Steve groaned.


‘The shoes, Dad.’ She pointed. ‘Chill.’


He opened his mouth to explain that he just wanted to make sure she was OK, not too drunk to function, when she cried, ‘Cheese!’ Steve reverted to photographer, swapping Allie’s phone for Bets’s.


He thought it was daft holding the sixth-form prom at the start of June when most of them hadn’t even finished their exams but the college argued that students drifted away if they waited until all the papers had been completed. An earlier date had proved most successful.


Teagan returned with the selfie stick and, once Steve had done a final batch with Helena in the middle, they set about taking selfies, pulling faces and larking about.


Teagan perched on the arm of the sofa, dark blue eyes taking it all in, face intent but she laughed with the other girls.


She and Allie were both like Sarah, with oval faces, high cheekbones, full lips, and a slim build. They’d been lucky, Steve reckoned. His family were all thickset like him, square-faced, podgy even, with high-coloured complexions. Allie had the same blonde hair as Steve, while her little sister had inherited Sarah’s unruly dark brown.


Bets’s phone trilled and she glanced at the display. ‘My mum!’


‘You all look gorgeous,’ Steve said, as they moved towards the front door. ‘Coat?’ he said to Allie.


‘Seriously?’ Allie turned, eyebrows arched.


‘It’s forecast to rain.’


‘Dad, we’re getting a lift to college now. Then we’ll be in the coach going to the prom in town and coming back.’


‘And my mum is meeting us at college after and dropping us all home,’ Helena said.


He held up his hands. ‘Key?’


‘Check,’ said Allie.


‘C’mere,’ he said. He pulled her close and hugged her. ‘Have fun.’ In the heels, she was the same height as him. He smelt her perfume and caught the fruity scent from the booze.


Yeah, and what were you up to that age? he asked himself, waving them off. Or Sarah, for that matter, who had told hair-raising tales of teenage life in semi-rural Wales. ‘Nothing to do in the valleys but get totally munted,’ she’d explained, not long after they’d met. ‘No shortage of places to meet up if you didn’t care about the rain and cold – and if you drank enough cheap cider, or smoked enough weed, you soon didn’t care about anything. The hardest thing was getting the booze because everyone knew everyone else in town and precisely how old we were. Usually older brothers or sisters did it, for a consideration. That’s all there was, really, drink, drugs and sex. That and school.’


Same in the city but maybe more of it done indoors, those homes with unsuspecting or liberal parents, kids who had the luxury of a cellar den or a converted shed to hang out in. People didn’t like teenagers mooching about on street corners, and the police were quick to move them on. There was nowhere else to go. Not until you were old enough for the pub. And then you needed money.


Now Allie was that age, eighteen, an adult. And before Steve knew it she’d be flying the nest, moving to Loughborough to study Communications and Media, if she got her grades, which Steve had no doubt she would. Out in the big, wide world. Finding her feet, relishing her independence. She’d be brilliant, he was sure, whatever field she ended up in. She loved film and graphic art. Maybe she’d end up leading poster campaigns or directing movies. He was excited for her, proud of her, but there was an ache of sadness, too, at the prospect of letting her go.


‘Dad?’ Teagan called. ‘Are you going to watch this?’


‘Five minutes,’ he said. ‘Popcorn?’


‘Yeah.’


Steve was listening to the popcorn erupt in the microwave when Teagan wandered in. ‘Science,’ he told her, nodding to the appliance, ‘is a truly awesome thing.’


‘I know.’


‘And not just biology.’ His specialist area. He worked as a patent adviser for new inventions in the field.


‘Did Mum do biology too?’


‘No, nursing.’


The microwave pinged. Steve opened the door and lifted out the carton.


‘I think I’ll do biology,’ Teagan said.


‘Yeah?’


‘Maybe. It’s cool – cells and animals and plants. Life, really.’


Steve smiled. ‘You’ve plenty of time to decide. Two years till your options for GCSEs.’


Teagan grabbed a handful of popcorn and, munching, went to the fridge and poured herself some juice.


‘There any lager in there?’ He didn’t think Allie’s lot would have bothered with cans but you never could tell.


‘Four.’


‘Great.’


Back on the sofa, Dix at their feet, the popcorn between them, Steve cracked open his beer.


It was still light outside, though the cloud was thickening. If it rained much he’d have to leave cutting the grass yet again. It was an ongoing battle, the garden trying to revert to scrub and Steve barely stemming the tide.


‘Ready?’ Teagan said.


He nodded. ‘Cheers.’


She tapped her glass on his can.


Steve took a swallow and settled back. ‘Living the dream, kid.’


And Teagan hit the remote.





 


Sonia


Before Sonia had even got her coat off, her lad Oliver was in her face. ‘The bank says my account’s overdrawn but I need some money for tonight.’


‘Maybe you should have thought about that sooner,’ she said.


‘I didn’t know it was all gone, did I?’


‘Well, you’re the only one spending it, Oliver, so you can hardly blame anyone else.’


‘Mum,’ he moaned. His face was flushed, mouth pinched. She could sense him reining in his temper, knowing if he stormed off in a strop he’d not get the cash he wanted for his night out.


‘I’m not made of money,’ Sonia said, ‘you know that. Maybe you’ll have to miss it.’


