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Chapter 1


5 October 1990


Key worker Hemma’s got a new rule. Well, she calls it a ‘policy’ but it’s the same thing. Basically, she’s got sick of putting everyone right when they get her name wrong like two thousand times a day, so now she won’t answer anybody unless they pronounce the H. What she gets for her trouble is a lorry load of huffing by all the kids in Orchard Grove.


‘Huh-Emma, can I have a travel pass?’


‘Huh-Emma, someone’s nicked my hair spray.’


‘Huh-Emma, Jordan’s having a wank in the telly room and I want to watch EastEnders.’


It’s like we’ve got a group case of asthma and I’m thinking Hemma regrets instigating her policy, but she can’t back down now.


‘Huh-Emma,’ our Jay shouts. ‘Have you heard from that solicitor?’


Hemma gives him a tight smile. ‘No, Jay, I haven’t. But trust me, as soon as I do, you’ll be the first to know.’ She turns to me. ‘But I have got something for you, Elizabeth.’


I could tell her that I’ve got my own policy about names and that no one ever calls me that. But I can’t be arsed. There’s some guideline about not being too casual with kids in care for fear that we start to look on staff as our mates. It’s a load of bollocks if you think about it. They insist on using the names our mams and dads gave us even though most of us don’t have anything to do with our mams and dads. But, like I say, I can’t be arsed to argue.


‘She’s called Lib.’ Of course, our Jay’s always got enough energy to argue. ‘Everybody knows that.’


I flick his ear.


‘Ow,’ he says.


‘Please don’t do that, Elizabeth,’ says Hemma. ‘We don’t accept violence in the unit, as you’re well aware.’


Me and Jay look at each other and crease up. Most days it’s like a cage fight in here. There’s a new lass, Michaela, who battered both her roommates the first night she arrived because she said one of them farted. In the end both girls moved out so Michaela got a single by default. Hemma’s not renowned for her sense of humour, so she walks off.


‘Huh-Emma,’ I call after her. ‘You said you had something for me.’


She nods, reaches into her pocket and hands me a letter. I’m hoping for something from Fat Rob. He’s already sent two since I left Manchester, and although they’re only short, they’re dead funny and it always cheers me up to think he’s living his best life over the Pennines. My heart sinks when I see thin pale blue paper marked HMP. I only know one person in prison, and I don’t want to read anything he’s got to say to me.


Later, in my room I stare at the unopened envelope. Through the wall I can hear our Jay chatting with Michaela. He shouldn’t be in there, but at least she’s laughing and not thumping him. Yet. Neither of us wanted to come back here, but I knew that Jay was just going to get himself into real trouble in Manchester and that he wouldn’t leave without me. I suppose we were lucky that two places came up together in Orchard Grove. The lad who had my room before me got sent to secure for robbing an arcade. Him and his little brother somehow managed to get away with about a grand in fifty-pence pieces. They got caught dragging their bags onto a bus because they were both too young to have passed their test. Anyway, that left this room for me.


I think I’m just going to bin the letter. Whatever Connor wants to get off his chest, he can sodding well keep it in. This is the lad who said he loved me, who said he wanted to look after me, and when he got nicked for dealing drugs he wanted me to take the blame. Rob was so angry with him that he’s not spoken to him since, and they were friends years before they even met me.


Next door, Jay’s voice has dropped low and I know what’s coming. I bang on the wall. ‘Do not even think about it,’ I shout.


‘Why do you care?’ he yells back.


‘I don’t give a shit, Jay. I just don’t want to listen to it.’


I hear a few squeaks of the bed and something that might be a cough. I thump again. ‘Don’t make me come in there.’


‘For fuck’s sake,’ Jay mutters, and a door slams.


I wait a few seconds to make sure he has actually left Michaela’s room and that it’s not just some charade, then breathe a sigh of relief. It’s not as if I got any privacy when I lived with Rob. I mean, we shared a bedsit with no bathroom. We got used to ignoring each other’s comings and goings. But that’s a far cry from listening to your brother shagging.


I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling, wondering what Crystal and Frankie are up to. The solicitor says she’s pushing hard for a contact session, but they always say that. Then I pull myself together and take out one of my books. Hemma’s convinced she’ll have the paperwork sorted for me to go back to college next week and I don’t want to fall behind in the meantime.


Present Day


When Liberty pulled up outside the Black Cherry, Rebecca’s Audi was already in the car park.


‘Shit.’ She pasted on a smile. ‘Hi, Becca.’ Her voice sounded ludicrously cheerful even to her ears.


Rebecca didn’t answer but gave a curt nod, then went to her boot and popped it open. She was wearing a navy windcheater with pink polka dots and a pair of brown chinos, sensible and comfortable, as she retrieved a plastic box. Then she stalked back to Liberty’s Porsche and dumped it on the bonnet.


Liberty yelped and jumped out. The 911 was getting on but she loved that car like an old family dog that peed on the rug but still made everyone laugh. A tangle of chargers fell out of the box onto the paintwork. Liberty grabbed them and stuffed them back inside on top of three Welcome to Playa del Carmen mugs, one without a handle.


‘That’s the last of it,’ said Rebecca.


‘Could you two not talk this through?’


