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‘The past beats inside me like a second heart.’


The Sea by John Banville







Chapter 1


31 August 1990, Manchester


There’s a funny smell of burning that wakes me up. Please God, Fat Rob hasn’t set his sleeping bag on fire. Again.


I throw off my blanket and hurl myself at the hump at the end of the settee but he’s not in it. I’m glad not to find him in a ball of flames but there’s still smoke in the air.


‘Rob?’


He pokes his head around the kitchen door, hair like an Afro perm gone wrong. ‘What are you doing up?’


‘Wondering if I should call nine-nine-nine,’ I say.


He jerks his head towards the settee, and I roll my eyes. I mean, I can’t go back to sleep now, can I? But Fat Rob doesn’t move so I sigh and crawl under my covers. The PVC under me makes a farting sound.


When Fat Rob’s satisfied, he comes into the main room. Well, it’s the only other room, actually. We kip in it, eat in it, watch telly in it. The shower’s down the hall, but more often than not we just have a wash in the kitchen sink. The landlord calls this a bedsit. Probably cos we can only sit on the bed. And when I say bed, I mean settee. Not that the landlord knows about me. If he found out I was living here, he’d have me and Fat Rob out.


With a grin on his face, wearing only a pair of red boxer shorts and his new England tattoo, Fat Rob carries a chipped saucer in both hands. It reminds me of the time our Jay was a king in the nativity. Only Jay did a massive burp and made one of the shepherds wee his pants. There was a puddle under the crib and Mary tried to mop it up with the tea towel Joseph was wearing on his head.


Now I know what the bloody smell is. On the saucer is a Danish pastry with a sparkler stuck in it. White flecks of heat spray over the thick icing and glacé cherry. ‘What the hell’s going on?’ I ask.


Fat Rob bursts out laughing, ‘Happy birthday, Lib.’


We eat half each on the number thirty-six, though Fat Rob insists I get all the cherry.


‘Sorry, I didn’t get you a card or owt,’ he says, lips all sticky.


I nudge him in the ribs a bit too hard. ‘Shut up.’


We know there’s no money to waste on cards and that. It’s cash in hand for both of us at work. He did think about signing on as well, but a lot of people know who he is now, and some twat would dob him in. I can’t do it for obvious reasons.


What I don’t tell him is that it’s a long time since anyone remembered my birthday. So many kids came and went in Orchard Grove that we hardly knew each other’s names a lot of the time. The only two I bothered with at all were Imbo and Vicky. But they had a lorry load of problems to be getting on with and not enough head space to be thinking about birthdays. If I’d told them, they’d have gone out and nicked some ale, insist we all got pissed, but I never did.


Our Crystal and Frankie are too young to be buying cards, and I’m not allowed contact anyway. Our Jay’s back in jail and I’m pretty sure they don’t let him out to go to Smith’s or whatever.


To be honest, a cake – well, half of it – with my best mate, it’s enough. I don’t like a fuss.


‘D’you miss ’em?’ he asks. ‘On days like your birthday, you must do.’


I think about that. What would we be doing if we were all together? Our Jay would crack us up with some rubbish or other in ten seconds flat and our Frankie would laugh so much he’d probably wet himself. Our Crystal would press her face into my jumper and giggle, curly hair boinging up and down.


‘You got a shift tonight?’ Rob asks.


I nod.


‘Shame.’


But it’s not. I like my job. I like the people. I like the cash.


‘See you there,’ he says, and gets up for his stop.


He leans over and kisses the top of my head. He smells of fags and icing sugar. When he gets to the top of the stairs, he calls out, so the whole top deck can hear, ‘You don’t look too bad for thirty-two.’


I laugh and shout back. ‘Thanks, dickhead.’


Cos what else can you say to someone who’s saved your life?


Present Day


Paul Hill was smart and sombre in a black cashmere overcoat. The wife, on the other hand, looked like DFS had exploded on bank-holiday weekend: brown leather jacket, pencil skirt and knee boots.


‘Bunny.’ Liberty smiled at her. ‘How nice to see you.’


Bunny leaned in, every item she had on creaking like a ship. ‘Bloody hate funerals, I do.’


Liberty wondered if she thought this made her stand out from the crowd. If she believed that the average punter lapped up the flowers and hymns.


‘I mean, we barely knew Jackson,’ said Bunny. She wrinkled her nose in the direction of the front row of the church, where assorted members of the Delaney clan hunched in their nylon ties, desperate to get this over with.


All of Jackson Delaney’s big players were behind bars. The rag-taggle bunch here today might run some low-rent money-lending deals up in the schemes of Glasgow, but part of Jackson’s organised-crime empire they were not.


‘You know why we’re here,’ Hill muttered.


