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Chapter 1


Jade was buzzing, little shocks and fizzes of adrenalin sparking through her blood. Always the way when they were called to a death. The end of everything for somebody. The start of something for Jade.


She joined the boss, DI Donna Bell, in the line of figures ranged along the cordon. All attention was focused on an industrial-sized bin sited at the near end of the alley, which ran between the backs of two rows of terraced houses to the railway line across the bottom.


The terraces had small backyards and the alley served as access for people to get bikes and bins up and down. Handy for drug-dealing, and burglaries too, out of sight. In some areas of the city the alleys were gated now, while other residents agitated for barriers to be installed.


In the dark, hastily erected floodlights illuminated the container and the area around. The white radiance was punctuated by flashes of red and blue light from the stationary patrol cars. The bin was about five feet by four. The sort of thing that looked like a big chest on wheels with a roll-over top. Painted offal red, the name of the firm on the side. CleanSolve. Beneath that, General Waste. A mobile-phone number.


A gust of wind, warm for October, sent scraps of litter around the bin scattering in a spiral. Plastic coffee lids, cigarette packets, polystyrene food trays.


Jade zipped up her leather jacket: she could do without it flapping about.


The boss held her hand over her hair, which was flying in her eyes. Jade kept hers short, these days ‒ saved so much bother.


She could smell onions, spices and fat lingering from the takeaways dotted along the road. Woodsmoke too: a bonfire, maybe, or someone with a log-burning stove.


Passing traffic on the main road slowed to gawp at the clutch of police vehicles and the forensics team, in their protective overalls, photographing the scene.


A freight train clackety-clacked over the tracks at the end of the street, about level with the upstairs storeys of the houses.


‘It was found in the bin?’ Jade asked the boss.


‘Yes. A baby girl.’ The boss gave a little shake of her head. ‘In a bin bag,’ she added.


‘The mother?’ With an infant, the mother was always top of the list for those-most-likely-to.


‘No sign.’


Jade stepped back to take in the area. To the left of the scene were a fried chicken shop, a nail bar and two curry houses (one of which used to do a decent tikka masala). To the right a Super Saver, a lettings agency and a minimarket.


On the opposite side of the road more of the same, shuffled into a different order: takeaways, nail bar, betting shop, barber, shisha lounge.


Two cars drove past, heading north towards the city at excessive speed, exhausts roaring, not deterred by the police presence.


One of the children’s homes Jade had lived in was along there, further towards Stockport. One of the first places. Just a fistful of images in her head: a Barbie duvet cover (Barbie FFS); a swing hung from a tree in the garden, an orange plastic disc with a rope going through the middle; Jade hurling the swing at the girl who whispered, ‘Paki,’ each time she passed Jade, and feeling a burst of triumph when the girl’s nose dripped blood; a day trip to some forest where the mist hung between tall, spindly trees with black trunks and spiky needles, like some horror-movie set.


She shook away the thoughts. ‘Whose bin?’


‘Shared by the Chuckie Chicken and the Super Saver.’ The boss gestured to the two businesses immediately to the left and right of the alley, one on the corner with Rosa Street, the other on Grace Street. Both premises had at one time been family homes. ‘Mr Siddique runs the Chuckie Chicken. He says there’s always people dumping their stuff in the bin.’


Jade looked up to the corners of the roofs, the chicken joint, the Super Saver. No CCTV cameras pointed in this direction.


There were fewer gawkers than usual. Perhaps because it was close to midnight, people tucked up in bed. And none of the residents down these two side streets would be able to see the activity at the end of their road without coming out of their houses. She surveyed the onlookers. Mixed bunch, young and old, white and Asian; one looked mixed race, like she was. Eyes wide, like this was the best thing she’d seen all year.


‘Any witnesses here?’ Jade asked the boss.


‘No one so far. We’ll be knocking on doors tomorrow but none of this lot claims to have seen anything. We’ve taken names and addresses anyhow.’ Hoovering up information, because who knew what might be useful in days to come?


‘Could be someone passing?’ Jade said. ‘Opportunistic. They saw the bin.’


‘They already had the child in the bin bag?’ the boss said. ‘No filming!’ one of the uniformed officers shouted, sounding cranky, as if she’d already had to repeat it a few times. Citizen journalists were a mixed blessing. Mobile-phone footage was often crucial in documenting crimes and identifying perpetrators. But filming during an investigation could cause problems down the line when the case came to court. Material detrimental to a fair trial.


‘Anthea?’ The boss called over the crime-scene manager. When she drew close the boss said, ‘Can we do a complete lift and load?’ nodding to the bin.


‘Yes, of course. And, Donna, I asked someone to recover the child, the bag and contents from the station and transfer them to the mortuary,’ Anthea said quietly.


‘We’re off to the station now.’ The boss glanced at Jade. ‘Interview the witness.’


It was a woman who had found the newborn baby’s body in the bin and taken it to the police station.