‘There’s nothing to say.’


Music seeped towards them as someone opened the door to the club. Liberty and Rebecca turned to the sound and saw one of the dancers with a packet of fags. She shoved one between her lips and pulled off her Cleopatra wig before lighting up. Liberty gestured for her to go back inside, but the girl held up her cigarette. ‘Break.’


‘Don’t make me ask twice,’ Liberty shouted. The girl huffed, but did as she was told, nipping her cig and putting it back with the others. When the door closed, Liberty turned to Rebecca. ‘You could try counselling.’


Rebecca snorted. ‘Can you imagine Jay speaking to a shrink?’


‘I don’t think they use shrinks.’ Liberty slid the box off the Porsche, praying there were no scratches. ‘Although that might not be a bad idea. He’s struggling since Frankie died. We all are.’


Rebecca’s shoulders softened. ‘I know that.’ She paused as if trying to remember why she was there. ‘But I also know that he’s shagged virtually every dancer in the club.’ She pointed at the door. ‘Probably that one just now. Can you imagine how stupid that makes me feel?’


‘You’re not the stupid one.’


Rebecca tucked her hair neatly behind her ears. She was all wrong here, like one of those odd-one-out puzzles where the clues were meant to be subtle but stuck out like a sore thumb. ‘Tell him I’ve seen a solicitor.’


‘Becca! Please don’t do this,’ Liberty said. ‘You’re truly the best thing that ever happened to my brother.’


Jay’s wife shook her head. ‘There’s no point stringing this out. We both know that Jay’s not going to change, but I don’t want to have to find out about it any more.’


Liberty stumbled into the club, slammed the box onto the bar and slumped onto the stool next to Crystal. She snatched her sister’s drink and took a gulp. ‘Just Coke?’


Crystal patted her pregnant bulge. Mel poured a couple of fingers of Jack Daniel’s into a glass and slid it at Liberty. Then Mel poked about in the box, holding up a cocktail shaker still in its cellophane.


‘You been hitting eBay again?’ Crystal asked.


‘It’s not funny.’ Liberty knocked back her bourbon. ‘Becca won’t change her mind. This time she’s definitely divorcing him.’


Crystal inspected a pair of clean gardening gloves with the words ‘The Lawn Ranger’ embroidered on the cuffs. ‘Do you think our Jay’s ever cut the grass?’


‘Straight after he painted the shed,’ said Mel.


Both women cracked up. In spite of herself, Liberty joined in and helped herself to another shot. Even the thought of Jay gardening was hilarious. Who the hell had bought him the gloves? The girl from outside tottered towards them in a pair of high-heeled gladiator sandals, the laces crossed so tightly the string dug into her shins. She had the jet-black Cleopatra wig back on.


‘I can go outside now?’ she asked. When Liberty nodded, the girl glanced at Mel. ‘I can get my phone?’


Mel pulled a shoebox from under the bar and lifted the lid. Inside were at least fifteen mobiles. She offered it to the girl, who grabbed a Samsung with a cracked screen and scuttled away.


‘I bet they don’t like this new regime,’ said Liberty.


‘They can like it or lump it.’ Mel sifted through the phones, double-checking they were all off. ‘No one’s recording anything that gets said in here.’ She held up her palm. ‘And I know you think I’m paranoid, but I’m too bloody old to get sent down, that’s for sure.’


‘What about the punters?’ Liberty asked, pointing at a bloke by the stage: he was ignoring the dancer in cat ears, twirling her tail, as he flicked through Facebook on his phone.


‘Too far away. And there’s the music. But the girls are here before we open and when we’re shutting. Plus, they’re up at the bar, in my chuffing face night and day.’


Crystal was wearing the gardening gloves and waved one at Mel. ‘What if one of the dancers sneaks in a second phone? Thought of that?’


The girl on the stage was now naked except for the cat ears, one foot on the floor, the other wrapped around her neck.


‘If she can hide it and still manage to do that, good luck to her,’ said Liberty.


Mel refitted the lid on the cardboard box and slid it back under the bar with a sniff. Since they’d heard about Mads, the county-lines kid being sent in to spy on Ricky Vines, they were all feeling cautious, but Mel was taking it to a new level. There was no doubt in Liberty’s mind that if she looked at Mel’s search history, there’d be links on how to sweep for bugs. She finished her drink and checked the time. Seven fifteen. ‘Gotta go.’


Mel picked up Liberty’s empty glass and slung it into the dishwasher. ‘You’re still trying to find her, then?’


‘Frankie would have wanted me to,’ Liberty replied, and left the club.


Liberty drove across the Crosshills until she arrived at an all-night chemist, windows full of handmade signs for bargain bubble bath. She pulled over and watched the youngers outside as they crowded around a phone that one was holding. By the looks on their faces they were watching something funny.


When an addict appeared, fizzing with anxiety and need, one of the kids peeled himself away from the screen and took the cash. Then he whistled and another lad on a bike circled around and pedalled towards them.


The door to the chemist opened and a young woman appeared, black baseball cap pulled low over her eyes, hood over the cap. It would have been hard to tell she was female except Liberty knew who she was. Without warning the girl slapped the younger holding the phone on the back of his head and his cap fell to the floor. He shouted out in annoyance but picked it up and put away his phone.