Bunny rolled her eyes and took a seat at the back, her skirt screeching against the polished wood. Hill nodded at Liberty and moved along towards his wife.


‘Lib.’


She smelt Crystal before she saw her. Juicy Fruit and lip balm. ‘Hey.’


Her sister wore a chunky black scarf wound twice around her white throat. Trademark ripped skinny jeans replaced with dark grey ones, no holes. Had she lost even more weight? Now was not the time to ask.


Bunny waved at Crystal. Crystal ignored Bunny.


‘Where’s Jay?’ Liberty asked.


Crystal pointed her head towards the doors of the church and, bang on cue, Jay arrived, sexy as fuck in a black suit that must have been tailor-made to fit him.


‘Oi, oi,’ he said. Liberty reached for the sunglasses balanced on top of his head and slid them into his breast pocket. He winked. ‘Got a surprise for you, sis.’


Liberty was about to point out that a funeral probably wasn’t the time or place, when her baby brother waltzed into the church as if he owned the place. ‘You have got to be shitting me,’ said Liberty, but she couldn’t suppress the grin as Frankie landed a smacker full on her lips.


‘Lib,’ he said.


‘Are you well enough to do this?’ she asked.


But Frankie’s answer was drowned out as the organ struck up ‘Abide With Me’.


Liberty pulled back the heavy velvet drape and entered the Black Cherry. Mel had made sure the cleaners had scrubbed the place to within an inch of its life, the smell of sweat and sex overlaid with Zoflora. Instead of the usual stomach-punching bass, classical music drifted from the speakers over the club.


Liberty was determined not to laugh as the violins of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons sprang to life, but she nearly cracked when Frankie elbowed her in the side. ‘Don’t,’ she said, but Frankie just elbowed her again, a snort escaping his mouth.


Liberty crooked her arm to retaliate but saw her brother had his hand pressed just under his ribcage. It was a habit he’d picked up. Underneath his crisp shirt was the mother of all scars, and although Frankie swore it no longer hurt, his fingers still sought it out as if to assure themselves that his insides weren’t pouring onto the floor. She grabbed his other hand and squeezed.


On the far side of the club, Jay was already at the bar, eyeing up the trays of sandwiches laid out for the funeral guests. He took a bite of a brown triangle and frowned. ‘Egg mayonnaise,’ he said. ‘When did folk stop using salad cream?’


Liberty snorted and took a cheese and pickle offering. Growing up, salad cream had been liberally applied to most sandwich fillings by their mother. When money had run low, which it often had, there was more salad cream than anything else.


Crystal ignored the food and waved over to Mel for a drink.


‘Remind me why we’re doing this,’ said Liberty.


‘You tell me,’ Crystal replied.


Mel scuttled towards them, six-inch heels clicking. She collected a bottle of Jack Daniel’s from under the bar. ‘It’s expected.’


‘By who?’ Liberty asked.


Mel slammed down the bottle and snatched up five glasses. ‘Everyone.’ She looked to Jay, who was hoovering down another sandwich. ‘Explain it to her.’


‘We’re the Greenwoods,’ he said.


‘Exactly.’ Mel sloshed bourbon into the glasses. ‘Delaney was an old-school face. We’re showing our respect.’


Liberty knocked back her drink as the first mourners arrived, and Mel sent over one of the girls to show them to a table. She was called Justina and was known for her ability to put both feet behind her head to display an impressively pierced snatch, masked today with a pair of black trousers presumably provided by Mel.


As more people spilled into the club, the other girls carried trays of food over to them and took orders for drinks.


‘How much is this costing?’ Crystal asked.


Mel pushed a glass at her. ‘We’ll be open tonight as per.’


Crystal rolled her eyes but took her JD and held it up. Mel clinked her own glass against it, then Jay followed suit. Frankie took his turn, but quickly replaced his untouched glass on the bar and reached over for a Diet Coke. He’d been on the wagon ever since he’d got out of hospital. No booze, no gear. He was even threatening to quit the fags. ‘Cheers,’ he said.


Several guests stood as a woman in her late fifties entered the Cherry. One made his way towards her and put a hand on her shoulder. Her face was tired and lined, grey roots visible in her parting. She nodded at the man, as if her head were full of stones, the weight registering in each movement.


‘Who’s that?’ Liberty asked.


No one answered as the man led the woman towards them. Clearly, Liberty was about to find out.


The woman eyed the Greenwood clan over the rim of her cup.


‘Can I get you anything stronger?’ Liberty asked.


‘No, thanks.’ She nodded at Frankie’s Diet Coke. ‘Best to keep a clear head, eh?’


One of the girls passed by with a tray of sausage rolls and dipped her hip, exposing the lace of her bra strap, so the woman could take one.


Liberty tried a smile. ‘So, you’re a relative of Jackson?’