Jade wondered why she’d done that instead of calling them out. Didn’t she know that she’d have messed up all sorts of evidence by moving stuff? Maybe it was her kid. And she’d hurt it, or it had been stillborn, and she was making up stories.


Time to find out.









Chapter 2


Donna had brought a flask of coffee with her, not prepared to settle for the foul concoction in plastic cups dispensed by the machine. She drank some in her office while she logged on to the system and opened a file on the new case.


The station had become increasingly corporate over her years at work. Canteen and staff lounges had closed and the place had been kitted out like some low-budget conference centre with every carpet tile, stacking chair and window blind sourced at the lowest possible price with no regard for style or comfort.


When Jade arrived Donna waved her through. ‘Coffee?’


‘Sorted.’ Jade held up a can of some energy drink. The sort of thing that Donna’s twin sons threw money away on, claiming it helped their sporting performances.


‘The witness?’ Jade said, bright-eyed. She looked like she’d just had a good night’s sleep and a nourishing breakfast, not been dragged out at the fag-end of the evening to face an all-nighter. Maybe it was a jolt from the energy drink or, more likely, given what Donna knew of Jade, impatience glittering in her gaze. Always champing at the bit to get stuck in, passionate for the job, no matter what it threw at them.


‘She’s ready to give us a statement. Been fed and watered. Not that she could eat.’ Donna finished entering the initial details into the pro-forma on her screen.


‘How come?’


‘Seriously, Jade? She just found a dead baby in a bin. Not exactly going to buck up your appetite, is it?’


Jade wasn’t wired like most people, the empathy gene missing or disabled. But she needed to grasp that part of being a good detective was being able to put yourself in someone else’s shoes. It required the ability to hold someone’s hand and walk them over the stepping stones of truth, steadily and with care, because no matter what horrors they had witnessed or perpetrated they were human. Like you. Could Jade learn any of that? Was the capacity in there, hidden beneath the surface?


Jade drained her drink, crushed the can. ‘Shall we go, then?’


‘Yes. I’ll just let Jim know,’ Donna said. ‘See you down there.’


She could phone: he’d still be up. He didn’t turn in till one or two in the morning, these days. Not back at work yet after a heart attack in the car had incapacitated him, leading to a collision and the death of a pedestrian. A horrible accident. And the inquest still to come.


While Jim’s broken leg healed, and he waited for further tests on his heart, he was still getting up early enough to help the younger kids get ready for school and to referee squabbles about time in the bathroom for the older three.


We really need another bathroom, she thought. Five kids. We should have sorted it years ago. But now? By the time they got round to it the kids would probably all have left home.


She slid her phone-screen to unlock it. A text would be so much easier. No chance to resume the argument they’d been in the middle of when she’d been called to work, no nagging or point scoring on either side.


How had it come to this? How come they were now on different sides? What had happened to unity, to being in it together? To love and to cherish, for better or worse? What had changed? Was it her? Him? OK, after twenty-four years of marriage you couldn’t expect the intensity of love and passion of the early years, but surely it wasn’t right that now when she thought of Jim, her first uncensored feelings were of irritation and disappointment rather than any deeper love or even sympathy.


Going to be all night, she typed. See you sometime tomorrow. D x


***


Colette Pritchard was a wreck. She’d been given a change of clothes so the forensics lab could examine what she’d been wearing, if required. But her appearance, matted brown hair, chapped lips and mottled skin, decaying teeth and an ugly cut on her jawline, all bore witness to the deprivations of life sleeping rough.


That, along with the sickly sour smell that humans exude when they go for a long time with no access to regular washing facilities.


Donna felt a pinch of guilt at her earlier thoughts about the lack of bathrooms at home.


Colette sat on the edge of a small sofa, huddled forward as if she couldn’t get warm. Stiff hanks of light brown hair shielded her eyes. Hiding? Or just wishing herself out of sight? Away from this, from here, from what she had found.


Donna checked her details, her date of birth made her thirty-seven years old. Address NFA. No fixed abode. ‘No fucking address,’ more than one homeless person had said to Donna in the past, with a grim flash of humour.


‘I need to let you know we’re video recording this interview,’ Donna said. ‘It will also be used as a basis for your witness statement. OK?’


The camera was set up on a shelf in the corner, pointing down at Colette but far enough away to capture footage of Donna seated in a chair to one side of her and a bit of Jade on the other taking handwritten notes. A coffee-table in the middle.


‘I know you’ve had a terrible shock,’ Donna said. ‘Do you feel well enough to talk to me about it?’


‘I think so,’ Colette said. Her voice was husky, raw. A smoker’s voice? Or a bad throat?


Donna led her gently, building a general picture of her circumstances.


‘How long have you been homeless, Colette?’


‘Three years.’


‘And before that, did you live in Manchester?’


‘Northenden.’ A southern suburb, close to the airport.


‘You were working?’ Donna said.


