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If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may as well make it dance.


George Bernard Shaw




Chapter 1


August 1984, West Yorkshire


I hover outside the front room, wondering if now’s a good time to ask Dad if I can have some money for new school shoes. I’ve got my eye on some lace-ups from the indoor market. I usually avoid asking him for owt. We all do. I’d rather wait till he’s passed out and rifle his pockets, but for some reason he’s taking it steady tonight. Typical. I’ll have to brave it. I’m starting at the high school in a couple of weeks and I can’t go in my pumps, can I?


I stick my head in and find him in his usual spot, legged out on the settee, a brown saucer acting as an ashtray balanced on his belly, a can of Heineken on the floor by his side. He’s watching the Olympics, shaking his head. ‘Have you seen this, Elizabeth?’ He points at the telly. ‘Silly cow’s not wearing any shoes. I mean, how’s she supposed to run without any shoes on?’


I shrug. The girl on the screen seems to be doing all right so far.


‘Zola fucking Budd,’ Dad spits. ‘She’s not even English. Born and raised in South Africa. She can’t just change because it suits her.’


I watch her careering round the track in her bare feet. You’d think it’d hurt, wouldn’t you? That she’d cut her toes and that. When I look back at Dad, he’s draining his can.


‘Get us another, Lib.’ He crushes it in his fist and lets it drop to the carpet. ‘And a box of matches while you’re up. My lighter’s had it.’


I scuttle out of the room. In the hallway Jay and Crystal are playing Operation. The batteries are dead so if they touch the side with the metal tweezers they have to shout, ‘Buzz.’ Jay hasn’t worked out that Crystal cheats. Frankie watches them from the bottom step, sucking at a baby bottle full of pop. I can smell his shitty nappy from here.


In the kitchen, Mam’s sat on the high stool doing her makeup in a mirror. She puts on some really pale lipstick, which does her no favours, to be honest, but I’m not going to tell her. Frankie Goes To Hollywood is playing on the radio and she sings along. ‘Dad wants another can and some matches,’ I say.


She opens a drawer, pulls out a box of matches, shakes it, then tosses it to me.


‘Where are the cans?’ I ask.


‘There’s none left,’ she says.


My face must drop, because she tuts. ‘Do you think I can magic them out of thin air?’ She turns the music up. ‘Maybe if he got off his arse and earned some money once in a while.’


I feel a little tickle of panic in my chest. ‘Can’t I run round to the shop?’


‘And use what?’ Mam’s scowling now. ‘Brass fucking buttons?’


I flap my hands, trying to get her to keep her voice down, but it’s too late. Dad’s already in the doorway. ‘What’s going on here?’ he shouts above the music.


Mam doesn’t answer. Sometimes that’s a good thing. Sometimes it’s better to keep quiet. But not tonight.


‘Turn that down,’ he yells.


When Mam doesn’t move, he slaps at her makeup bag. Eyeshadows and pencils hit the radiator.


‘What did you do that for?’ Mam asks.


Dad’s eyes are flashing, his jaw flexing. ‘A man needs some peace in his own house at the end of a day. Is that too much to fucking ask?’ He leans across the counter so he’s right up in Mam’s face. ‘Well, is it?’


She shakes her head.


‘Right, then.’ His fists are clenched, knuckles white, like the bones are going to pop through the skin. ‘Give me a drink and let me get back to the telly.’


Mam stares at him for a moment, then she looks away, the anger drained out of her. She flicks her head to the ceiling, letting me know to get out of there.


I don’t need telling twice and bolt from the kitchen, stopping at the foot of the stairs to scoop up Frankie. ‘Bedroom,’ I hiss at Jay and Crystal. ‘Now.’


They take the stairs two at a time and don’t slow down until they’re in my room, skinny bodies pressed against the far wall. I stick Frankie on the bed, shut my door and push the dressing-table against it for good measure.