When Liberty hooted her horn the group looked up as one, but only the young woman moved towards the car and got in.


‘Tia,’ said Liberty.


‘Told you before, you shouldn’t come down here.’ Tia pointed at the youngers. ‘Let me tell you, this lot aren’t keeping a proper eye out for the feds. Too busy watching some fight on YouTube.’


‘Who pissed on your chips?’


Tia kissed her teeth. ‘They get on my nerves. Don’t matter how many times I tell them, they just keep doing the same things.’ She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a box of Canesten. ‘Plus, I’ve got the worst case of thrush.’


‘Yoghurt’s good for that,’ said Liberty.


Tia bared her teeth. ‘How is eating that stuff going to help?’


‘You don’t eat it.’


Tia looked down at her crotch. ‘Oh, my days, you cannot think I’m going to put it up there. I mean what about strawberry seeds and that?’


Liberty closed her eyes. Any conversation with Tia was like entering a parallel universe. Frankie always said he was going to strangle her, but it might end up being Liberty who did the deed.


‘I was just passing so I thought I’d check in on you.’


Tia patted Liberty’s knee. ‘Thanks, Mum.’


‘Fuck off,’ Liberty replied, with a smile.


‘I appreciate it,’ said Tia, ‘but I don’t want you getting nicked.’


Liberty nodded. Once upon a time, she’d been a teenager without anyone to look out for her. Bad things could happen to kids in that position. She didn’t want bad things to happen to Tia.


Through the windscreen they could see the lads were back watching the video. Tia growled and opened the door. ‘Where’re you off to, then, Lib?’


‘St Stevens,’ said Liberty.


Tia rolled her eyes. ‘Still trying to find her, I take it?’


‘Yup.’


‘Why are you even bothering?’ Tia asked.


‘Because Frankie would have wanted me to check on her, like I check on you.’


Tia stuck out her tongue and jumped from the car. Liberty watched her best dealer jog across the street where she batted the phone out of the younger’s hands with a mouthful of expletives.


Rose Angel rolled her hips, making the nylon of her hi-vis jacket squeak. She needed to see the physio again but getting an appointment was murder. Typical that after all the injuries she’d sustained over the years making arrests, jumping fences, disarming nut jobs, she’d put her back out dragging an unconscious man behind a bus shelter.


The radio on her shoulder crackled but there was no message. Good. She scanned the length and breadth of Carter Street. Everything was quiet and she hoped it would stay that way.


Adam came out of Scottish Tony’s with a polystyrene cup in each hand and something wrapped in foil held in his armpit. He handed a cup to Rose and let the mystery package drop into his now free hand. ‘Burger,’ he said. ‘Assumed you didn’t want one.’


Rose took a sip of tea. ‘I’ll wait until I get home.’


Adam rolled back the foil, took a bite and groaned. ‘I told him I didn’t want any bloody tomatoes.’


‘Do you want to get a fresh one?’ Rose asked.


‘Nah,’ Adam replied, and flicked the slices of tomato from his burger onto the pavement. A sliver landed on his boot and he wiggled his foot until it flew off. They walked up the street towards the squad car. ‘We’ll have to find someone soon.’


Rose sighed. The chief super’s new policy was that patrollers had to make at least one stop-and-search each shift. It was part of the new war against drugs and weapons. Trouble was they had to choose who to search with care. With no Taser between them, and most back-up at least ten minutes away, they didn’t want to target anyone who might cut up too rough.


On their first shift together, Rose had marched off in the direction of a couple of lads openly dealing on the corner, but Adam had pulled her back. He didn’t fancy spending the night in A and E, he told her, and rolled up his sleeve to show her a jagged scar where he’d been stabbed the previous summer. She’d hardly been able to make it out through his copious ink and he’d had to run her finger along the huge black panther that covered most of his forearm so she could feel the ridge, like she was reading him in braille.


‘Do you think they’ll ever issue you with a Taser?’ she asked him.


He shovelled the last piece of burger into his mouth and laughed. ‘They’re like Man U season tickets,’ he said. ‘You put your name down without hope or expectation.’


‘Thought you lot hated Man U.’


He got into the car. ‘We do, but they can’t give away tickets to Leeds with a free haircut.’


Rose got into the passenger side and put on her seatbelt. Then they drove to the Crosshills to rummage around for someone to notch up their numbers. Someone among the hopeless and the homeless who just might have a bit of gear on them so they could get an arrest at the same time. Ruining already crap lives and shattering trust. The job was a good ’un.


‘Tell me again why we do this,’ said Rose.


‘I’m too thick to take my sergeant’s exams,’ said Adam. ‘And you got sacked from being a detective for locking up one of the Greenwoods.’ He wagged his finger at a man pushing a shopping trolley. ‘What about him?’


‘If you think I’m putting my hand in his pockets, you’ve lost the plot.’


‘C’mon, Rose.’ Adam winked. ‘Give the poor bloke a thrill.’


She was about to tell him to get lost when her mobile beeped: email incoming. She checked it and froze as she read the unexploded bomb the words contained.