‘Yes. Wages department for Lunds. In Wythenshawe. They went bust. I had to sign on.’ She stopped, swallowed, reached for the cup of water on the table. Donna noticed the dirt around her fingernails, the rough, reddened skin across her knuckles.


‘I borrowed on the credit card to cover my bills. I thought it would all come right once I found a new job, but there was nothing out there. I got very down. Anxious, you know, stressed. I’d maxed out my cards. I did what I could, applied for every job going. They put me on universal credit. The landlord – that was no good for him. He evicted me.’


‘That was three years ago?’ Donna said.


‘Nearly, yeah.’ There was flat defeat in her voice. She blinked, and rubbed at her forehead. ‘I’ve had some time in hostels and I was in a B-and-B for a bit, emergency housing. That was awful. These last nine, ten months … Since just after Christmas I’ve been on the streets.’


‘In Levenshulme?’


‘Here and there. Over Fallowfield way in the summer. That wasn’t bad. The heatwave, you know.’ She gave a tremulous grin.


Donna returned a smile. ‘That was something, that was,’ she said. Weeks of sunshine in a city known for its incessant rain. A hosepipe ban, even. Her kids getting tans ahead of their family holiday to Spain. Meals in the garden. Staying outside till dusk fell, savouring the scents of cypress and jasmine. The flick and twist of a bat passing overhead.


‘So, how long in Levenshulme?’


‘Last few weeks. I was in Withington in September but—’ A spasm twisted her face and her body jerked as though she’d had an electric shock. Donna almost jumped, caught unawares.


Colette pressed her fists to her mouth, eyes shut.


‘Take your time,’ Donna said.


Jade looked at Donna, querying, eager. Donna gave her a stare: Wait.


Colette’s breathing was ragged. ‘They beat me up. They … they assaulted me, you know. Sexually. Rape.’


Oh, God. ‘I’m so sorry that happened to you, Colette. That’s awful.’


The woman’s face worked. She blinked rapidly.


‘Did you report it?’ Donna asked.


Colette blew out a long sigh. ‘I thought about it. Even set off for the police station one time.’ She shook her head.


‘It’s not too late,’ Donna said. ‘If you want to make a report, we can refer you. We have a specialist team. They’re very good.’


‘I don’t know,’ Colette said.


‘The offer’s there. No pressure. And you don’t have to decide now.’ Donna’s heart went out to her. She understood how the prospect of reporting the crime would feel like another trial, another burden, freighted with the anxiety of reliving the trauma, revisiting the violence that had come from nowhere and against which she had had no defence, no protection. And on top of all that, the rates for successful prosecution and conviction were pitifully low.


‘That’s why I started sleeping in the bin,’ Colette said. ‘It’s not safe on the street. You’re out there, on a bit of cardboard in a sleeping bag, and you’re a target. People – they’re like animals.’ She stared at Donna, the first time she’d made full eye contact. ‘They chuck their takeaways at you, piss on you, throw matches.’ She raised her face to the ceiling. Grime ringed the creases in her neck.


Donna’s attention was on Colette but she could feel the tension rising off Jade beside her. Was there something in Colette’s story that resonated with her?


Colette looked straight at Donna again. ‘I had a home. I paid taxes. I had a direct debit to Marie Curie and another to the Dogs Trust. Holidays abroad.’ Her voice grew louder. ‘A fucking cherry tree in the garden. And now that’s all gone. So what? I’m not human any more?’ She broke off abruptly, her angry plea echoing in the small room. ‘Sorry,’ she added.


Oh, love. ‘You’ve been sleeping in the same bin over these weeks?’ Donna said, after a moment.


‘Yes. Some nights if I’m on edge, know I won’t sleep and it’s dry, I’ll just walk. Keep moving. But most nights, yes. It stinks, it’s horrible. And it’s hard to sleep sometimes with the noise.’


‘Go on,’ Donna said.


‘There’s a street-sweeper truck comes in the night. There’s a dog, a yappy one across the road, barks its head off. And others on the industrial estate. Always lots of coming and going there.’


‘In the night?’


‘Yes. I think some of those units run shifts. Then there’s pubs chucking out. The trains. Don’t mind them so much. And you never know if someone’s going to throw something in the bin. But at least I’m out of sight. And I know when it gets emptied. I remember reading about that man, the one who was crushed? We talked about it at work. I never thought …’ She studied the backs of her hands, one finger tracing the raised veins.


‘When is it emptied?’ Donna said.


‘Tuesday, the wagon comes.’


Tomorrow morning.


‘So tonight. What time did you get there?’ Donna said.


‘Just after eleven. I waited until the takeaway had closed.’ Colette shifted on her seat, rubbed at her forehead again. ‘I can’t … I just … Can I use the loo?’ Blinking and twitching. Nervous as the questions drew closer to her finding the baby.