Through the floorboards we can hear the music playing. ‘When Two Tribes Go To War’ . . .


Then we hear the screaming.


Present day


Liberty fiddled with the dials on the dashboard, trying to turn on the air-conditioning. She’d had the Porsche six months and had been waiting for the weather to turn so she could razz into work with the roof down. But as soon as the sun had got his hat on, so had every protester in London, congregating outside the banks, insurance companies and law firms in the Square Mile. If she didn’t want a face full of abuse, spit or worse, she needed to keep the car vacuum-sealed.


She’d made the mistake of trying to reason with them during the week between Christmas and New Year. Most of her partners were spending time with their families. Most of the protesters too. Each morning, as she pulled into her firm’s underground car park, the same guy had half-heartedly waved a banner at her from the quiet street. He looked miserable in his combat jacket and beanie, shivering in the splintering cold. On the third day she wound down her window and handed him the coffee she’d bought on the way.


‘Is it free trade?’ he asked, a drop of rain shivering at the end of his nose ring.


‘Absolutely,’ Liberty lied.


He’d taken the offering, wrapping his fingerless gloves around the cup, his nails black half-moons against the white polystyrene.


The next morning she’d arrived with another coffee and a blueberry muffin, but as she offered them to him, with a small smile, a girl had sprung from the shadows, knocking the cup out of Liberty’s hands. ‘Capitalist scum.’


From the girl’s accent and straight white teeth, Liberty had her pegged. Student. Middle class. Home counties. She’d met kids like that by the lorry-load at university. Their rooms all slogans and scented candles. ‘Back from skiing, are we?’ Liberty asked.


The girl’s face contorted. ‘People like you have sucked this country dry, raking in millions, evading tax, while ordinary decent families are forced out onto the street.’


Liberty couldn’t contain a laugh. Kids like her wouldn’t know an ordinary person if one bit them on the arse. The only contact they had with the working classes was Mummy’s cleaner and the terribly nice man who came to service the Aga at the beginning of December.


‘You should be made to pay for what you’ve done,’ the girl shouted.


‘Oh, grow up,’ Liberty said.


Then it hit her. Warm and slimy. Running from her temple to her cheekbone.


Dog shit.


Since then she’d ignored them all. Kept her windows and doors locked. Today, despite the welcome sunshine, she did the same.


* * *


‘Boss wants to see you,’ said Tina.


Liberty hid her irritation. She couldn’t remember the number of times she’d explained to her secretary that she was a partner at Howell and May. She was her own bloody boss.


Tina hovered over Liberty’s desk. Stout and immovable as a tree. ‘He says it’s urgent.’


‘Don’t you have some filing to do?’


Tina put her hands on her hips, a ring on every finger. ‘I’ll tell him you’re too busy, then, shall I?’


Liberty put down her pen. They both knew that wasn’t going to happen. In theory, all partners were equal but in reality some were more equal than others. And nobody told Ronald Tate they were too busy to see him. ‘I think your Facebook status needs updating,’ she said. ‘I’d suggest Pain In The Arse.’


‘Ain’t you the funny one,’ said Tina.


Liberty spun round in her chair, using her palm to propel her from the desk. It wasn’t just that she loathed being summoned, like a minion, though she did loathe it, with a passion she usually reserved for articles in the Daily Mail about asylum seekers. Or reality television. Or farmers’ markets. Farmers’ markets in particular made her froth. All middle-class self-righteousness and hand-crafted venison pasties. But what she really hated about meetings with Ronald was her own reaction. Two seconds in his company, and she felt a fraud. As if she had no business working there.


‘There’s no point putting it off,’ said Tina.


‘Are you still here?’ Liberty pushed off for another 360-degree turn, but Tina grabbed the back of the chair and brought her to a halt. ‘They made you up because you’re bleedin’ good at what you do,’ she said. ‘Don’t ever forget that.’


Liberty felt exposed. A wound without a plaster.