‘No way!’ His voice rose. ‘It’s Seggie’s birthday. I’m not missing that. No way. And I promised.’


Seggie was one of the lads she’d not met, though she’d heard Oliver talk about him often enough.


‘I’ll pay you back,’ he said.


‘How, exactly?’


At that, he had the grace to look shamefaced. He was on an apprenticeship. He earned ninety-nine pounds for a thirty-hour week, and at least half of that went on his travel and his lunches. The prospect existed of money in the future – a small, misshapen carrot at the end of a very long stick. If he completed his training, if he passed the tests, if he found a vacancy, if he got an interview, if he was offered a job. If he, Oliver Poole, aged eighteen, of Firswood, beat dozens of others, all after the same few chances, to the punch.


‘Oliver, I haven’t budgeted for this. The debits go out next week.’


‘Use my birthday money, then,’ he said pitifully.


‘What birthday money?’ As if she had it sitting there already, didn’t have to save up over the next few months to give him something.


She took off her coat and picked up the shopping bags. Christ, she wanted him to have fun, enjoy himself, but he’d no sense of the cost of things, of how hard it was to manage.


The supermarket had introduced the so-called Living Wage (which was a barefaced lie) and Sonia was now getting seven pounds twenty an hour. Fifty pence more. To compensate for the change her employers had docked her hours. So she was actually worse off on the Living Wage. Luckily she was still doing the same hours in her second job, at the laundry, and Cynthia, who owned the business, had increased the rates but had had to let Govinda go, which wasn’t fair but wasn’t as bad as it might have been, because Govinda was a bit slow on the ironing side of things. With only two staff on at a time, instead of three, they all had to work even harder and it wasn’t as if things had been slack beforehand. She tried not to dwell on it because it only made her miserable.


‘Mum, please?’ Oliver trailed behind her as she went into the kitchen, watching as she lifted the bags onto the counter. Her hands ached from the plastic handles, red weals on the skin. She brought home reduced items, or those close to their sell-by or use-by dates, and special offers of things they liked.


She scratched her head, tired, resentful. She found her cigarettes and opened the back door. ‘How much?’ She lit up.


‘We’re having a meal.’


‘Twenty, then – thirty? What sort of place?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said.


‘You don’t know where you’re going?’ She felt hot, her skin greasy, and her neck ached from reaching over all the time on the checkouts. There was never any chance to swap from one till to another and face a different way.


‘It’s a place on Peter Street. I haven’t checked the prices.’


‘I’ll give you thirty.’


‘And we might go on to a club after. We probably will.’


‘Fuck’s sake, Oliver. You might just have to skip that part.’


His face tightened. She turned away, and blew smoke out into the yard. She guessed he’d want to buy his friend a drink for his birthday.


‘Forty and your bus fare,’ she said.


‘The buses will have stopped by then.’


‘They run till eleven at least,’ she said.


‘I’m not coming home that early.’


She stared at him. ‘You asking for the cab fare?’


‘Unless you expect me to walk.’


I walked, she wanted to tell him, countless times. Had no option. But she’d never let on to her parents that she was tramping about at all hours, and they’d never asked. Then again, kids like Oliver, young, hot-headed, out on the town on Friday and Saturday night, it only took one drink too many or looking at someone the wrong way for stuff to kick off. There was no way she wanted to put him at any greater risk by leaving him to walk back on his own in the dark.


Ten for the cab. Fifty altogether. Shit. Cancelling her hair appointment would save half of it.


‘Right. Get fifty. You’ll have to go up the petrol station,’ she said. She knew she had only small change in her purse.


‘Thanks, Mum.’ He grinned, the tension melting off him. He rubbed his hand over his head. The hair was cut so short he looked like he’d joined up.


She gave a shake of her head, took another drag. ‘You won’t be wanting any tea, then?’


He shrugged. ‘Not meeting till half eight.’ Always hungry.


It was just after six. ‘Pizza or pie?’


‘What sort of pie?’


‘Steak and ale.’


‘Pie,’ he said. ‘No – pizza.’


‘My purse is in there.’ She nodded at her handbag.


He helped himself to her card while she finished her cigarette. She heard the slam of the front door. He always banged it too hard, rattling the glass in the windows and the pots on the kitchen shelves.


She could hear next-door-but-one – him shouting again, on and on. And one of the kids crying. They’d not been moved in long but had soon made their presence felt. There were times she wanted to go round, knock on the door and ask if they were all OK. Maybe it was just verbal but that counted as abuse, these days. Still, interfering would probably only make things worse. At the end of the day people had to help themselves, didn’t they?


She’d bought a lottery ticket, £16 million rollover. She knew the odds were like a trillion to one but somebody had to win. And she liked to dream it would be her, fantasize about how she would spend the money. That was what she thought about going to sleep at night, instead of fretting over the debts or worrying about Oliver. The only thing worry brought was an early grave.


Top of her wish-list was a house, a beautiful house in a nice area. She’d buy a business as well, something Oliver could make a go of. She wouldn’t be idle. Well, not after a good holiday or three. She’d volunteer for charities and make a really big donation, for Alzheimer’s Research and the RSPCA, maybe even set up her own foundation, hospices or animal rescue. Not sure which yet. If she ever hit the jackpot she’d have to settle on one thing and stick to it. Mind you, if she won enough, she could maybe have a few good causes, spread the love.