‘Of course.’ If this was a suspect, Donna might ask them to complete their account, not allowing time for them to regroup or to think up a cover story. But this was a witness. A good citizen who’d come in to report a death. A suspicious death – that’s all they had so far. Not murder, or manslaughter, or infanticide. Not yet. Only if the forensics led them that way.


Donna paused the video and went herself to escort Colette to the visitors’ toilets, waiting in the corridor outside to walk her back.


In the interview lounge, Colette sat on the sofa and took another drink of water.


Donna resumed, ‘So you climbed into the bin just after eleven p.m. What happened next?’


‘I … I was moving the bags, seeing what was there – you’ve got to be careful with broken glass and stuff like that. Cans. People put dog mess in sometimes an—’ Tears filled her eyes and again she pressed her fist to her nose and mouth, shaking her head slowly. ‘I’m sorry.’ She blurted a muffled sob.


Out of the corner of her eye Donna could see Jade scribbling on the edge of her notebook, jagged little black lines, like a drawing of dense spiky grass. Doodling. Was she even aware she was doing it?


Donna reached forward and took some tissues from the box, which was regularly restocked for this room. ‘Here.’ She leaned over to hand them to Colette. The smell radiating from her was so strong that Donna moved swiftly back in her seat. She cupped her hand to her chin, as if she was deliberating over what to ask next, but giving herself the chance to inhale the trace of perfume rising from the cuff of her shirt.


Colette wiped her eyes, blew her nose noisily. She lowered her head, staring down at the carpet, the tissues balled tightly in her fingers.


‘Sometimes there’s leftovers, stuff that can’t be reheated. Oh, God …’ She shuddered. ‘That bag … I was hungry and … I thought—’ She wept again, a desolate sound. Mopped at her eyes with the sodden tissues.


Donna swallowed and waited.


‘You can’t see anything in there,’ Colette whispered. ‘I thought maybe it— I thought— Oh, God … I thought it was a chicken.’ She dropped the wad of tissues on the table, held her hands out, a foot apart, shaking. Fingers gently curled, indicating size.


‘You didn’t know what it was,’ Donna said. A statement and an absolution.


‘No. I rolled back the lid to get a bit of light, so I could see to open the bag.’ She met Donna’s eyes, her own harrowed, shimmering with tears. Her nose red and puffy. ‘It was a baby, a little baby. And it was … it wasn’t right.’


Donna wondered what they’d face when they visited the mortuary. Some physical disfigurement? The skull unformed or features missing? A reason for the mother to abandon it? She remembered the hope she had clung to throughout each of her pregnancies, during each labour – just let it be healthy.


‘It wasn’t right?’ she echoed Colette.


‘It wasn’t moving. It was … so still.’ Crying blurred her words. ‘So still. And cold.’


‘Can you tell me where you touched the baby?’ Donna said.


‘On its … Here.’ She pressed her palm to her chest. ‘For the heartbeat.’ Tears streamed down her cheeks.


Once Colette had wiped her face with fresh tissues, Donna said, ‘Tell me what you did next.’


‘I brought it out. The baby and the bag.’


‘The baby was dressed?’


‘In a jumpsuit. A white Babygro,’ Colette said.


‘Can you describe the bag?’


‘A bin liner, those heavy-duty ones.’


‘Was there anything else in the bag?’ Donna said.


‘Some papers. Newspapers and card and that.’


‘OK. And then?’


‘I brought it here,’ Colette said.


‘You walked?’


‘Yes.’


‘Thank you. I’d like to ask you some more questions if you feel OK to keep going,’ Donna said.


‘Yes.’ She was less agitated now she’d recounted the worst of it.


‘Do you want another drink or anything to eat?’ Donna said.


‘Coffee would be good, thanks.’


‘Milk, sugar?’ Donna asked.


‘Yes, three, please,’ Colette said.


‘OK. DC Bradshaw will get that,’ sending Jade to fetch the order. ‘And then we’ll carry on.’









Chapter 3


‘Colette, just to be clear, have you any idea who the baby is?’ Donna said, once Jade was back.


‘No.’ Colette frowned.


‘Or who its mother might be?’


‘No.’


‘You’ve been sleeping in the area for several weeks, do you recognise any of the people thereabouts?’


‘Yes, a few. But I take myself off first thing and only come back when it’s dark.’


‘Where do you go?’ Donna said.


‘The libraries, they’re good – they let you use the computers for claims and that. You can read the papers or a book. There’s the Whitworth too, the gallery. And the parks when it’s fine. I know a couple of churches that do hot meals.’


‘Thinking about Levenshulme, do you remember seeing any pregnant women around where you were sleeping?’ Donna said.


‘No, I don’t think so,’ Colette said.


‘When you came to the area tonight, did you see anyone? Think for a minute. People on foot, walking to the bus, getting off the bus, anyone in the alley, anyone stopping a car? Coming into or out of the takeaways?’