‘Everything okay?’ Adam asked, but she couldn’t answer. ‘Rose?’ He pulled over and killed the engine. ‘You’re worrying me now,’ he said. ‘And I don’t worry about anything except if I’m going to make it for last orders.’


Rose breathed hard. ‘It’s Joel Redman.’


‘The bent copper?’


Rose nodded. ‘He’s killed himself in prison.’


She slid out of the car into the cold night air and pulled up a number she never used. She hesitated for a second before hitting the call button. Liberty Greenwood answered immediately.


‘Redman’s dead,’ said Rose.


‘How?’ Greenwood asked.


The homeless man with the trolley came to a halt a few feet away and stared at her. Rose stared back and jabbed her thumb up the street for him to jog on. ‘Suicide. Apparently.’


‘Look, I can’t speak now, I’m right in the middle of something.’


‘Something more important than this?’ asked Rose.


‘I’m looking for someone. I’ll meet you later,’ Greenwood replied, and hung up.


Rose watched the man and his trolley move slowly away, dirty boots shuffling, wheels squeaking on the wet pavement.


The church hall was cold and smelt of disinfectant. The clinking of a metal spoon against a mug filled the air as Liberty stared at a picture of Jesus on the wall. His face was serene, like he was in soft focus, clearly not yet in the know about how he would end his days. She wondered for a second how Frankie had felt before he died. Did he know what was coming? Did it hurt? Or did he just float away into the blackness?


‘Can I get you a brew?’


Liberty turned to a woman standing by a kettle, holding up a box of PG Tips. ‘Actually, I’m looking for someone.’


‘Aren’t we all?’ said the woman and popped a teabag into a cup. She had a name badge pinned to her cardigan: Jan.


‘Her name’s Daisy Clarke,’ said Liberty. ‘Sometimes goes by Daisy the Dog?’


Jan smiled and poured boiling water over the teabag. ‘Milk and sugar?’


Liberty frowned. There was no way Jan hadn’t heard her question. Jan fished out the teabag with a spoon, placed it on top of a mountain of others and shoved the still-wet spoon into a bag of sugar. She stirred three heaped spoonfuls into the cup and held it out to Liberty.


‘Honestly, I’m just trying to find Daisy.’


Jan didn’t lower her arm, face as placid as Jesus on the wall, so Liberty took the cup, not knowing what else to do.


‘We don’t use names except inside the group,’ said Jan. ‘Everything said there is in complete confidence, including the names of those who attend.’ Liberty glanced at the name badge and Jan laughed. ‘I run the group, so I’m an exception.’ She nodded towards a side room already full of people. ‘You’re very welcome to join us.’


Liberty craned her neck to see if Daisy was in there, but she couldn’t make out anyone’s face. It was possible Daisy was there already or, more likely if she remembered Daisy right, she’d turn up late having missed her bus, lost her phone and managed to row with a randomer on the way. There was a reason Daisy had been mates with Frankie: peas in a pod. Or were they just two desperate crack heads finding a bit of comfort in each other? Was this search for Daisy something Liberty was doing to keep Frankie alive a bit longer? Everyone else seemed to think so. Frankie had been shot by a rival dealer from Manchester, who had sent kids down county lines to grab some Greenwood turf. You couldn’t make that right by tracking down a working girl he occasionally shagged. Maybe, but Liberty hadn’t come across town simply to walk away now.


Jan nodded at Liberty’s cup. ‘Bring it with you.’


Around twenty plastic chairs formed a circle in the middle of the side-room, and most were taken. Liberty slid into a free space and popped her handbag on the floor next to her feet.


Jan had followed her in and took a place near the door. ‘For anyone new tonight, I’ll repeat the rules of engagement. Say whatever you like. No one here is going to judge and no one will ever mention it outside these four walls.’


‘What happens in Vegas,’ said a man a few seats up from Liberty. He was vastly overweight, pink belly poking out from under his football top. White trainers splattered in red that might have been ketchup but could have been blood.


‘Yes, indeed, Bradley,’ said Jan. ‘Now, how are we doing tonight?’


‘Absolute shite, not gonna lie,’ said Bradley. ‘Coming off the gear is probably the worst idea I’ve ever had in my life.’ A few people laughed. ‘You think I’m joking?’


‘Well, let’s have a think about that, Bradley,’ said Jan. ‘What made you decide to try to get clean in the first place?’


Liberty scanned the room. There were two free chairs left, which meant Daisy could still turn up. Although it was clear they always put out a few extras for anyone wandering in, like Liberty had. She wondered if she could just stop the proceedings and ask them if Daisy was expected. But Jan would no doubt shut that right down. Liberty sighed. She’d been trying to track down Daisy for weeks with no joy. She’d asked every dealer on the estate, but no one had seen her. Which could only mean that by some miracle she’d actually managed to stay clean. Hence trying meetings like this one.


‘I promised my mam,’ said Bradley.


‘And why did you do that?’ asked Jan.


‘Fucked if I know,’ he replied. ‘Must have been off my tits.’


The young girl directly opposite gave a huge cackle. A dirty duvet and three carrier bags of clothes sat behind her chair. ‘I told me brother I’d pack it in if he did. That we’d do it together like.’


‘And?’ asked Bradley.