The woman placed the sausage roll on her saucer. ‘His sister.’ She held out a hand to Liberty. ‘Innis Delaney.’ The skin of her palm was warm from the cup.


Innis held Liberty’s gaze. Not even a blink. Fair play. A shout from behind broke the spell. One of the lads was calling for a song, another already on his feet belting out a number. The kid had a voice like warm honey on a spoon. Shame he’d a face like a slapped arse.


‘Sorry you had to wait so long for a funeral,’ said Liberty.


‘They had to wait for the trial.’ Innis snorted. ‘Polis. You know how they are.’ As the lad broke into ‘Flower of Scotland’, she leaned towards Liberty. ‘Can I ask a favour of you?’


‘Depends what it is,’ said Crystal.


Liberty sighed. ‘Of course you can, Innis.’


‘If you ever hear who was behind it, let me know.’


‘Just some junkie in the nick, wasn’t it?’ asked Liberty.


Innis laughed, exposing big yellow teeth. ‘We both know that’s shite.’ The lad finished his rendition, wiping his too-big nose with a mayonnaise-smeared paper napkin. The other men called for a fresh round of drinks. ‘I need to get this lot out of here.’ Innis rose to her feet. ‘But keep me posted.’


‘Sure,’ Liberty replied.


‘Then I can deal with things properly,’ said Innis.


Liberty watched the last Delaney exit the Cherry, leaving behind plates strewn with tomatoes and lettuce. They’d eaten every sandwich in the house, including crusts, but no salad had touched a Glaswegian lip.


Liberty signalled for Mel to get the club back to normal, and in less than ten minutes the music was pumping, and Justina had taken to the stage in a transparent PVC minidress. Mel shook out five pairs of black nylon trousers and put them into a carrier, tags still intact.


‘You’re not actually going to return them?’ said Liberty.


‘Waste not, want not,’ Mel replied, and slid the bag under the bar.


‘Jacko’s sister’s in charge, don’t you think?’ Liberty asked.


‘In charge of what?’ Mel asked. ‘A bunch of inbreds?’


‘What if she knows?’


‘She doesn’t know shit,’ Mel said.


Liberty shrugged and held out her glass for Mel to top up with Jack Daniel’s. ‘She might suspect.’


Harry crossed the club to the bar, a grin on his face as he waved at Liberty. She liked Crystal’s husband, who was warm and funny. Christ only knew what he saw in her sister. Halfway over he tripped and had to steady himself against the back of a chair. Was he pissed?


When he reached the bar the smell of him told Liberty that he was. ‘Had a few?’ she asked. He swayed in front of her, so she pushed him onto a stool.


‘A couple.’ He reached over for Liberty’s glass, took a drink but missed his mouth, pouring most of it down his shirt. ‘Fuck a duck.’


Something was up. Getting plastered in the middle of the day wasn’t Harry’s style.


‘Everything okay?’ she asked.


Harry’s breathing was heavy as he searched for Crystal in the club, but she was chewing Jay’s ear off about something or other. ‘Not here.’


Liberty grabbed his hand and led him to the office. In the confines of the windowless room at the back, the stench of alcohol poured off Harry. Liberty cleared a stack of boxes from one of the chairs. Five-speed vibrators. Five speeds! Like gears in a car. Next, they’d make them with cruise control. Harry flopped down, no longer smiling.


Liberty perched on the edge of the desk. ‘What’s up?’


‘I need …’


Liberty waited but Harry put his face in his hands. At last she put a hand on his shoulder and he looked up, tears in his eyes. ‘You can talk to me, Harry,’ she told him. ‘We’re family.’


A crash came from the club beyond the office door. Then shouts. Liberty put up a finger to Harry and went to check on what was happening. Next to the stage, a table had been overturned and a man was on the floor, howling like a banshee. A small crowd gathered around him and Mel barged her way through. Likely a works do or birthday party. Mixed group all wearing T-shirts stating they were ‘On it till we vomit’.


‘If you haven’t got him up and in a chair in the next three seconds, you’re all out,’ Mel shouted. The group laughed and jeered. ‘And if you lot think I’m joking, just try me.’


Two women in the group hauled their fallen friend to his feet, and a bloke with a Glo-Stick tucked behind his ear put the table back in its place.


Mel nodded at Liberty. Crisis averted. But when Liberty turned back to the office, Harry was already on his way out. She hurried after him.


‘Got to go, Lib,’ he said. ‘Feel a bit rough, to be honest.’


‘Not half as bad as you’ll feel later.’


He tried a smile and failed as Crystal appeared at his side, face like thunder.


‘Harry’s had one too many,’ said Liberty.


Crystal narrowed her eyes, grabbed her husband’s sleeve and dragged him out of the Cherry. Liberty frowned as she watched them leave. Something was most definitely not right.