‘There was a bike delivery.’ She nodded slowly. ‘You know the ones with the big square bags on the back? They went down Rosa Street. And before that I saw Odelia, this woman I know. She was down the road. She has these two little pugs. Walks them every night. They have those Day-glo collars for the dark. She goes as far as the park, round the block and back. She stops when she sees me, has a word. She’s kind like that.’


‘Do you know where Odelia lives?’ Donna said.


‘Rosa Street but I don’t know which number,’ Colette said.


‘Can you describe her, please?’


‘A black woman, in her sixties maybe. She’s got grey hair.’


‘Tall? Short?’ Donna said.


‘Short, a bit overweight,’ Colette said.


‘Did you talk?’ Donna said.


‘Not tonight, just waved. She was on the other side, and I was walking down from Longsight,’ Colette said.


‘Did you see anyone else tonight?’


‘Not that I remember.’


‘Notice any cars or vans stopping?’ Donna said.


‘No.’


‘Anything unusual, anything odd, anything at all catch your attention?’


‘Nothing,’ Colette said. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘No. This is really helpful,’ Donna said. ‘Thank you.’ She paused a moment to give Colette a chance to catch her breath before turning to fresh questions. ‘What about last night? What do you remember from then?’


‘I saw Odelia. We had a quick chat. And there were some kids hanging round the alley. So I walked past and came back later when they were gone.’


‘What were they doing?’ Donna said.


‘Smoking, drinking maybe.’ Colette shrugged. ‘I could smell skunk.’


‘Did you recognise any of them?’


‘I only glanced. There’s quite often kids there. I keep a low profile.’


‘Is there anything else you can think of that might help us?’ Donna said.


‘No.’


‘OK. If you do remember anything after today, please get in touch. For now, we’ll have this typed up for you to check and sign. Thank you for your help, for coming in. For bringing the baby.’


Donna stopped the recording.


‘Why would someone do that?’ Colette’s voice rose. ‘Why wouldn’t they want a proper funeral if they lost the baby? To just throw it in a bin bag?’


‘That’s what we aim to find out,’ Donna said. Foul play might be one explanation. A secret pregnancy another. Or a tragedy: the baby dying and the mother panicking.


‘While we write your statement up maybe you’d like a hot shower.’


‘That’d be great. Thank you,’ Colette said.


Donna felt Jade’s eyes on her: showers at the station were strictly for staff. ‘And we’ll see if we can fix you up with some emergency accommodation. Would you be willing to do that?’


‘Yes. Not Withington, though.’ Sudden tears sprang in her eyes.


‘Of course. And if you do ever want to report that, Colette – next month, next year, whenever – we can do that. I can put you in touch with the specialist unit. They really are very good. And they do understand.’


Colette’s lips tightened, eyes swimming. She nodded. Then she said quickly, her face colouring, ‘My stuff. I don’t like to ask but my blanket and that, I’m sorry – it’s in the bin.’ Her embarrassment burned through the air.


‘We’ll sort out replacements,’ Donna said. ‘Don’t worry about that. It’s the least we can do.’









Chapter 4


Jade had typed up the witness statement for Colette and given it to the boss.


Next she checked that there were no reports from any of the hospitals of a baby abduction, or of a new mother going walkabout when she shouldn’t.


Then she made calls to the emergency shelters, looking for somewhere that would take Colette. Even though half the night was over.


The answers were the same. Night-duty staff answered with whispery tones or yawned down the line. All full, no beds, waiting lists, refer you to the new scheme tomorrow, we lost half our spaces, full tonight, try tomorrow, sorry, sorry. No room at the inn.


Jade sought out the boss and found her in the corridor coming out from getting Colette’s statement signed. Jade passed on the news. ‘We could give her a cell for the night?’ she suggested.


The boss rolled her eyes. ‘Would you sleep in one of our cells?’


Jade shrugged. ‘Depends how tired I was. Better than a bin.’


The boss raised an eyebrow. She got out her phone, tapped at it, found a number and dialled. ‘I’d like to book a room for tonight. One adult. Colette Pritchard. I’m paying for the room. My name is Donna Bell. I’ll give you my card number.’


‘You’re putting her up? With your own cash?’ Jade said, when the boss had finished.


‘Call it my good deed for the day.’


‘At a hotel?’ Talk about a soft touch.


‘Jade, it’s a pile of a place that hasn’t seen a paintbrush since nineteen eighty-five. The rooms are full of construction workers from the airport expansion, sex workers, stag parties waiting for their flights, frazzled wedding hosts who had to settle for cheap and cheerful because of the truckloads of relatives coming from Ireland or wherever. It’s hardly the Hilton.’


‘Isn’t it against the rules?’ Jade said.


The boss gave one of her stares, her eyes going round and hard like marbles, head tilted forward and down a bit, as if she was about to give Jade a head butt. ‘Are you talking to me about rules?’


Jade said nothing.


The boss made a sound in her throat, straightened her neck. ‘You can give her a lift down there.’