The girl shrugged. ‘And I’m here and he’s not.’


‘Never trust a junkie,’ said Bradley.


The door opened and heads bobbed up expectantly, including Liberty’s. But it wasn’t Daisy. Instead a young lad, no more than fifteen, skittered in and sat on the dirty duvet.


‘All right?’ the girl asked, and the boy seesawed his hand.


‘You came, Ellis,’ said Jan. ‘That’s the main thing.’


Ellis glanced around the room, overwhelmed and overloaded. Even though Liberty could smell the spice coming off him, it hadn’t yet taken his beauty. He was like a porcelain doll, exquisite yet fragile, ready to shatter at any moment.


‘We’re just talking about why we’re trying to get clean, Ellis,’ said Jan.


Ellis looked down at his filthy nails. ‘I want to look after my family.’ The girl reached down and took his hand. ‘The little ones got taken into care and …’


Liberty felt her throat contract. She tried to swallow but there was nowhere for the saliva to go. She lurched to her feet, cup of tea falling to the floor, Bradley swearing as his stained boots got soaked. Jan said something, but Liberty couldn’t hear what as she ran to the door.


Sol took a long drag on his vape and checked his coffee flask. Empty. Probably for the best, he was already edgy. Behind him Gianni tapped away on his laptop.


When they’d arrived at the flat, the day had been fat with promise but, like with all surveillance ops, boredom had settled in quickly. Basically, watching street dealing was like groundhog day with no plot. The youngers hung around until finally a customer turned up and handed over some money. A sign would be given, and another kid would pass across the drugs. Rinse and repeat. It baffled Sol that they could be arsed to do it day in day out when there’d be more variety working on the pizza counter in Asda. No wonder feuds took off over the least tiny issue – anything to break up the day.


Sol stretched. He’d been peeking around the side of the curtain, looking down onto the street for hours now, and was starting to feel trapped. Not as in clawing-the-walls trapped, but that feeling he got on an aeroplane when he needed to pee and the stewardess hadn’t cleared away the trays. Hemmed in and frustrated by something seemingly unimportant, but left wondering why they needed to do an extra sweep of the cabin serving thimblefuls of tea, then another selling duty-free. (Did anyone ever buy that stuff? Who looked at the in-flight magazine and thought their life would be complete if only they had a set of three lipsticks that were cheaper back at the airport, or a model Boeing 747?)


At last a teenager in a denim jacket with a fur collar wandered into view. Yusef Isak, sixteen years old.


‘He’s here,’ said Sol.


Gianni slammed shut his laptop and hovered behind Sol. ‘Sure it’s him?’ Sol flashed Gianni a look. He’d picked out this kid himself weeks ago, after reading a million profiles, and had been tracking him ever since. Gianni put up his hands. ‘Just asking.’


They watched the boy fist-pump a couple of others and lean in to tell them something. Yusef was the stash boy and he was telling the others where he’d left it. It wouldn’t be too far away, but the location changed most days.


‘Where d’you think it is?’ Gianni asked.


‘Doesn’t matter,’ Sol replied, and made the call to Hutch. ‘Time to swoop, my friend.’


‘On it,’ Hutch replied.


Moments later, they heard the police before they saw them. The screech of tyres, the roll of van doors, boots on the ground. The youngers scattered, or tried to, but the officers knew who was the priority and one rugby-tackled Yusef to the ground. The kid struggled to get away but, after a faceful of CS spray, screamed and curled into a ball. Sol watched as Yusef was hauled into a van, eyes scrunched tightly shut.


‘Right, then,’ said Sol. ‘We’ve got a fish on our hook. Time to reel him in.’


Sol and Gianni watched Yusef through the two-way mirror. The kid had been seen by the FME and had his eyes cleaned up. By now his body language said he was relaxed, elbow on the table, chin in his palm, bored expression across his face. Getting nicked was part and parcel of life on the streets for boys like him, and Yusef knew, like they all did, that at his age, with no weapon or serious amount of drugs on him, he’d walk soon enough. But, unlike the other lads, Yusef had more reasons to worry.


Sol leafed through Yusef’s file. Born in Asmara, the capital of Eritrea, Yusef had fled across the border to Ethiopia with his sister Sofia. She’d been twelve, Yusef ten. There’d been a stay in a refugee camp, then a journey to Europe, and Yusef had rocked up in England alone with the name of an uncle who lived in Manchester. When the uncle didn’t turn up for any appointments with the powers that be, Yusef was taken into care. Four years and eleven foster placements later, Yusef had set alight the bed in his care home and walked out for good. He’d called his key worker only when he got nicked.


Yusef was alone in the world – exactly what Sol was looking for.


‘Do you think he’ll go for it?’ Gianni asked.


Sol stared. What the hell was up with Gianni? He knew full well how this would go.


Hutch entered the interview room with Yusef’s appropriate adult. They hadn’t been able to raise his key worker. Apparently, he was at a gender fluid awareness conference in London. So, here was some trainee who had never met Yusef before. She looked far more terrified than he did.


Hutch gestured for the frightened young woman to sit next to Yusef and took a seat opposite. Hutch looked great, hair cropped neatly to his scalp as always, skin and eyes clear. Sol raked his own hair with grubby fingers. He hadn’t been to the barber’s since he’d left Yorkshire.