The kid was face down on the tarmac by the slide, eyes still open. A few uniforms kept the locals at bay while SOCO set up their forensic tent.


DI Rose Angel scanned the onlookers, who had congregated around the rusty swings. Mostly youngers working for the local crew. When she moved in their direction, they evaporated. No intention of talking to the police.


Behind her, Redman chuckled. Rose ignored him.


A woman stayed on in the park, watching the show. Age difficult to say. People round here didn’t wear well.


‘She won’t talk to you,’ said Redman.


‘We’ll see.’


Coppers like Redman annoyed her. All this-is-the-way-it-is schtick. A boy, not more than fifteen years old, was dead just feet from where they were standing. If that didn’t make you want to do things differently, it was time to get another job.


As Rose approached, the woman looked off into the distance, but she didn’t move.


‘Know him?’ Rose asked, with a jerk of the head towards the body.


The woman shrugged, still refusing to make eye contact. It was a windy night and a crisps packet blew across the park and landed at her feet. Cheese-and-onion. She ground down on it with the toe of her trainer, as if it were a cigarette.


‘He’s a younger, right?’ said Rose.


‘Suppose so,’ said the woman.


‘Any idea what happened?’


‘Do you care?’ the woman asked.


‘Why wouldn’t I?’


The woman zipped her fleece right up to the top, shoved her hands deep into her pockets. She still had the crisps packet trapped under her foot. ‘I’ve got a lad his age,’ she said. ‘Wants to go to college next year.’


Rose nodded. ‘Good for him.’


The woman lifted her foot and the packet flew away past the slide, eventually getting trapped in the trees at the perimeter. ‘These kids.’ She stopped and ran her thumb across her bottom lip. There was a heart tattoo on the knuckle. A blue DIY job. ‘They don’t think.’


Rose eyed the woman. It was all there in her face. Worry. Fear. Exhaustion. ‘And what do you think?’ she asked.


‘Not much if I can help it.’


‘Was this just an argument that got out of hand? Or is something else going on here?’ asked Rose.


The woman buried her nose in the funnel of her fleece so that when she spoke, the words were muffled. ‘This whole place is getting out of hand.’ Then she moved away, head down, shoulders hunched against the cold. When she reached the gate, she went through it and turned right into the estate without a backward glance at the body.


Empire Rise was deserted, most of the houses in darkness, the occupants tucked up in bed, alarms set for half seven. When Liberty opened her front door, she was surprised to find Sol still up, stirring a pan of chilli at the stove. Wordlessly, he ladled a helping into a bowl and handed it to her. She grabbed a spoon from the drawer and began to eat still on her feet. ‘Good day?’ she asked.


He shrugged and poured them both a glass of red wine. She’d already had quite a few slugs of JD, but didn’t say no. He didn’t ask after her day. Never did. It wasn’t that he didn’t care, more that nothing good could come of it. He might have resigned from the force, but he was still a copper at heart.


Liberty put down her bowl and slid over to him. ‘Tired?’


‘Not really.’


She kissed him on the mouth. ‘Good.’


‘You need to brush your teeth,’ he said.


‘You need to shut up.’


She kissed him again when her mobile sprang to life.


‘Saved by the bell,’ said Sol.


They both knew she would check it. Caller ID read ‘Frankie’.


As Sol headed for the stairs, Liberty called her brother back. He was doing well. Off the drugs. But these things could all slip in a second. He’d been clean before only to slide into a deeper and murkier pit of carnage.


‘Lib.’


‘It’s late,’ she said. ‘You okay?’


‘Yeah.’ His voice sounded clear. No hint of a pill or a cheeky line. ‘Bit of a problem up on the Crosshills.’ Car lights flooded the kitchen from the street outside, the thump of drum and bass seeping from an open window. ‘Kid got stabbed.’


Liberty’s stomach flipped. ‘Dead?’


‘Yep.’


The music stopped, but the car still idled in the street. ‘Who did it?’


‘Dunno,’ said Frankie. ‘But don’t assume it’s some turf war, Lib.’


‘I’m not.’


Frankie laughed. ‘You always assume that.’ Actually, she didn’t always assume that, but she did always fear that. ‘More than likely some row over a pair of trainers. You know how stupid these kids are.’


‘Find out.’


‘I will.’


She heard a shout and a laugh in the background. ‘Where are you?’


‘A crack house up on Carter Street.’


‘Not funny.’


‘You’re so easy to wind up.’ He snorted. ‘It’s the telly.’


‘Ha-chuffing-ha,’ she said, and hung up.


She knew she could trust Frankie to get to the bottom of what was going on and willed herself not to stress about it before she had all the information.


Upstairs, the toilet flushed, and she pushed thoughts of the family business to one side and made for the stairs.


‘Just so you know,’ she shouted up to Sol, ‘I’m taking out my dentures.’