She put away the groceries and tucked the washing powder under the sink behind the old box, which was nearly empty. She used half the recommended dose and the clothes still came out perfectly clean, though she had learnt to soak anything very mucky, like the stuff Oliver wore for kick-about at the park, before running it through the machine.


She made a cup of tea, and when the oven had heated she put in the pizza and checked the time.


She’d have a soak, she decided, after Oliver had showered and finished in the bathroom. A soak and some telly, an early night, although she never slept properly till she heard the door go and knew he was home safe. She was on at eight in the morning. She could make a few more cards tonight. Aseef took them at the corner shop, sold them for one fifty apiece and split the takings with her. She was low on bits and bobs to fancy up the fronts but had enough to rustle up half a dozen or so. Congratulations would be good and Good Luck, what with exams and results in the offing. She had some silver Congratulations stickers somewhere, she was pretty sure.


She heard Oliver’s key in the lock. ‘Don’t slam it,’ she yelled, but if he did hear it was too late. ‘You’ll have the house down,’ she said, as he came in. ‘If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times.’


He handed her back her card. ‘I got sixty,’ he said. Another ten! ‘They only had twenties in the machine.’


She believed him – well, ninety per cent. ‘You can bring me a tenner home, then.’


‘I knew you’d say that.’


‘Well, it’s that or no more cereal when those boxes are done. Your call,’ she said.


Another shrug. His phone rang, some jangle of music that always set her nerves on edge: too brash, too loud.


‘Foz!’ he said in greeting, wheeling away. No doubt plans for the night ahead.


‘Fifty quid,’ Sonia muttered, fetching plates, then the Coke bottle from the fridge. I must be mad. I hope it’s bloody worth it.


Still, she daydreamed, when my numbers come up, there’ll be no more begging and scraping. I’ll set him up with all he needs, clothes and games and the latest phone, and he’ll soon be making his own money. The details of what the business might be were a little hazy but you could get advice on that. They’d need an accountant and everything. She’d tear up the tax credit forms.


She emptied the bag of ready salad into the colander, rinsed it and tipped it into a bowl – it needed eating today. She cut up the pizza, poured the Coke.


‘Oliver, it’s ready.’


He’d be there in a minute. Never knowingly missed an opportunity to eat.


He came in and loaded his plate, lifted the Coke, headed up to his room. She’d half hoped he’d eat with her, play nice, given he’d talked her out of fifty, sixty quid, whichever. Suck up, you mean? Why bother when he’d achieved his objective?


‘And bring your plate down,’ she shouted after him.


‘Right.’


‘Before you go out.’


‘Got it,’ he said.


He didn’t. She was in the bath when he left. ‘I’m off now.’ Then the thump of the door.


Once she was dressed, she checked in his room, and there were his plate and glass, as well as several bowls and three mugs. She itched to pick them up but then he’d never learn, would he? ‘You can clear that little lot up tomorrow, lazy sod,’ she said.


It was nearly time. She fetched her ticket, thumped the sofa cushions to plump them up and got comfy.


A spark of anticipation inside her as the music started.


After all, somebody had to win.





 


Donna


Donna had turned off the light, had literally just turned it off and fallen back onto her pillow, hearing Matt’s hamster, Morris, giving his wheel some welly through the wall. She was wondering whether to move the cage downstairs – But he’ll be lonely, Mum, and there’s nowhere to put him downstairs – when her phone rang.


Beside her Jim grunted once and turned over.


Donna answered, ‘DI Bell.’ Her desire for sleep had been undermined by the adrenalin prickling in her veins, kick-starting a faster pulse.


‘City Central Division here, ma’am. A suspicious death, location Swing Gate Fold, off New Mill Street, close to Deansgate.’


‘Exterior?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


‘Message me the coordinates. I’m on my way.’


In ten minutes she was dressed, suit, shoes, raincoat. Smart enough to portray the authority of rank, the gravity of her role, but practical enough to attend a crime scene in the rain, in the dark. Queasy with anticipation.


She left a note on the kitchen table, Gone to work xxx Matt, clean out Morris, aware of all the adjustments the family would have to make to their day ahead. The recalibrating of plans, the managing of expectations. She and Jim were past masters at it. The cinema trip would go ahead without her, no refund available. When she next touched base, the kids would vie with each other to tell her what she’d missed and what the best bits were. Maybe not Bryony: at fifteen she was getting chippy, wanting to differentiate herself from the younger ones. Still, she’d agreed to go.


So Jim would cook the chicken, chivvy people about homework and uniforms, act as taxi service to the twins, if they were still going round to their friend’s house for an evening on the Xbox. She wouldn’t swap places with him for the world. She loved her kids but she loved her work too. And his job as a driving instructor, self-employed, meant he could tailor his hours to fit round the family.


They’d most likely be tucked up in bed before she got home again. The first few days of a murder were completely full on. Notions of shifts or eight-hour days went out the window. The weeks that followed weren’t much better, not at her level, heading an inquiry, hand on the tiller.