Jade wanted to protest. She was a detective, not a cabbie. But she just grunted. At least it would give her a chance to grab some scran on the way back. ‘You want any takeout?’ she asked the boss.


‘Sausage bap,’ the boss said.


It was Jade’s turn to raise her eyebrows. The boss was always banging on about healthy eating.


‘Well, you’re hardly going to find anywhere serving lentil soup at this hour, are you?’ She got her purse out, gave Jade two fivers. ‘Give one to Colette. The other’s for the food.’


Jade drove through the dark, enjoying the novelty of not being stuck in traffic. Manchester by day was insane, permanent gridlock. And with a train service that had been plagued by delays, cancellations and strikes for months on end it sometimes seemed as if the whole city was going to grind to a halt and stop functioning altogether.


But now the roads were almost empty.


Colette didn’t chat, which suited Jade just fine. But she said thank you loads of times when Jade dropped her off. Jade waited until she saw them buzz Colette in through the plate-glass doors. The foyer beyond was already fancied up with Christmas decorations. Or maybe no one had been arsed to take them down after last year. She bumped the car back through the car park, which was pitted with holes, still filled with water though it hadn’t rained for a few days.


Driving to the all-night café on Bolton Street, Jade thought there was something brilliant about being up and out when the rest of the world was sleeping. A wild edge to it. Probably from the nights she had spent out of bounds, out of hours and often out of her head. Jade and her mate DD. Riders on the storm. A girl and a boy who’d found each other in the ruins of their childhoods. Taken on the world. Kids whose only sense of direction was towards kicks, sensation, danger.


She shook her head. Ten years on and they were divided by the paths they had taken. Jade on the straight and narrow, the sunny side of the street, proper job, catching killers, DD still wheeling, dealing, stealing in the shadows.


The boss’s line, ‘Are you talking to me about rules?’ Was it a threat? The boss knew Jade had lied on her medical, that she was taking anti-psychotics, because a member of their team had squealed to her, diverting attention from his own wrongdoing. He’d been neck deep in a cover-up, protecting his son from a murder charge, destroying evidence. Now that was rule-breaking.


They’d brought the bastard down, her and the boss. But the boss was aware of Jade’s secret. Not an ideal situation but then again the fact that the boss had kept shtum and hadn’t gone blabbing to HR meant she was party to it now. Collusion. She couldn’t expose Jade without dobbing herself in too.


The all-night café was busy. It always was. A feeding station for night workers, mainly cleaners and door staff, drivers and security guards.


Jade’s mouth watered as soon as she stepped through the door. She ordered a chicken burger and chips for herself and the boss’s butty. Listened to the babble of conversations, little explosions of laughter. Polish she thought she recognised, and something that might have been Arabic, and English in heavy African accents.


Several of the customers wore the same fleece tops, U dream We clean emblazoned on the back.


Jade headed off, leaving the steamy fug of the café. Outside the wind still blew, fresher now. A handful of gritty stars was visible overhead. The scream of a siren faint in the distance.


Her thoughts were on the case. Who was the baby? Where was the mother tonight? Long gone, putting as much distance as she could between herself and the child? Or somewhere in the city, sleeping, hoping not to be found?


Or dead, like her daughter?









Chapter 5


So small, thought Donna, when she saw the baby through the mortuary window from the anteroom. A scrap of a thing curled on the table. Naked. Vulnerable.


She and Jade were donning protective suits, masks and over-shoes when the pathologist opened the door, pulling his mask down to greet them with a smile. Django was relatively new, a German Turk whose Scottish wife was also a pathologist working in Manchester. He had a lively enthusiasm for his work, which might have seemed out of place in such surroundings but which Donna found refreshing.


‘The external examination is completed,’ he said, leading them through.


The infant had pale, wrinkled skin, a cap of very fine straight brown hair. Her knees were bent and fists closed in a foetal position. At first glance you might think she was sleeping, until you noticed how very still she was.


‘She is small in size and weight, two point four kilos,’ Django said. He translated it into pounds when Donna frowned. ‘Five pounds five ounces.’


‘Premature?’ Donna asked.


‘No, full term, I think. Just on the smaller side. The age between two and four days old I estimate, and I’m basing that partly on the appearance of the umbilical stump here. It has begun to dry out and darken but only a little. It takes about a week to shrivel and drop off. The other factor that supports this age is meconium found in the nappy.’ Django gestured to the counter along the side of the wall where the nappy and the sleepsuit were placed.


‘Meconium?’ Jade asked.


‘This is first faecal waste. It is passed for the days after birth before feeding is properly established. Then the stools change,’ Django said.


Donna nodded. ‘It’s very sticky, almost black.’


Django touched the baby’s head. ‘Also, please see how the skull is still elongated from the birth. But no traces of vernix so I think the baby has been washed.’