Sol was like a dog. Never fully asleep. All those years on the job, keeping eyes and ears open had fucked with his adrenal glands.


His first wife had been the same and liked to knock them both into unconsciousness with sex and vodka. The second had tried to help him with lotions and candles and crystals (you’d think that people selling bits of purple rock would soon go out of business but, no, there were whole shops full of that sort of crap).


Liberty just accepted that sometimes sleep came and sometimes it didn’t. Bad dreams plagued her because she’d seen her mother chucked off a fifth-floor balcony. Lavender oil wasn’t going to fix that.


He watched her now, fast on, face buried in the pillow, and hoped she was somewhere far away from her childhood. He moved a dark tendril of hair from her shoulder with his finger. There was a round scar on her skin where she said she’d picked off a chickenpox scab. Jacqueline Greenwood wouldn’t have been the type to bother using calamine on her kids, that was for sure.


He felt protective of Liberty, in a way he hadn’t about Angie or Natasha. Which was bloody ridiculous, considering how capable Liberty was of looking after herself.


Sol sighed. He wasn’t going to get back to sleep, and if he carried on, he’d wake Liberty too. Carefully, he slid out of bed, pulled on his discarded boxers and padded down to the kitchen. He fancied a coffee and a fag but knew both would only make matters worse. Fuck it. He flicked the kettle, grabbed a packet of Marlboro and unlocked the window.


Outside, a car was parked up, engine idling. A pain in the arse on a quiet street at this time of night. If they didn’t shift soon, he’d go out there and tell them to bugger off. A couple of months ago, he’d have flashed his warrant card. Now, of course, he didn’t have one.


He lit his fag and blew the smoke out of the window. Liberty wouldn’t have complained either way, but he liked to show willing. After all, it was her house – or, at least, her name was on the lease. She’d given him a key without too much fanfare and he’d moved in with the few bits and bobs he had, but he didn’t consider it ‘home’. Maybe that would be their next move. Choose a flat together? Somewhere they both liked? Liberty never talked about the future. Then again, Sol hadn’t brought it up either.


That damn car. How long was it going to stay out there?


He took another drag and made for the door. Could be that the hit of nicotine and lack of sleep was making him tetchy, but he was going out there to have a word. He dug his feet into the boots he’d left in the hallway and pulled a coat off the peg. Halfway down the path, with the wind whipping round his thighs, he wished he’d put on proper clothes. But then he stopped short.


The car hadn’t moved, and the engine was still running, but the angle of the streetlamp meant he could see inside and, from where he was standing, the driver was holding a mobile up at Liberty’s bedroom window.


‘What the fuck?’ he muttered.


He waited and watched for another moment. No doubt about it, the guy was filming.


Suddenly, there was a sound behind him and the hallway flooded with light. Liberty stood in the doorway, a satin kimono wrapped around her, a puzzled frown on her face. At the same time, the engine gunned and the car took off.


Liberty wagged a finger at Sol in pants, boots and Puffa. ‘Now, that’s a great look.’


‘Thought I heard something,’ he said.


‘And?’


‘Just kids.’ He threw away his half-smoked fag and watched the orange tip bounce on the pavement. ‘But since we’re both awake …’




Chapter 2


31 August 1990


Mr Simms plonks a stack of books on the end table. ‘Take one and pass them along.’ Mansfield Park by Jane Austen. My copy is battered, the pages covered with pencil notes. ‘I recommend you get your own copy. Other people’s annotations will not help.’


I’ll get down to WH Smith’s tomorrow. After tonight’s shift, I’ll have the cash.


The girl sitting next to me doesn’t touch hers but carries on scribbling graffiti on her pencil case. CND symbols, smiley faces and a few rainbows. Her nail varnish is black, just like all the clothes she’s got on. Everything except a pair of bright red Converse that look new.


Mr Simms goes back to the front and smiles. He’s got a friendly face and acts as if he wants to be here. Not like most teachers. Maybe it’s because we’re only here for an induction day. By mid-September he’ll have the dog on, like all the rest of them.


‘I just want to point out the obvious,’ he says. He’s got the Manchester accent that Fat Rob takes off all the time. ‘This isn’t school. I won’t chase you for your assignments. If you don’t do the work, that’s your funeral.’ A lad at the back laughs. ‘But if you want a decent grade to go off to uni or whatever, then you’ll need to put your back into it.’


Another teacher sticks his head in the door and Mr Simms pops out to speak to him.


‘Why assume any of us want to go to fucking university?’ says the girl next to me. ‘I mean, what’s the point?’


I don’t answer. First off because she’s not really asking me. She’s doing that thing where people make a statement through a question. And, second, because going to university is exactly what I want. How else am I going to get a decent job and somewhere proper to live? I can’t kip on Fat Rob’s settee for ever, can I?