She left the house and hurried to her car through the rain, a steady, fine, soaking drizzle, the sort that could go on for hours, days. She checked the GPS location on her phone, and set the satnav to direct the route.


‘Turn left onto Upper Chorlton Road,’ it said.


‘I know that part,’ Donna muttered, clicking on headlights and windscreen wipers, her mind leaping ahead, wondering what she would find when she reached her destination. A knifing victim or someone on the wrong end of a broken bottle? A hit and run?


Manchester on any Friday or Saturday night was heaving. All the tribes: tourists, locals, students, footie fans and hen parties, people flooding in from the satellite towns that ring the city, drawn to the bright lights. A carnival every weekend. Party Central.


Donna drove carefully, knowing some of the more drunken revellers might spill into the road, try to cross it, convinced that enough Jägerbombs made them invincible.


A large group of middle-aged men was standing outside a bar to her left. They were mainly smokers, cupping their fags to keep them dry but otherwise oblivious to the rain. Further along she glimpsed a couple kissing under an umbrella, the woman’s dress, short and shiny gold, glinting in the streetlight.


People were on the move, some heading home, perhaps, others exchanging bar or restaurant for club.


As she turned off the main road under the railway bridge a man bent forward and vomited in the street. A cheer went up from his pals, who burst into song, ‘Chuck it up, chuck it up, chuck it up, up, up.’


Opposite she saw some beat officers keeping the peace. In this case that consisted of them restraining a young woman, who was screaming and spitting at another. The target was clearly not helping matters by giving the first woman the finger savagely and repeatedly.


Life’s rich tapestry.


Halfway along Deansgate, Donna took another left onto New Mill Street, between two of the tall warehouse buildings that dominated this part of town. The road curved, and as Donna rounded the bend she saw the cordon on her right, fifty feet ahead, blocking a smaller side street, Swing Gate Fold.


The satnav announced, ‘You have reached your destination.’


A few figures stood outside the tape, some in police uniform. And the others? Perhaps friends of the victim, otherwise witnesses or gawkers.


When she drew level she could see the white tent down the small road glowing in the gloom. Her stomach tightened. She pulled in beyond a row of police cars and forensic vans.


At the cordon she introduced herself to the officer keeping the scene log and asked who the first responder had been.


‘PC Collins, in the middle.’ He gestured to the three uniformed officers huddled in a wide doorway. Donna could hear music coming from somewhere nearby, a disco beat, a snatch of voices raucous in chorus.


‘You got the call?’ Donna asked PC Collins, who was tall, narrow-faced and looked like she’d been crying. Her first dead body, perhaps.


‘Yes.’ The constable pulled out her daybook. Donna noticed the shake in her hands, the blood smeared on her fingers, as she opened it. At least she’d had the wherewithal to get some notes down in spite of the shock she must have had.


‘Eleven forty, I was on Deansgate. Told there was a possible incident here. She was—’ The officer swallowed. ‘She was unresponsive.’


A woman, then. ‘You checked for signs of life?’


A nod. ‘Nothing . . . The state of her . . . A lot of blood. Just a girl, you know? The ambulance was right behind me. They confirmed it.’ She shook her head quickly. ‘She hadn’t even got a coat on.’


The officers beside her shifted, as if they shared her distress and outrage.


‘I got back to Control, reported a suspicious death. Asked for Major Crimes and Forensics. I secured the scene.’


‘Well done,’ Donna said.


The officer dismissed the praise with a twitch of her head.


‘You touch anything else?’ Donna said.


‘No.’


‘See anyone?’ Donna said.


‘No.’


So whoever had called 999 hadn’t waited for the police. Or had it been the victim herself?


‘Did you remove anything from the scene?’


‘No.’


‘You’ve been swabbed?’ As well as the blood on her hands, Donna could see another dab on her chin.


‘Yes. I need to leave my uniform – I’m just waiting for spares.’


‘Any trouble earlier tonight?’ Donna said.


‘Usual public-order stuff, a few cautions, no arrests.’ An arrest would have taken her back to the station, and she’d have spent most of her shift processing it. She’d not have caught this job.


‘Thank you,’ Donna said. ‘Good work.’


The constable dipped her head, tears springing to her eyes, and Donna felt a wave of pity. The murder sounded vicious, the state of her . . . a lot of blood. People didn’t always understand how traumatic it could be, facing something like that. Donna had learnt to deal with it – no use as a detective otherwise. A trick of distancing, of focusing on the task at hand.


She returned to her car and changed into her protective clothing before entering the scene. A lamppost on the main road cast some light into the mouth of the alley. The narrow street smelt of wet stone and rotting rubbish. The buildings either side, four or five storeys high, were dark. One place was boarded up but the others had obviously been renovated – offices, she assumed, given there were no signs of life at this time. She could see a rubbish skip further down the street, past the illuminated tent.


There was a sense of isolation in spite of the steady activity as the crime scene investigators went about their work. A set of lights had been rigged up now to illuminate the area that the photographers were recording inch by inch. A fingertip search would follow. It was imperative to recover everything as quickly as possible, with the scene exposed to the rain.


Yellow numbered markers were in place indicating items of interest. Donna saw a single shoe next to one, a black high-heel. Oh, God. She took a breath, then followed the series of stepping plates along the road to the tent and slipped inside.


Sweet Jesus.