‘Get going, then,’ snapped Tina. ‘I ain’t going to bleedin’ well carry you.’


* * *


Ronald Tate gave Liberty one of his best cappuccino smiles. ‘Come on in, darling.’ He gestured to the seat on the opposite side of his desk. ‘Do sit.’


Ronald had the corner office with views over the Thames, Tower Bridge and Canary Wharf to his left, the London Eye and the Houses of Parliament to his right. He often joked that he could sell tickets.


Liberty sat.


‘I need you to do me a favour, darling,’ said Ronald.


‘I need you to stop calling me “darling”,’ Liberty replied. In her head.


Ronald splayed his hands on the empty expanse of his desk, his nails buffed and shiny. ‘Have you heard of callme.com?’


Liberty nodded. The website was the biggest dating chat room in the world, its owner a perma-tanned seventy-year-old, standing at tit height to the glamour model who often accompanied him.


‘They want to merge with their biggest competitor,’ said Ronald.


‘Will the Monopolies Commission let them?’ Liberty asked.


‘Depends who they instruct as their lawyer.’


Ronald held her gaze, and Liberty felt the fizz of excitement shimmy down her spine. A multi-million-pound transaction like that was big-league stuff.


‘I don’t need to tell you that a deal such as this would put Howell and May on the map,’ said Ronald. ‘Taking any lawyers associated with it along for the ride.’ He leaned forward. ‘Can I count on your support, darling?’


Hell, yes. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to help,’ said Liberty. ‘Other casework allowing.’


‘I’m glad to hear that because we need to do the owner a small favour before the job is officially ours,’ said Ronald.


‘Go on,’ said Liberty.


‘He has a problem with his son.’


Liberty recalled a photo of him in the paper, spliff in one hand, Big Brother contestant in the other. ‘What sort of problem?’


‘He’s been arrested.’ Ronald opened his palms. ‘He’s being held up in your neck of the woods.’


‘Hampstead?’ Liberty asked.


‘No, darling.’ Ronald gave three small, tight laughs. Ha. Ha. Ha. ‘Yorkshire.’


Liberty blinked. It was a lifetime since she’d been back to Yorkshire. ‘I can’t really recommend anyone, Ronald. I don’t know the firms up there,’ she said.


‘That’s not what’s needed,’ said Ronald. ‘This has to be kept strictly under wraps, strictly entre nous.’


‘I don’t follow,’ said Liberty.


‘We need you to go up there and sort out this mess.’


The speedometer read seventy-four and she yawned.


London had been deserted at the start of Liberty’s journey and the Porsche had flown down Hampstead High Street. It had been like a disaster movie when the hero wakes up to find everyone dead, steals the nearest super-car and heads off like a mad man. As a kid, Liberty had read a book like that. The main character had been all on his own, hot-wiring a TVR and helping himself to chocolate from the shelves of deserted supermarkets, then setting off to find other survivors. How had that book ended? Did the boy find anyone else?


The traffic slowed to sixty-eight. Wasn’t this supposed to be a bloody motorway?


Her mobile rang and caller ID flashed up on the dashboard. ‘Hello, Ronald.’


‘Good morning, darling,’ he said. ‘Just checking you’re still set for the old trip up north.’


She caught sight of a sign saying ten miles to Wakefield. ‘I’ll be at the prison in less than half an hour,’ she said.


‘Good grief.’ Ronald let out a chuckle. ‘Did you set off at five?’


‘Something like that.’ In fact, it had been ten past. Knowing she’d have trouble sleeping, Liberty had drunk half a bottle of Rioja before bed. Then she’d finished it around midnight. At half past four, accepting sleep wasn’t on the cards, she’d swallowed three Anadin Extra and taken a hot shower.


‘Glad to hear you’re so eager,’ said Ronald. ‘The sooner you sort everything out, the sooner you can come back to the office.’