The girl rubs her stomach. ‘Christ, I’m starving.’ She’s quite posh when she speaks. ‘Hangover from hell.’


I laugh. Whenever Fat Rob and me are hung-over we’ll eat anything. One time we had Pot Noodle sandwiches for breakfast.


‘Fancy some lunch?’ she asks, this time looking right at me.


I’ve got thirty-two pence in my pocket. ‘Forgot my purse.’


‘My shout,’ she says. I must look dubious because she smiles. ‘Honestly, you’d be doing me a favour. I’m Kitty by the way.’


The canteen is packed and the queue for the till is massive. Kitty’s got a ton of food on her tray. Tuna sandwich, chips, chocolate muffin and a flapjack. Oh, and a can of Coke. I stick with a ham roll and a packet of Skips. I don’t want to take the piss.


When we finally get sat down, she grabs a nearby ketchup bottle and squeezes a ton over her chips in a zigzag pattern. Then she starts shovelling them in with her fingers. Fat Rob eats like a dog, but Kitty’s something else.


‘I’m never drinking again,’ she says, mouth full.


I unwrap my roll. ‘Where did you go?’


‘House party.’ She rips the clingfilm off her sandwich. ‘Old schoolmate.’


‘Good, was it?’


‘Nah. Completely shit.’ Kitty takes half the sarnie in one bite. ‘Probably why I got so wasted. It’s the only way I can stand any of that lot.’ She takes my Skips, opens them and pushes a handful into her gob. ‘You’re not from round here.’


‘You are minging,’ I say. She laughs and sprays food all over the table. ‘I’ll have to introduce you to my flatmate.’


‘You don’t live with your parents, then?’


Shit. I didn’t mean to let that slip. No one’s asked about Mam and Dad, really. When I filled in the form to join sixth-form college, there was a box for one of them to sign. I just got Fat Rob to do a scribble with his left hand. The last thing I want is folk knowing my business.


‘You lucky bitch,’ she says. ‘I fucking hate mine.’


I’m trying to think of something to say when she sticks her hand into her bag and pulls out a pouch of Old Holborn and some skins. ‘Let’s go and pollute the fresh air of Manchester.’


She leaves behind her uneaten food and marches off to the door. When she’s not looking, I grab the muffin and flapjack, slide them into my bag and follow her out into the sunshine.


Present Day


The junkies arrived one after another. All ages, shapes, sizes and colours. The only common themes: bad teeth and industrial need.


Rose had taken a few drugs in her time. There’d been a period after her stepfather had thrown her out when she’d surfed various sofas and lived off ketamine and energy drinks. And she still drank too much occasionally, waking up with a thumping head and a sinking feeling as she checked who she’d texted after midnight.


But she kept it all in separate containers.


At work, she avoided social gatherings altogether. Getting drunk in the pub with a load of sweaty police wasn’t Rose’s idea of a good time. It didn’t make her popular, but she didn’t give a damn. They could whisper about her behind her back, say she had a rod up her backside.


The latest addict shuffled towards the dealer. He took more than a rod up his backside by the looks of him. Rent-boy. Though boy was stretching it. Had to be thirty at least.


Rose watched him: his hands shook so badly he dropped his money. The dealer just laughed. This was what Rose was after: someone already starting to cluck. Plus, he couldn’t weigh more than seven stones. She’d be able to take him if he got difficult.


She let him get his drugs, then slipped out of her car and followed him towards a row of garages. She’d need to grab him before he got inside. There would be more zombies in there and she didn’t need a row.


When he was twenty feet away from a metal door spray-painted with ‘Anya is a skank’, she overtook him and stood in his path. He moved to the left, but she moved with him.


‘What?’ he mumbled.


Rose whipped out her warrant card and gave a grim smile. The man looked around wildly for a means of escape.


‘When did you actually last break into a run? Because I’m thinking that if you even try it, that’ll be the end of you,’ she said.


‘Cunt,’ he replied.


She prised the plastic baggie from his fist and slipped it into her pocket. ‘Now that’s not nice, is it?’


The man’s forehead glistened. It was a cold day, but his body didn’t know that.


‘Look,’ said Rose. ‘If you answer a few questions, I’ll let you go so you can do your thing. How does that sound?’


‘Cunt,’ the man repeated, but he didn’t resist as she took his elbow and led him towards her car.


Once inside, the man hugged himself tightly. He smelt like the bottom drawer of a fridge left far too long. Rose opened her window.


‘Got a fag?’ he asked.


Rose shook her head and he sighed, sending a wave of stench towards her so pungent she had to turn her head.


‘Who runs things on this estate?’ she asked.


The man nodded in the general direction of where he’d scored. ‘I don’t know their names.’