The girl lay on her left side against the kerb, her cheek touching the kerb stone. Her left arm was trapped beneath her, the hand visible, torn and bloodied, close to the base of the spine. She wore a green dress, an evening dress, ripped and mottled with dark bloodstains. Blood caked her hair and face, marked her bare arms and legs. Donna could see bruises too. A teenager at a guess, though the cuts and swellings on her face made it hard to be sure.


‘Donna Bell, SIO,’ Donna said, to those already present.


‘Anthea Cartwright, crime-scene manager,’ said one of the suited figures.


‘Beaten?’ Donna said, gesturing to the victim.


‘Looks like it. We have a bank card from the clutch bag, here.’ Anthea pointed to a small black bag on the floor, beside a yellow marker. One of the CSIs held out an evidence bag with the debit card inside it and Donna took a photograph of it on her phone. Noted the name A. Kennaway.


‘Phone too,’ Anthea said.


‘Hers?’


‘We’re pretty sure. Look at the screen.’


‘Excellent.’ Phones were a treasure trove of information. It was in another plastic evidence bag and it took Donna a couple of swipes with her gloves on to activate it. On the home-screen was a photo, a picture of the girl, same colour hair, same slender build, wearing the green dress, posing between two friends. So young, the three of them. Seventeen? Eighteen? Donna copied the image and opened the contact list on the phone. She found an entry for Dad and one for Home. Perhaps Dad didn’t live with them any more. She copied the numbers into her own phone.


After calling the coroner to report a suspicious death and getting permission to hold a forensic post-mortem, she phoned the Home Office duty pathologist, who would attend the scene to confirm death. Then she rang Jade Bradshaw, her new DC, who answered on the second ring. ‘Boss? What’s up?’


‘We’ve a suspected murder. A young woman beaten up in an alleyway near Deansgate. I’m waiting for the pathologist. Once they’ve been, I’ll be contacting family.’


‘I’ll come with,’ Jade said, sounding for all the world as if this had made her night. ‘Where shall I meet you?’





 


Jade


Jade couldn’t believe her luck. She’d been in CID only a fortnight – half of that’d been training, paperwork and induction – and already she was partnering with the DI, in at the start of a major inquiry. Twenty-five and playing with the big boys. She must be doing something right.


She pulled on her trousers and her black sweater, feeling a swooping sensation in her belly. What if it wasn’t a sign of confidence? What if it was the opposite? A way for the DI to keep Jade close because she wasn’t to be trusted. A newbie. Unknown quantity. Her colleagues might suspect she’d been given the opportunity to work with the boss on the murder-investigation team because she ticked the black and ethnic-minorities box. Selected because she was mixed race – half Pakistani, half Irish – rather than because she was the best candidate for the job. Fuck ’em. She just had to prove them wrong and show herself more than capable.


She raked her fingers through her fringe. She still wasn’t used to the sensation of air on the back of her neck but the pixie cut was practical, it looked OK, and there was no longer any chance of someone grabbing her ponytail if things got physical.


She laced up her Docs and got her leather jacket from the chair by the door that served as a coat rack. She should probably tart the place up a bit, get some proper furniture – she wouldn’t need to spend a fortune if she went somewhere like IKEA, like normal people did. Three years here and she’d still not got a bed frame. With the mattress off the floor she could store some stuff underneath. Not that she had much.


Or was now a good time to move? New job, new place. Find somewhere furnished. She’d pay more, though. And here was as good as anywhere else. There had been rumours from a couple of the neighbours that the flats might be sold, knocked down to make way for some development connected to the hospital nearby. They were past their best, three storeys high, a rectangular block, three flats at the front, three at the back of each level. Eighteen in all. None had double-glazing and, as the tenants paid the bills, the landlord, who was a miserly fucker, showed no interest in installing any.


Jade checked her bag: warrant card, phone, charger, purse, tissues, pepper spray and wet wipes, spare nitrile gloves and sterile evidence bag. Extremely unlikely she’d be picking up any evidence doing the death call but a good cop, a good detective, was always prepared. Like Scouts, but with powers of arrest. And she had to be good. She had to be excellent. A roll of anxiety made her shiver. Tablets. She shook two out and dry-swallowed them, then put the bottle back into her bag.


When she opened the door onto the corridor, the place was quiet. Most of the residents were middle-aged or elderly, had moved in years back, and were tucked up tight by now. Jade kept herself to herself but had got to know Mina next door, who needed help getting her shopping up and down the stairs. Mina had pounced on Jade the first week she was in, wanting to know whether she was married and why not, where her family was. A sally of questions in a thick Polish accent.


‘Got none,’ Jade had said. ‘An orphan.’ Not exactly true but she thought it might be easier that way. Wrong move. Mina going all mother-hen babushka style, baking her biscuits and plying her with vodka that left Jade with the worst fucking hangover of her life.


‘Don’t babushka me,’ Jade had said one day. ‘I’m a grown woman.’


Mina made a tutting noise. ‘Babushka? Babushka is Russian.’


‘Nanny, then. Don’t nanny me.’


‘Babcia,’ Mina said.


‘That, then – don’t do it.’


‘Who else am I gonna look after, eh?’ She patted Jade’s cheek.