For a moment Donna had a rush of sense memory. Those leaky, achy, amazing, overwhelming days after birth. The visceral connection, as if she and the baby were still part of the same entity, still sharing blood and oxygen. Exhaustion and pain and elation. The hot, dense weight of a newborn. The pull that tugged at Donna’s womb as the baby fed, the smell of her scalp.


‘Now the umbilical cord has been tied off with a piece of household string. In hospital or at a home birth, midwives would use a plastic peg.’


‘An unreported birth, then,’ Donna said. ‘Estimated time of death?’


‘Hard to tell,’ he said. ‘The rigor has passed. This is not always detectable in an infant. With a small body mass the process is quicker. It is early onset and quick to dissipate. There is no sign of putrefaction so I am estimating sometime in the twenty-four hours before she was found. Internal examination might support that window. Cause of death can be particularly difficult to determine in infants. Initially I am seeing no obvious signs of trauma, no abrasions or puncture wounds. But here …’ Django slid a hand under the baby’s head, tilting it to raise the chin, then pointing, ‘… bruising around the mouth and inflammation of the nostrils.’ He spoke excitedly, eyes bright.


Faint discoloration, a dusky bluish tinge spotted the skin in four places: three daubs to the right side of the nose and mouth and one to the left of the nose. Nothing obvious or dramatic. A layperson might very well have overlooked it.


‘And here …’ He released the head and used his little finger to draw back the lower lip. ‘Petechial bleeds.’


Donna recognised the little pinprick marks, brought to the surface by pressure breaking the blood vessels. She was used to seeing similar marks in the eyes, in cases of strangulation.


‘She was smothered,’ Jade said.


‘That would explain these injuries,’ he said.


‘Could they have been made by someone sitting or falling on her, crushing her?’ Jade said.


‘Then we would see a wider area of damage,’ Django said.


‘Any prints?’ Donna said.


‘Yes. We have two partials.’ He pointed to the edge of the baby’s jaw below the left ear. ‘And one on the temple, here. And we swabbed everything for DNA and trace evidence. We may recover more fingerprints from the clothing and nappy.’


‘We should check them against Colette,’ Jade said.


‘Colette?’ Django asked.


‘The woman who found her,’ Donna said. ‘She only touched her briefly but we need to see if there is a match.’


‘I am performing the internal exam now,’ Django said. ‘Do you wish to stay?’


‘No, we’re briefing in an hour,’ Donna said. ‘But please let me know if you find anything else of particular significance.’


‘I will do. We will be able to tell if she has been fed or not.’


The prospect of a child starving felt as awful to Donna as that of her being smothered.


‘So it’s murder,’ Jade said.


‘Or infanticide,’ Donna reminded her. ‘If it was the mother.’ The law stretched to encompass some understanding for those women driven senseless in the aftermath of childbirth. The ones who were tormented by psychosis and acute depression. Those no longer of sound mind. ‘Either way it’s not a natural death. Someone’s responsible for it,’ Donna said.


And with that certainty came the knowledge that the hunt for the culprit would consume her energy, her efforts and those of her team over the days and weeks to come.


‘Call her Baby Rosa,’ Donna said to Django. ‘I’ve cleared that with the press office. They’re just waiting for my go-ahead to issue an appeal for information.’ She hoped naming the child now would help fix the case in the public’s mind and mitigate against any baby-in-the-bin style headlines once further details about the location of the discovery of Rosa’s body were released.


‘My daughter is Rosa,’ Django said softly.


‘We can change it?’ Donna said quickly, looking at him.


‘It is OK,’ he said.


For a few moments no one spoke. Donna reached out a hand to cup the child’s head before taking her leave.









Chapter 6


Once introductions had been made, Donna talked the team through the known facts, referring to the map and images on the wall.


‘Is the witness a person of interest?’ asked Calvin. Donna had worked with him twice before and at first had thought him a bit too laid-back, dreamy, dozy almost, until she realised that he often took his time thinking things through before he spoke. The opposite of Jade. When he did contribute it was invariably valuable, identifying a connection or anomaly in the evidence that others had missed.


‘Not at present,’ Donna said.


Calvin had done something different with his hair: the short Afro he used to sport was replaced with a boxy cut, shaved at the sides. A flat top? A fade? Her kids would know. It made him look fuller in the face, even sturdier than he was.


‘No inconsistencies in her statement, fully cooperative,’ Donna continued. ‘We’ve taken DNA swabs and fingerprints. We’ve asked her to keep us informed of her whereabouts so if anything does arise we can talk to her again.’


Calvin gave a nod, wrote something in his notebook.


‘Any evidence of abuse or trauma?’ Isla looked up from her tablet. Apple-cheeked with a mane of blonde hair, she was the very picture of the healthy outdoors type. She was also tech savvy and one of the best detectives at using a computer for forensic investigation. She talked the same language as the digital forensics unit.