‘Not them,’ said Rose. ‘I’m asking you who’s running things.’ When the man didn’t answer she gave an impatient groan. ‘I can nick you now, if that’s how you want it. You’ll spend the night puking up in the cells and I’ll have paperwork on a possession charge. Hardly win-win, is it?’ The man clutched his stomach. Please God he wasn’t going to throw up in the car. ‘This is Greenwood territory, am I right?’


The man flicked a nervous glance at her. He wouldn’t want to get into a discussion about the local movers and shakers, but he’d want to get that brown powder into his bloodstream even more.


‘They say so.’


‘They do indeed,’ Rose replied. ‘I’m wondering if a regime change is afoot.’ The man frowned, clearly puzzled. ‘Are the Greenwoods losing control?’


The light bulb went on. ‘Nah. I mean, there’s been stuff happening lately. Youngers not from here coming in and starting trouble.’


‘Hill’s people?’


The man breathed slimy-potato breath at her. ‘That’s the weird thing. After Jackson Delaney got shanked, things calmed right down.’


Rose thought about that for a second. According to Redman and his mates, Hill and the Greenwoods had carved up Delaney’s area after his death. No one seemed to care. It was better than a turf war. But there’d been a recent rash of violent attacks on the estates. No one was talking, obviously. But they pointed to cracks in the peace process.


‘What’s your name?’ Rose asked.


The man let his head fall forward. ‘I need to get off.’


Rose retrieved the gear from her pocket, held it up between finger and thumb and shook it. The rattle of the plastic made him look up.


‘Salty.’ He rubbed his palms against his jeans. ‘Everyone calls me Salty.’


‘Well, Salty, I want you to keep your eyes and ears open for me.’


‘I’m not a grass,’ Salty replied.


Rose rolled her eyes. They both knew that he’d give evidence against his granny for the cost of a couple of Xanax. ‘Just information on what’s occurring,’ said Rose. ‘Gossip, rumours, doesn’t matter.’


Salty stared at the bag that Rose still held at head height. ‘Fine.’


Rose dropped it into Salty’s lap. He snatched it with his right hand and opened the door with his left. The rush of frosted air was welcome.


‘I fucking hate the police,’ said Salty.


‘So, who’re you gonna call when you get your next beating?’


‘Why would I bother?’ Salty yanked up his hood. ‘Probably one of your lot dishing it out.’


Liberty left Sol fast asleep, one leg flung on top of the duvet, and drove over to Frankie’s flat. She pulled up the 911 outside and pressed the horn.


Seconds later he dived out, blue beanie pulled down over his ears, piece of toast clenched between his teeth. ‘Morning,’ he said, fastening his seatbelt. Liberty grabbed the toast and took a bite. ‘Oi.’ She rammed it back into his mouth and snapped on the radio. Listeners were ringing in with their best hangover cures. Everything from pie and mash to a mug of Lemsip was suggested.


‘Having a wank,’ Frankie shouted.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Works every time,’ said Frankie. Liberty’s eyes opened wide. ‘Though sometimes it’s better if you throw up first.’


Liberty indicated at the turning to the Black Cherry. ‘Thanks for the tip.’


‘You’re very welcome,’ he replied, swallowing the last of his breakfast.


‘So, what do you know about the younger killed up on the Crosshills?’


‘Nothing much. Some kid comes onto the estate and stabs him up.’


Liberty stopped the car. ‘Not a row over a pair of Nikes, then?’


‘No.’ Frankie got out of the car, stretched his shoulders. ‘But not a row over food either. No one even knew the kid that did it.’


Now that was surprising. On the tight-knit streets of the estates, everyone knew everyone. Where they worked and who for was common knowledge.


Crystal was at the bar, back turned to the door, already at full pelt.


Jay listened and nodded. Mel chewed her lip and ran a tea towel around some glasses.


‘We need to talk to Hill, find out what the fuck’s going on,’ Crystal ranted.


‘I’m pretty sure Lib will do that,’ said Mel.


Red rag to a bull. Crystal pulled her tiny frame to its full height. ‘Lib? Since when was Lib in charge?’


‘Morning,’ said Liberty.


Crystal spun around. Christ, she looked shocking. Liberty’s little sister was a natural beauty. Where Liberty had always been the clever one, Crystal was the pretty one. But this morning her pale, flawless skin was dry and blotchy, her eyes crimson-rimmed. Had she been crying? Crystal never cried. Ever.


‘Don’t tell me,’ said Crystal. ‘You’ve already spoken to Hill and bought whatever crock of crap he’s selling you.’


Liberty skirted around her to the back of the bar, fished in the fridge for a Diet Coke. The bottles felt warm to the touch. Presumably Mel had just restocked. As if reading her mind, Mel filled a glass with ice.


‘Cat got your tongue?’ Crystal hissed.