Jade had jerked away. ‘Whoa. No.’


‘You need a coddle,’ Mina said, eyes sharp.


‘I’m fine. I’m not a kid.’


‘Good coddle.’ Mina had wrapped her arms around herself and rocked from side to side in her armchair.


‘No, ta. And it’s “cuddle”, not “coddle”.’


‘What’s “coddle”, then?’


Jade shrugged. ‘Dunno. Eggs, I think.’


After that, Jade had made sure not to get too close to Mina when she went in. Just in case.


Mina had burst into tears when she saw Jade’s new hairstyle. ‘Your beautiful hair, your beautiful, beautiful hair,’ she sobbed.


‘Gets in the way,’ Jade told her. ‘Takes hours to dry, gives me headaches,’ in more ways than one. ‘I like it.’


‘You’ll be sorry,’ Mina muttered darkly, and blew her nose.


Wrong there.


Then there was Bert opposite. No sign of life from him tonight. Bert was old and thin as a twig, covered with knobbly bits. He kept falling over but refused any help. He repeatedly told staff at the hospital, or the district nurses, that he had a good neighbour, a saint, who helped him every which way. That was a gross exaggeration, verging on slander, if you asked Jade.


‘What about a home?’ Jade had said, last time they were waiting for the paramedics.


‘I’ve got a home. This is my home. I’d rather jump out the window,’ Bert said. ‘In fact if they ever threaten that, I give you permission to chuck me out the window or kick me down the stairs. Bit of police brutality, that’d suit me fine.’


‘Deal,’ Jade had said, thinking the best of all possible ends would be for him to drop dead during University Challenge, his favourite programme.


Now she went down the stairs, the security light on the middle flight flickering on and off.


Her first official murder investigation. If it was murder. Had to be, didn’t it? She’d found a dead body once that had turned out to be a murder when she was on the beat. She’d been called to a hotel where one of the guests had not checked out (well, not in the usual sense of the word). Anticipating a suicide, Jade hadn’t taken long to change her mind when she’d seen the body on the floor had a pattern of bruises around the neck.


As soon as it was classed as a suspicious death, the cavalry arrived in the shape of a DI Harris. A big bloke built like a rugby player but pleasant with it, a sense of drive and energy as he’d walked into Room 302. Jade, in her uniform, was yanked out of the picture at that point and dropped back on her beat.


Later Jade had looked him up on the computer. He’d won two awards for bravery.


But this time she was with the cavalry, leading the charge.


Unlocking her car, she glanced up at the flats: hers was the only one with the lights still burning.


She always left the lights on.


No matter how long she might be.


It was a small price to pay.





 


Donna


Donna had agreed with the crime-scene manager that they disturb the body as little as possible to minimize the risk of losing any trace evidence. A body-bag would be used to transfer the victim to the mortuary for examination.


Donna looked unflinchingly at the girl, noting the bloodstains, like dark poppies, on her dress, the pulped face, the clotted hair, swollen arms and, here and there, glimpses of the person she actually was: silver nail polish, strands of soft hair the colour of Demerara sugar, a silver chain on her neck. Someone’s daughter, someone’s friend. A girl who had come into town for a night out, all dressed up, no doubt smelling sweet. A girl like any of the others who thronged the clubs and bars and pavements this Saturday night.


Not many years older than Donna’s daughter, Bryony, she guessed. Guesses were a stop-gap, a crutch for her, until they could assemble the facts: the girl’s full name, her date of birth, whom she’d been out with, her movements during the evening and in the days before, any recent problems, anyone who might wish her harm. And ultimately, crucially, the most important fact – who had taken her life.


Donna was clammy inside the protective clothes, could feel a sheen of sweat on her back and under her breasts. The temperature in the small space steadily increased under the blaze of the lights, with the combined body heat of those present. The rain, heavier now, tipped and tapped on the roof of the tent.


The Home Office pathologist arrived, gloved, masked and suited, like the rest of them. She said very little as she crouched beside the body, checking for respiration and circulation. Then, ‘Death confirmed. She’s still warm. No rigor. Do you want a body temp?’


The internal body temperature would be a useful guide in estimating time of death and was almost always carried out at the scene. ‘Yes,’ said Donna. Although, given their victim was still warm, there wasn’t going to be a huge margin to consider.


The pathologist nodded, opened her case and retrieved a rectal thermometer. ‘If we can raise the skirt here?’ she asked.


One of the CSIs helped ease the fabric up over the victim’s thigh.


‘Underwear intact,’ the doctor said.


That was something, Donna thought sadly. Unlikely to have been raped during the attack. A small mercy. Poor love.


‘Ah . . . OK . . . right . . .’ The pathologist sounded disconcerted.


‘What is it?’ Donna said.


‘She’s a he, biologically speaking. Male genitalia.’


A boy! ‘Oh, Christ,’ said Donna, her thoughts crashing and ricocheting back. For a moment her composure and confidence deserted her. She’d never handled a case where someone was – what? Transvestite? Transgender? There’d been training some time back and the force had policies in place but Donna couldn’t remember much of what they’d said. What if she messed up? Got it wrong? She quelled the rasp of panic.