Hutch smiled widely, exposing even white teeth. ‘I’ll just explain why you’re here, Yusef.’


‘You do that,’ Yusef replied, in a strong Lancashire accent with no hint that he’d ever lived anywhere else.


Hutch tapped an expensive watch with the pad of his thumb. ‘For some time now, we’ve been watching Latimer Street as part of an ongoing drugs operation.’ Hutch paused, but Yusef just shrugged. Maybe he still thought he was in no real trouble. ‘We’ve been filming. Obviously.’ That was true. Gianni had set up a camera to tape what was happening. It probably covered about thirty feet of the road. Yusef didn’t blink, but the movement of his Adam’s apple told Sol that the news of a camera had hit a nerve. ‘We know you’re the stash man, Yusef.’


The kid rolled out a fake yawn and closed his eyes. Hutch gave a little what-now shrug at the trainee social worker. She licked already dry lips rapidly and put a hand on Yusef’s shoulder. He jerked away from her without opening his eyes.


‘Just to be clear,’ said Hutch. ‘We have the stash.’


Sol turned to Gianni. ‘Here we go.’


‘That’s an awful lot of class As, my friend,’ said Hutch. He waited to let the information land, then stood abruptly. ‘I’ll leave you to chat while your brief arrives.’


With Hutch out of the room, Yusef still didn’t move or speak, no doubt processing what he’d just heard. Beside him the trainee pressed her palm against her chest as if at any second she expected her skin to split and her heart to fall out onto the table.


Gianni let out a long breath.


‘What?’ Sol snapped.


‘Nothing.’


‘For fuck’s sake, just spit it out.’


Gianni rubbed his face and, for the first time, Sol noticed the bags under his eyes – purple and puffed up. ‘Don’t you wonder if all this is …’ he searched for the right word ‘… normal?’


Sol laughed. Of course, none of this was normal. If it was then Gianni wouldn’t even need to ask the question. But it was like Liberty had once told him: normal was vastly overrated. ‘It’s necessary,’ he said at last.


‘Lying? Making up a case against a kid?’ Gianni asked. ‘We haven’t got the stash. Didn’t even look for it.’


‘We’re not gonna charge him,’ Sol replied.


‘But we’re using it to get what we want.’


Sol wanted to slap Gianni across his stupid tired face. Why was he feeling so sorry for some kid who at the end of the day was just a drug dealer? ‘You came to me, Gianni. You and Hutch. You came to me to bring down Ricky Vine.’


‘And you didn’t think our methods were okay.’ Gianni jabbed his finger at the boy in the interview room, who still hadn’t opened his eyes. ‘You had a lot of problems with how we worked, if I recall correctly. So, what’s changed?’


Sol’s cheeks were on fire as he pulled at the neck of his unironed T-shirt to reveal the edges of a scar on his shoulder. ‘I got shot.’


Gianni stared at Sol and Sol stared back. Ricky Vine ruined lives and Sol was going to stop him, no matter what he had to do.


Yusef could hear the woman next to him breathing and it was seriously annoying. She hadn’t said her name or anything. She hadn’t even asked him if he was all right. What was the point of being an appropriate adult if you didn’t do appropriate stuff?


He should tell her he was thinking about killing himself just to get a reaction out of her. But then he’d have to spend hours with a doctor, explaining it was just a piss-take. One time, he’d told one of his foster carers he was going to slit his wrists and they’d banged him up in hospital for weeks. It didn’t matter how many times he explained that he’d known full well the cuts weren’t deep enough and that he’d done them the wrong way, across, like you see on the telly, when everyone knows that to do proper damage you have to slice down your arm from the crook of your elbow to your wrist. It was during that hospital stay Yusef had worked out that when people said his behaviour ‘worried’ them they actually meant it scared them.


‘Yusef,’ she said at last. ‘Are you okay?’


Yusef opened his eyes and looked at her. She had her nose pierced with one of those little silver rings. If he pulled it hard enough the skin of her nostril would split in two and she’d be left with the skin flapping for the rest of her life.


‘Have you got any fags?’ he asked.


‘I don’t smoke,’ she said.


He sighed hard, his breath lifting her hair, like a breeze. ‘Can you get me something to eat, then?’


She nodded and scurried out of the room, relieved to get away by the look of it. With her gone, Yusef stretched out his legs. He’d hardly slept last night, and his back ached. He never slept well anyway, but recently it was getting worse. For one thing the house he was staying in was like Piccadilly Gardens with the amount of comings and goings, half of the people crashing there off their heads or pure mental.


The door opened and he was expecting to see the social worker holding a cheese roll, but instead there was a scruffy man, the neck of his T-shirt stretched. He closed the door behind him, sat on the edge of the table and silently held out a packet of Marlboro.









Chapter 2


6 October 1990


I’m in the toy section of Woolie’s looking at the price of a Mr Frosty for our Crystal and Frankie, when a mouth comes close to my ear. ‘Not thinking of nicking that, are you?’


I spin round to tell the security guard to do one, but I’m shocked to find Tiny at my side. I haven’t seen her in over six months, and we didn’t part on good terms. I mean, we didn’t fall out, but she made it plain that my problems were my own to sort out, which hurt, if I’m honest. But the big smile on her face makes it look as if she’s forgotten about that.