Liberty poured the Coke. She didn’t want a row. Especially not with Crystal, who would cheerfully use any opportunity to dredge up the past. But sometimes there was no choice.


‘I’ve asked around to get a feel for what happened,’ said Frankie. Crystal fixed him with a glare. ‘What? You don’t think I should have done that?’


Crystal stuck her hands on her bony hips. Jay reached over and rubbed her elbow, but she shrugged him off. ‘And when did you get so fucking reasonable?’ She spat at her older brother. ‘Six months ago, you’d have been baying for blood.’


‘And where did that get us?’ Liberty asked.


‘We were doing just fine before you showed up.’ Crystal jabbed her thumb in her chest. ‘Don’t think you came here and saved us.’


Liberty closed her eyes. The same arguments raged again and again. Six months ago, the family was on the brink: Frankie in hospital fighting for his life, Jay out of control shagging every dancer in the club, Crystal kneecapping folk with bottles. Someone had had to take control and calm everything down. Liberty had done that, hadn’t she?


‘Whatever,’ Crystal said at last. ‘Do what you like.’ She grabbed her denim jacket from the table. ‘But when it goes tits up, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


When she was safely gone, Jay grabbed Liberty’s now empty glass, fished out an ice cube and stuck it into his mouth. ‘Well, I’d say that went better than expected.’


Rose scanned the shelves of food for inspiration. As far as police-station canteens went, this one was by no means the worst. On a stint in Liverpool it had been pre-packed ham rolls, packets of crisps and a few bananas by the till going slowly black as they waited for a buyer. At least here they tried to offer a bit of choice. At lunchtimes they were even giving a salad bar a whirl. But this morning Rose did not fancy anything on display.


An assistant with a name badge jiggling over her left boob that introduced her as ‘Alison’ scraped the last bits of the breakfast items into a metal tub. A couple of hardened rashers of bacon, a lone grilled tomato, a plop of scrambled egg adrift in a pool of milky liquid.


‘Can I get you owt, love?’ Alison asked.


Rose’s stomach churned at the sight of the mangled leftovers. ‘Coffee, please.’


She took her drink and holed up in the corner. Her shift wasn’t due to start for another twenty minutes, but she always got in early. People who arrived at the nick with seconds to spare, doing up their buttons and ramming toast down their throats, irritated her. Why didn’t they just sort out their lives? Get up half an hour earlier?


When Redman and his friends arrived, Rose grabbed her mobile and began to scroll. They’d ignore her if they thought she was busy. Probably relieved. None of them pretended to think much of her, but if any of the senior officers caught them actively excluding her, there’d be trouble, so from time to time they tried their best to chat to her.


She checked the newsfeed on Facebook. Someone she went to school with had just got married. The updated profile picture showed off beefy arms pouring out of a white dress that stuck out like a wigwam. Her son stood next to her, scowling in a pair of grey flannel knickerbockers.


‘Morning.’


Rose’s heart sank as Redman took the chair opposite. ‘Hi, Joel.’


‘I feel like we’ve got off on the wrong foot, Rose,’ he said. ‘Haven’t given each other a chance.’


Rose shrugged. ‘We don’t need to be friends.’


His hair was an odd colour. A sort of uniform yellow, as if it had come out of a tube. But she was pretty certain that Joel Redman wasn’t the sort of man to dye his hair. She’d be surprised if he bothered to brush his teeth most mornings.


‘True,’ he said. ‘But we do need to work together.’ The coffee had gone cold, but Rose blew over the rim of her mug anyway. ‘The guv wants us to look into the stabbing over on the Crosshills estate.’


‘The one where no one will tell us anything?’


Redman scratched his chin, nails crackling over the stubble, which Rose noticed for the first time was dark. Maybe he did dye his hair. How about that?


They watched each other for a few seconds, neither speaking, blinking at each other in turn. At last Rose put down her still-full mug and pushed back her chair. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Let’s get on over there.’


Jay and Frankie took hold of either end of a huge cardboard box and ferried it across the club.


‘What’s in there?’ Liberty asked Mel.


‘Cock rings,’ Mel replied, clipping together a stack of till receipts. Mary Mother of God. Just how many cocks could need a ring? There must be thousands in that box. ‘I hope you’re sure about Hill, Lib.’


‘Don’t you start.’


A group of dancers arrived, clucking like chickens. In the centre of the huddle was Justina, head bent, clearly crying as the others rubbed her back. Mel groaned. Another day, another drama.


Justina was led over to the bar, like a prize cow, and presented to Liberty. A brunette, whose name escaped Liberty, grabbed her friend’s chin and yanked upwards, so Liberty could see the problem. A split lip, a swollen cheek and livid purple marks around her throat. ‘Boyfriend,’ said the brunette.
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