No one spoke. Anthea caught Donna’s eye, gave a shake of her head, sharing the sorrow. Oh, you poor child. You poor, poor child. And the rain spat on the tent, wind snapping at the fabric, again and again.




CHAPTER TWO


Steve


Steve yawned and stretched. He ought to turn in but he’d started watching Monty Python and the Holy Grail after Teagan had gone to bed and there was only another half-hour left.


He was startled by the phone ringing. The landline. Felt a tightening in his guts.


‘Hello?’


‘Steve, it’s Bets. Has Allie come home?’


‘No,’ he said slowly. ‘Why?’


‘It’s just . . . we’re not sure where she’s gone.’ Bets sounded tearful, slightly panicked.


‘What do you mean gone? Are you still at the prom?’


‘Yes, it’s just finishing.’


Steve glanced at the clock, half past midnight.


‘We thought maybe she got a taxi back or something.’


‘Why? She was getting the coach with you.’ Thick, dull, as though he was missing something. ‘When did she go? Did something happen?’ Why would she leave early? ‘Was she sick?’ He thought of the hiccups and Allie doubled over, giggling, walking the line.


‘No, she was fine. She went outside looking for me,’ Bets said, ‘but she never came back.’


The doorbell rang and relief flooded through him. ‘Bets, I think she’s back now. Someone’s at the door.’


‘Oh, good.’


‘Bye.’


Steve went to the door, words building on his tongue: You gave us a scare, Allie. You should have told your mates you were leaving. What’s going on? Didn’t you enjoy it?


He opened the door to see two women, strangers. An older one, maybe his age, lines around her eyes and her mouth, chalky complexion.


‘Yes?’ Steve said, looking from one to the other. The younger woman, a girl really, skinny with big eyes, brown skin, met his gaze, then glanced away.


‘Mr Kennaway,’ the older one said. ‘I’m DI Bell and this is DC Bradshaw. Can we come in a moment?’


‘What’s happened?’ Dizzy, he put a hand against the wall to steady himself. ‘Is it Allie? Is she all right?’


‘Let’s talk inside,’ she said softly, but moving forward, forcing Steve to step back.


‘Is Mrs Kennaway here?’


‘No. She died three years ago,’ Steve said. A flush bloomed on the woman’s cheek. Why were they asking about Sarah? ‘Allie, she’s all right?’ he said.


The woman was steering him. ‘Is there somewhere we can sit down?’ The girl shutting the front door.


The television was still on, the sound muted. Steve tried to turn it off, pressing the remote again and again but nothing happened.


‘I’ll get it,’ the girl said. He couldn’t remember her name. She looked spiky. Like an urchin. Her hair. She picked up the other remote, the one for the TV, and switched it off.


‘Please, Mr Kennaway, have a seat.’


Steve sat heavily, almost kicking Dix beside the sofa.


DI Bell sat next to him, the constable on the armchair.


‘What’s going on?’ he said. ‘Where’s Allie? She went to the prom. She should be—’


‘Is this Allie?’ DI Bell was showing him a photo on her phone, the one he’d taken earlier, Allie all dressed up.


‘Yes.’


‘And could you please tell me her phone number?’


‘Erm . . . I don’t know it.’


The younger one spoke: ‘It’s probably on your phone.’


Steve reached for his mobile. His fingers were clumsy and he had to swipe several times to get her details. He read out the number.


‘Thank you,’ DI Bell said.


‘Please?’ Steve said.


‘I have some very bad news,’ DI Bell said. ‘A person has been found in Manchester, in the city centre this evening, with fatal injuries. We have reason to believe that person is Allie. I’m so sorry to tell you that she is dead.’


‘Allie?’ There was a thundering in his head.


‘Mr Kennaway, do you understand what I’ve told you?’


He shook his head. ‘It must be a mistake.’


‘I’m afraid not. I am sorry.’


‘Where is she?’ He was cold as stone.


‘She’s on her way to the mortuary. When someone dies like this we have to carry out a post-mortem.’


He shuddered, exhaled, the air making a rushing noise.


‘I’m so sorry. It’s dreadful news and there’s a lot take in. We will ask you to make a formal identification of the body, probably tomorrow, if you feel able,’ DI Bell said.


‘You said it was Allie.’ They could be wrong – they weren’t sure. Oh, thank God!


‘It is Allie,’ DI Bell said. ‘The formal identification is part of the procedure we have to follow. Can you tell me what Allie was wearing this evening?’


‘Her prom dress. The green one in the photo.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Black heels.’


‘And when did you last see her?’


‘Half past seven. They were getting a lift to college with Bets’s mum. The coach was picking them up there and—You said injuries?’


The younger woman shifted in the chair. She’d been writing. Now she was watching him, eyes peering up from under a jagged fringe.


DI Bell said, ‘We’re treating Allie’s death as suspicious. We believe the injuries were caused by someone else.’


Steve raised a hand. He couldn’t find any words. Inside, something buckled, broke.


‘I’m so sorry,’ DI Bell said. ‘Please can you tell me, was Allie transgender?’


Steve tried to rise, to get up and away, anywhere, but his legs wouldn’t support him. ‘Yes,’ he said.


‘Dad?’ Teagan was in the doorway.


Steve sat rigid, no sense in his head, no comprehension. His eyes filled with tears.