‘No signs,’ Donna said. ‘The pathology report tells us that Rosa was fed, there was partially digested formula in the stomach. She was washed and clothed. Her umbilical cord was tied. She was cared for in those hours before her death.’ Donna paused for a moment, letting that sink in. ‘So what changed? You all appreciate that identifying the victim is our first priority. It can sometimes be a difficult challenge. Even more so when we’re talking about an infant.’


‘No dental records,’ Jade said.


‘Exactly. Little history on the body. No scars or medical implants. No chance of a criminal record. No mobile phone, house keys, bank cards and the like. So we start with what we do have. Where was the sleepsuit made and sold? And the brand of nappies?’


‘What about the rubbish, the wastepaper in the bag?’ Calvin said.


‘That too,’ Donna said. ‘It’s with the lab. We don’t know yet what it consists of but we hope it will help us direct enquiries.’


‘There might not be a connection,’ Isla said. ‘Whoever disposed of the baby might have found the bag of rubbish there in the bin already.’


Jade was nodding. She had said something similar to Donna earlier.


‘It’s possible,’ Donna said. ‘Everything is wide open at the moment so for now we focus on the following tasks. First we want to find Rosa’s mother. At this stage we don’t know if she’s culpable or not but she’s certainly a vulnerable person. So, when talking to people keep that in mind. Do they have customers, neighbours, clients who were expecting? If forensics link any of the evidence recovered to that area then we may look at liaising with local maternity services – find out if any expectant mothers have suddenly fallen off the grid.


‘Second, I want to build up a timeline of who was coming and going near the scene yesterday. There are cameras on some nearby businesses and we talk to the owners, collect the footage for analysis. We do house calls in Rosa Street and Grace Street as well as the closest properties on Stockport Road. Have they heard a baby crying? Seen anyone loitering near the bin? We need to establish a pattern of activity around the site between eleven p.m. on Sunday and last night when Colette Pritchard arrived. Third, we—’


Donna’s message alert sounded and she held up her hand to pause the meeting while she checked her phone. An email from the lab. ‘No match on the fingerprints to anyone on the database,’ she relayed.


A second email arrived. ‘Positive match between Colette Pritchard’s fingerprints and those recovered from the chest of the sleepsuit.’


‘Like she said.’ Jade leaned forward in her chair.


‘Yes,’ Donna said. Donna took comfort from that. She’d believed Colette, and if the science had contradicted her story, Donna would have been dismayed.


‘The DNA profile of Colette is still running but shouldn’t be much longer.’ She glanced at her notes. ‘Third line of enquiry is the clothing and the nappy. Now, an appeal for information is going out at ten.’ Donna saw it was ten minutes to ten. ‘So those of you on the phones get ready. We’re including a request for people who were in the area during the relevant period to come forward. Anyone passing through and using dashcams will be asked to submit them for viewing as well. We aren’t releasing the fact that Rosa was in the bin yet, although it’s inevitable that word will spread, given the locals who were present at the scene last night. It’s a baby. There’ll be a lot of concern, a lot of interest. We want information not speculation. I don’t want to panic the mother. We need to give her every chance to come forward. So for now, outside this room, we refer to this as an unexplained death. Is that clear?’


People nodded, understanding the need for discretion.


‘Jade, we’ll speak to the owners of the nearest properties, Mr Siddique at the Chuckie Chicken, and whoever we can find at Super Saver, then move on to Rosa Street. Isla, retrieve footage from the traffic cameras along that section of Stockport Road and get us as much as you can on the immediate area, who owns what, activity, criminal or otherwise, residents and businesses, and let’s flesh out this map – everywhere from the church at that end to the mosque at the other. Calvin, please follow up on the sleepsuit and the nappies. The rest of you are on house calls on Grace Street and Stockport Road. Note all responses on the system. Let’s meet again at six unless you hear otherwise, and in the meantime, if anything of interest comes up, feed it through to me, soon as.’


There was a racket as people pushed back their chairs and gathered up their files and notes.


‘What happened to you?’ Donna spotted the cast on Isla’s leg. Jim’s was off now. He’d worn it for ten weeks.


‘Broken ankle,’ Isla said.


‘Snowboarding?’ Isla and her girlfriend were adrenalin junkies, fixated on anything fast or potentially perilous or both.


‘Hang-gliding. We fancied something new,’ Isla said.


‘Good job I’m not sending you out on house-to-house, then,’ Donna said.


Isla grinned. ‘I’m gutted.’


Jade was waiting by the door. Donna could see from her stance that she was impatient to get going. Her attitude reminded Donna of her eldest, Bryony, seventeen and forever infuriated by Donna. Though in Bryony’s case, when she wasn’t wound up by Donna ‘taking like ages’, she was a teenage sloth, who had to be prised from her bed with shouts of ‘I told you when we were leaving’, ‘We’ll be late’ and ‘We’re going NOW!’


Donna nodded across to Jade, I’m coming – keep your hair on, and said goodbye to Isla.
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