I smile back or, at least, I try to.


‘Bloody hell,’ she says. ‘I don’t look that bad, do I?’


Actually, she looks a lot better than the last time I saw her when she was tired and stressed, trying to get her head around an unwanted pregnancy. Today she’s almost back to her old self, bright red lippie to match a bright red baseball cap worn sideways.


Then there’s a little cry, well, more like a miaow, and we look down into a buggy.


‘This is Grace,’ she says, and picks up the baby. ‘Lady Gracious meet Pretty Lib.’


Tiny’s baby is snug in a snowsuit so padded it makes her little arms stick out at right angles. She blows a spit bubble from perfect pink lips. I lean in so my nose is close to hers and she gives a syrupy hiccup.


‘I’m gonna have to feed her before my tits go off,’ says Tiny. ‘Fancy a cuppa?’


And I nod because not so long ago Tiny was one of my closest friends and that’s got to be worth something, hasn’t it?


Tiny’s flat is a mess. I mean, she was never one for keeping it spotless, but this is Fat Rob levels of muck. In the corner of the living room there’s a pile of dirty nappies. They’re tied up in them individual scented pink sacks, but the smell of shit still seeps through.


‘Sorry about this place,’ says Tiny, Grace slurping away on her boob. ‘Can’t seem to get on top of it.’


I hunt around for a bin bag, then fill it up with all the crap lying around. When it’s full, I dump it in the kitchen and make us a coffee. The milk’s gone off so we have to have it black. Grace has fallen asleep but Tiny doesn’t move her.


‘Shall I put her down for you?’ I ask.


‘Christ, no,’ Tiny says. ‘She’ll sleep like this, but if she gets in sniffing distance of her cot, she’ll scream the place down. I’m surprised next door haven’t reported me to the social for child abuse.’ She frowns. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’


I shake my head that I’m not offended and blow across the rim of my mug.


‘Did your brother find you?’ she asks. ‘He came looking for you, so I gave him Rob’s address.’


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘He came to stay with us in Manchester for a bit, but we had to come back.’


Tiny strokes Grace’s head. She hasn’t got much hair yet, just a bit of dark brown fur here and there. Our Frankie was the same when he was born.


‘And Rob’s doing all right?’ she asks.


I tell her about his club nights at the Hacienda, where he has everyone bouncing off the ceiling with his sets, and her eyes sparkle. ‘He’s even got a girlfriend,’ I say.


She throws her head back in a laugh. ‘Is she on meds?’


I laugh as well because she’s not being mean. She loved the bones of Rob and he felt the same about her. Maybe they still feel that way about each other. I mean, I haven’t seen our Crystal and Jay in ages, but I still love them, don’t I?


‘Have you heard from Connor?’ she asks. That wipes the smile from my face. ‘He told me he was going to write to you.’


‘I chucked his letter in the bin,’ I say.


She bends down to kiss her baby. ‘He probably deserves it.’


‘He definitely deserves it.’


Tiny looks at me and suddenly she seems a lot older than me, even though we’re only four years apart. I suppose having a kid will do that to you. ‘We all make mistakes, Lib. It’s what you do about them that matters.’


Present Day


Liberty pulled herself together on the way to meet Angel.


It had been a stupid idea to go into the group session. She should have left as soon as she’d seen Daisy wasn’t in there. It was obviously going to be full of no-hopers pouring out their sad stories, like buckets of water from a sinking ship.


For years she’d been buttoned up so tight that the other lawyers in the firm where she worked had nicknamed her the Ice Queen and she hadn’t felt remotely offended. Look at her now, dropping tea down herself in front of a bunch of junkies when someone mentioned they wanted to see their little brothers and sisters.


‘Get yourself together, Lib,’ she hissed, as she turned into a twenty-four-hour garage.


She locked the car, walked past the air pumps and entered the ladies’ toilets. Only one of the three cubicles was shut and the sound of heaving bounced off the damp walls.


‘Angel?’ Liberty called.


‘Mmm,’ came the reply, closely followed by another bout of retching.


Liberty checked her reflection in the mirror, didn’t like what she saw and turned away, leaning her back against the nearest basin. At last Angel emerged, sweat trickling down her forehead, a wad of toilet paper pressed against her mouth. Christ, the copper looked worse than Liberty.


‘You up the duff?’ Liberty asked.


‘Very funny,’ Angel replied, and ran the tap, slicing the stream with her finger until she was happy with the temperature. Then she bent forward from the waist to suck the water straight into her mouth.


‘Is this performance for Redman?’ Liberty asked. ‘Because I’m not sure he was worth it.’


Angel lobbed the paper in the overflowing bin. ‘We set him up.’


‘Nope,’ said Liberty. ‘You did that.’


Redman had been Angel’s partner, and when she’d found out he was bent, she’d planted evidence to bring him down. In fairness Liberty had given some assistance towards Redman’s arrest, but there was absolutely nothing to link her to it. He was found fair and square colluding with Paul Hill, a well-known gangster, who in turn was found with a ton of drugs and weapons in the back of his car. That last bit might not have been square, but all was fair in love, war and dealing.