Liberty pressed the heel of her hand into her eye socket. How could she explain herself without sounding negative? ‘The thing is, Ronald, I’m not sure what I’m meant to do when I arrive.’


‘Oh, I’m certain someone will guide you through Security, darling,’ he replied.


Liberty released her hand, leaving her vision Vaselined. ‘I was thinking more of the legal stuff,’ she said. ‘You do know I have absolutely no experience of criminal law?’


There was a slight pause, which Liberty’s headache felt compelled to fill.


‘What about Dirty Deptford Days?’ Ronald asked.


The trainee solicitors and young assistants at Howell and May were encouraged to offer their services to a law centre in south-east London. A three-line whip to atone for the supposedly morally dubious day-to-day job of making rich people richer. Liberty had always wondered what the law-centre staff had made of them, streaming from their black cabs in their cashmere overcoats.


‘Didn’t you represent a guy on Death Row in Jamaica?’ Ronald asked.


Liberty sniffed. Her twenty-five-year-old self had grabbed the case, hoping for a free trip to the Caribbean, with little thought for Leroy Reid sweating it out in his bare jail cell, literally waiting to be hanged. ‘I don’t think I could class that as relevant experience,’ she said. ‘The whole thing was over before it started.’


‘You got him off?’


‘No,’ she replied. ‘He topped himself.’ She opened the window a crack and a rush of cold air kissed her cheek. She lifted her chin to let it cool her throat.


‘What other cases did you do at the law centre?’ Ronald asked.


‘A couple of eviction notices,’ she answered. ‘A speeding fine, if I remember correctly.’


What she did remember correctly was how she had found any excuse not to go, loathing the rubbish-filled gutters of Deptford High Road, where the office was, and the smell of the halal butcher’s next door. Most of all she remembered the clients and their sad, bewildered faces.


‘Oh, well, not to worry, darling,’ said Ronald. ‘How hard can it be?’


Liberty wasn’t sure. That was the point.


‘You’ll pick it up,’ he continued. ‘I have every faith in you.’


They said their goodbyes and Liberty turned off the motorway. As she slowed at the roundabout, an orange Fiat Uno stalled in front of her. She pressed her hand to the horn and a flock of rooks rose as one from a telegraph pole. The glossy black birds immediately headed south. They passed overhead, like a thunderous cloud, then disappeared, leaving only the splat of a shit on Liberty’s windscreen.


Sol Connolly stood in the hospital room, hands in his pockets, looking at the young woman, still and pale on the bed, each eyelid held shut with a piece of tape. Only the rhythmic sigh of the ventilator punctuated the silence as it forced air into useless lungs.


He shook his head sadly and went to the window. In the courtyard below, patients, nurses and visitors huddled together to smoke. One man was still in his theatre gown, attached to a drip, which he pulled along like a dog on a lead. In different circumstances Sol would have admired his commitment to the cause.


The door opened, and he turned to find a doctor in the room, a mop of wild curls held in a ponytail with an elastic band. He flashed her his warrant card.


She crossed the room, her Crocs making a polystyrene squeak, took the card, checked it carefully and handed it back to him. ‘Detective Inspector Connolly,’ she said. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘I’m just here for an update,’ he said.


The doctor gave a cool smile. ‘I’m afraid there’s nothing much to tell you. We’re keeping her under until the swelling in her brain reduces.’ She held up both hands, palms towards him. ‘And I don’t know how long that will take.’


Sol let out a breath that rattled his lips. She’d been brought in three days ago and immediately placed in a medically induced coma. Who could guess when he’d finally get to speak to her?


‘Do you know her?’ the doctor asked.