‘Dad?’ Teagan said again and flew to him, stumbling over Dix – he yelped – then climbing onto the sofa, her arms around his neck, burying her head in his chest.





 


Jade


Jade went to make tea. The boss had told her that, if it was possible, they’d take initial statements from the family on this visit. ‘All depends,’ she’d said, sitting next to Jade in Jade’s car on the road outside the house. Jade had got there first and waited for the DI, who had driven up and parked behind her five minutes later. Then she’d come and got into Jade’s car for a confab about how to handle the death call. Now it looked like no one was going to get any sleep and they might as well recover any information they could. Though it was anybody’s guess whether the dad would be up for it. Obviously knocked into the middle of next week by the news.


Jade looked round the kitchen, a big one, with a table in the bay window to eat at, a whiff of dog and tinned meat from the bowl near the back door, pots on the side waiting to go in the dishwasher. She studied the photographs and notices on the board on the wall, most of them old with corners curling. She identified some with the mum, some in which Allie was much younger, long-haired but dressed like a boy. New-born baby pictures too, with the mum and dad grinning. Jade couldn’t tell which baby was which. They all looked the same, babies, bald and lumpy with big heads and potato faces.


She wondered if Allie had always wanted to be a girl. Must have taken some bottle going to the prom in a frock. Kids could be cruel. Fucking brutal. She knew that as well as anyone. The thought of it made her stomach turn. She put the milk back and slammed the fridge door – slammed the memories in there with it.


A phone started ringing. Jade took the tray of drinks through and heard the boss answer it. ‘Steve’s phone. Who is this? Ah, from the college? You were at the prom, Mrs Fallon? Right, my name’s DI Bell.’ She moved into the hall out of earshot, no doubt breaking the news, asking that the teacher keep it confidential until the rest of the immediate family had been notified and the formal identification made.


‘My arm’s gone to sleep,’ the kid said, twisting out of her father’s embrace. He looked catatonic, eyes fixed somewhere a thousand miles away, face slack.


‘Got you some tea.’ Jade put a mug on the table at his side


‘What do we do now?’ the kid said, her face set, a scowl bending her eyebrows. Eyes red-rimmed.


‘There’s one for you too.’ Jade put another cup down at the far side, along with one for the DI. ‘Do you drink tea?’


The kid ignored the question just as Jade had ignored hers. ‘What do we do now?’ she repeated.


Her dad put a hand on her knee, as if he’d settle her. The kid squeezed it then let go, staring still at Jade. What did she want to know? The practical stuff? Or was this more a ‘How do we cope?’ sort of question, ‘How do we carry on?’ which Jade had no way of answering. And what was she to do with the kid, anyway? About twelve, she was, and a minor. Never to be dealt with unless a parent, carer or appropriate adult was present. Her father was there but only in body. The kid gave an impatient shake of her shoulders, a little flick of outstretched palms, that fierce look still on her face.


‘The rest of the family need to be told so no one gets a shock by hearing it on the news,’ Jade said.


‘Nanny and Granddad,’ the kid said. ‘And Auntie Emma.’


‘Your dad’s parents or your mum’s?’


‘Dad’s. And his sister.’ She looked at her dad but he didn’t respond.


Jade thought they might need a doctor. Give him something to knock him out for real so he could sleep, check out for a while, switch off from the horror.


‘What about your mum’s side?’ Jade said.


‘They died before I was born. Nanny and Granddad will be in bed,’ she said.


‘Probably best to ring in the morning, then. We’ll see what your dad wants to do.’ Jade went out into the hall and, as the boss finished talking to the teacher, Jade updated her on the close relatives. ‘I think we’re losing him,’ Jade said.


‘Let’s see.’


‘Tea’s there,’ Jade told her, as they entered the room.


‘Mr Kennaway? Steve?’ said the boss.


His eyes refocused. He ran a hand over his face a few times, as if he could kick-start his brain with a bit of massage.


‘Would you like us to call your GP?’


‘No,’ he said.


The boss sat down beside him again. ‘If you change your mind at any time please let us know. There’s a family liaison officer on the way. They will stay with you and help out. They will also keep you up to date with the inquiry.’


He nodded. Jade wasn’t sure it had gone in.


‘They can help you inform your family,’ the boss said.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘In the morning,’ the kid added.


‘What would really help now,’ the boss said, ‘is if you could answer a few more questions about Allie. If you feel up to that.’


He nodded. He lifted the cup and drank from it. It must have been scalding but he seemed oblivious.


‘Teagan, if you want to wait with DC Bradshaw, you can call her Jade,’ the boss said. ‘And I’m Donna—’


‘No.’ The kid folded her arms.


‘Is that all right, Steve?’ said the boss. ‘For Teagan to stay? It might be better if she—’


‘No,’ the kid said.


‘It’s OK,’ Steve Kennaway said.


The kid shuffled on the sofa, sat up straighter, as if she was about to enter some quiz or something, keen to score the highest points. Why wasn’t she in bits?


Jade took more notes as the boss began, asking what time Allie had left the house, whom she’d travelled with, getting their contact details. She broadened it out to questions about sixth-form college and friendships, social media activity, asking about any problems or difficult relationships, digging for any hint of animosity or aggression that might have led to tonight’s savagery.
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