‘He was corrupt,’ Liberty added. ‘Maybe that played on his conscience so he topped himself.’


Angel folded her arms across her chest. She was wearing one of those massive Day-glo jackets that made her look twice her normal size. ‘I don’t think he killed himself.’


‘Because?’


‘He was a survivor.’


‘He was on the take,’ said Liberty.


‘It was never about the money for Joel,’ Angel replied. ‘He worked for Hill to keep his family safe.’


That could well be true. Coppers found themselves in the pockets of criminals through lots of different ways: blackmail, fear, money. Often a slippery mix of them all. Most people would do whatever it took to keep their family out of trouble. Liberty understood that better than most.


‘Look, what has this got to do with me?’ Liberty asked. ‘Cos if you’re thinking I had anything to do with his death, you’re barking up the wrong tree.’ Angel narrowed her eyes, which made Liberty laugh. ‘He had dirt on you and Hill, not me. If I was looking to get rid of someone who could cause trouble for my family, it wouldn’t be Redman.’ She dropped the smile and stared hard at Angel.


‘Are you threatening me?’ Angel asked.


Liberty said nothing and marched out of the door.


The Cashino was busy. To be fair, it was always busy. It never ceased to amaze Liberty how eager people were to feed coins into machines that were designed to rip them off. The chink of metal as a jackpot paid out filled the air, along with whoops and laughter. Liberty smiled at the gang of women celebrating, knowing full well they’d have lost the lot and more in the next half an hour.


An alarm went off in the corner as a few kids tried to tilt the pinball machine and a side door flew open. All eyes turned to Jay, and the kids scarpered before he could batter any of them.


‘Lib,’ he shouted, when he caught sight of her and opened his arms for a hug. Liberty smiled back and let him squeeze her tightly. She flinched slightly at the cold metal of a gun tucked into the back of his waistband, but since Frankie had been killed, she knew it was a reasonable precaution.


When Jay had said he wanted to buy the arcade she’d been sceptical. But Mel had pointed out that it would at least keep him away from the dancers in the Black Cherry, which might convince his wife not to leave him. That hadn’t worked as planned but the Cashino had turned out to be a great opportunity, both for generating cash and washing funds from other sources.


She followed Jay into the side-room. There was an ancient no-armed bandit in the corner, the metal limb on the floor in hope of a surgeon, a table covered with towers of one-pound coins.


Jay reached into a drawer in the table and brought out two glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. ‘This isn’t the Cherry, so you’ll have to slum it without ice.’


‘Since when was there ever any ice at the Cherry?’


‘How’s things over there?’ Jay asked.


Liberty took a sip of bourbon. ‘The girls send their love.’ He pulled a face and necked his drink in one. ‘I need to know something, Jay. Absolutely no bullshit.’


‘Go on.’


‘Did you have Joel Redman killed?’ Liberty asked.


He laughed. A big gorgeous gurgle of hilarity. ‘Is he dead, then?’


‘Tell me you didn’t do it.’


Jay poured himself another drink. ‘Why the hell would I do that?’


Liberty exhaled and held out her glass for a top-up. Jay was right: there had been no reason to kill Redman. But Jay had been a loose cannon recently. Well, actually he’d always been that, but since Frankie had died there was no talking sense to him sometimes. It wasn’t helping that Becca had chucked him out. Liberty made a mental note to call her, just to see if there was any chance she’d hold off on starting divorce proceedings. She wasn’t too proud to beg.


There was a knock at the door and a woman poked her head around. When she saw Liberty, her smile fell away. ‘Sorry, Jay.’


He pushed a pile of coins from his side of the table towards her. Her eyes, pretty, brown and nervous, darted towards Liberty. She scurried across the room, pulled the coins into her scooped left hand and took off.


‘Who’s that?’ Liberty asked.


‘Someone who helps me out from time to time.’


‘With what?’


Jay chuckled. ‘This and that.’ Liberty whacked him on the arm. ‘Ow.’


‘Can you not keep it in your pants for one minute, Jay?’


‘What can I tell you?’ He kissed her head. ‘I’m a catch and we both know it.’


All the way home, Rose’s mobile pinged as she was tagged in post after post on Facebook. She’d given up checking them after the first two. One was an illustration of a woman beside a tree, a black heart beating in her chest. It would have been beautiful but for the noose hanging from a nearby branch. The second was a film clip of a little girl in plaits drawing her finger across her pale throat.


The news about Joel was out, then.


As soon as she let herself into the house, and punched in her alarm code, she knew something was wrong. The stench of rotting flesh permeated her hallway.


A couple of days after she’d arrested Joel, she’d come home to dog shit on her door mat and had fitted a brush guard to her letterbox. But letters could still be pushed through, and there in the hallway was a padded envelope, unsealed at the end. Her heart hammered, like the woman’s on Facebook, as she peered inside.


A rat. Long dead. Maggots crawling in its ripped-open stomach.


Rose opened the door and threw the envelope and its contents out onto the street, then ran upstairs to the bathroom and threw up the last remnants of food left inside her. The unfairness of the situation burned her. All she’d done was put away a bent copper. Was that so bad?
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