Sol nodded. ‘Kyla Anderson.’ He’d first met her twenty years ago. She’d been six years old and he’d been in uniform, green as you like. Sol had gone to the Andersons’ flat to nick Kyla’s dad for supply of class A. The stupid bastard had been caught on CCTV openly dealing outside the railway station. The pictures had been grainy back in those days, but he could have picked out Dale Anderson anywhere, all five foot six of him and two front teeth missing. He might as well have worn a T-shirt with his name and address printed on it. Even then, Kyla had been a cheeky sod, one minute telling Sol to fuck off, the next asking for sweets. Over the years he’d tried to keep an eye out for her, but what could you do?


The doctor picked up the chart at the end of the bed. ‘A prostitute, right?’


‘Yeah,’ said Sol. Kyla had never really stood a chance, had she? With the parents she had and the place she grew up, it was a done deal. ‘How did you know?’


The doctor shrugged. ‘Vaginal and anal fissures. Plus we had to cut her out of a red PVC cat suit.’


Sol laughed.


‘Though she wasn’t using,’ said the doctor.


‘Really?’ asked Sol, his surprise genuine.


The doctor held out the chart to him, as if she expected him to understand the medical jargon scribbled across the page in illegible handwriting. ‘Her bloods were clear and there are no injection sites – well, no fresh ones,’ she told him.


Sol moved to the bed and looked at Kyla’s arms, laid by her sides on top of the blue blanket. The crooks of both elbows were a mass of old needle marks and her wrists were liberally layered with long, thin scars from her various ‘cries for help’. But the doc was right. No new tracks.


She scrawled something across the notes then scratched her scalp with the end of the biro. ‘You weren’t expecting her to be clean?’ she asked.


‘You could say that,’ Sol replied. Kyla had started smoking weed at twelve, skag at fourteen. For the last five years she’d been living on four digs of brown a day and ice cream. ‘Has anyone visited?’ he asked.


The doctor shook her head.


He pulled out his card and pressed it into her hand. Her palm was hot but not sticky. ‘If there’s any change.’


‘I’ll call you,’ said the doctor, pocketing the card.


‘And if there’s any chance of her waking up . . .’


‘You’ll be the first to know.’ The doctor turned to leave. ‘Frankly, there’s no one else to tell.’


* * *


Liberty slowed to a halt in the car park at number five Love Lane. ‘You have arrived,’ the satnav informed her.


She exhaled audibly. If she’d been a smoker, now would have been exactly the right time to spark up. But she wasn’t. Growing up, everyone around her had smoked. Dad endlessly puffing away on the Embassy Regal, Mum on the Benson & Hedges. Beagles had inhaled less nicotine than she had.


Liberty was way out of her depth, terrified, cursing Ronald for insisting she come here. Why the hell had she agreed? Why hadn’t she just told him she couldn’t do it? Why could she never admit to any form of weakness? She locked the car and looked up at the prison. Built in 1594 as a House of Corrections, HMP Wakefield was now a high-security unit, housing prisoners serving life, predominantly for sex offences. Known locally as Monster Mansion, the names of its inmates read like a Who’s Who of the mad, the bad and the absolutely fucking sick. The concrete walls blocked out the sun and it was cold in the gloom.


Ten feet away, an ancient BMW pulled in. The private registration read RAJ 23S. The bolts on either side of the S made it look like a dollar sign. Almost. The driver’s door flew open and a cheap slip-on shoe appeared, the edge of the plastic sole flapping away from the toe. It hovered in mid-air for at least a minute, making Liberty wonder if anyone was attached. At last, its owner followed, and Liberty saw a short fat man in a suit and turban. He dragged a briefcase after him, the clasp open, papers spilling out. He tried to shut the car door but the end of his seatbelt was caught outside, making the unmistakable crunch of metal on metal. The man swore. His words were in a language Liberty didn’t understand, but the meaning was clear.


When he finally managed to lock his door, he looked over to her. ‘Nice motor,’ he said. His accent was pure West Yorkshire.


‘Thanks.’ Liberty gestured to his rust-eaten BMW. ‘You too.’


‘Can’t beat German engineering.’ He patted the roof of his car. ‘You’re new.’


It wasn’t a question.


‘Is it that obvious?’ Liberty asked.


The man seesawed his hand. ‘All the solicitors in these parts know one another.’


‘What makes you so sure I’m a solicitor?’


The man laughed. His teeth were white, but a hint of gold flashed from a crown at the back of his mouth. ‘Smart clothes, expensive wheels, you’re not likely to be a wife or girlfriend to one of this lot.’ He jerked his head towards the prison wall, topped with razor wire. ‘Not that many of our friends in here have wives or girlfriends. Most of ’em have been abandoned by their own mothers.’


He turned to the main entrance and gestured for Liberty to join him. She fell in beside him and they walked together, the loose sole of the man’s shoe giving a tap after each step. ‘Raj Singh.’ He held out his hand, a dull gold band sliding down his wrist and wobbling against the base of his thumb.


His palm was surprisingly smooth and cool. The sort of hand you’d want on your forehead if you felt under the weather. ‘Liberty Chapman,’ she said.


‘And where are you from, Liberty?’ he asked.


‘London,’ she said. ‘Hampstead.’


Raj knitted his brow, making his turban bob. ‘Really? I could swear I detect a local twang.’


Liberty took a deep breath in through her nose. All those years down south and all that cash spent on elocution lessons. ‘I moved away a long time ago,’ she said.


He nodded, as if he was satisfied. ‘And who’re you here to see?’


‘I don’t think I should say.’


Raj gave a bark of a laugh. ‘You are new, aren’t you?’


‘Client confidentiality and all that,’ Liberty replied, with a raised eyebrow.


Raj patted her arm, still chuckling. ‘Quite right too, love.’


Christ, it was like the Wild West up here. She was relieved when they reached the door and were greeted by a prison officer slumped at a long counter behind a Perspex window, one buttock taking up his stool, the other oozing slowly down the side. ‘Morning, Reg,’ he said.


If Raj was offended by the Anglicizing of his name, he certainly didn’t show it. ‘Morning, John,’ he said. ‘How’s the back?’


John put one hand to his spine. ‘Killing me.’ The other reached over to a family bag of Cheesy Wotsits. ‘What can I do? It’s my trial.’


Raj slid his visiting order into the security slot and nodded for Liberty to do the same. John shovelled a fistful of Wotsits into his mouth and checked the paperwork. When he was satisfied, he sent it back through, and Raj returned Liberty’s visiting order to her. There was a dusty orange thumbprint in the left-hand corner, which she avoided touching.


‘Time for the technology,’ said John. ‘Eyes on the prize, Miss Chapman.’


‘Sorry?’


Raj pointed up at a camera mounted above the window. ‘Retinal recognition,’ he told her. ‘It lets John here check that the person coming out of the nick is the same one who went in.’


Liberty could hardly contain her laughter. ‘Don’t you think someone might spot an inmate trying to pass himself off as a woman?’


‘You’d be surprised, love,’ said Raj, and moved her to a small black X marked on the floor. ‘Say cheese.’


When they had both had their eyes recorded, he grinned at her. ‘Now for the locker room. This way.’


Liberty followed him into a square, windowless room to the left, the four walls banked by metal lockers, every door bearing the same notice:




Only approved paperwork, pens and pencils allowed beyond this point.


No other items may be taken into HMP Wakefield, including money, keys, mobile phones and other electronic equipment.


Persons found in possession of unacceptable items will be detained and charged. No exceptions.





‘They don’t exactly trust us, do they?’ said Liberty.


‘To be honest, it’s as much for us as them,’ said Raj, making for the nearest locker.


‘How’s that?’ Liberty asked.


‘You can make a real mess of someone’s face with a paperclip, love.’


Liberty chose a locker on the other side of the room to hide her face, which she knew would show horror and panic in every pore. When she opened it, she found a ball of used tissue nestled at the back. Checking her gag reflex, she decided against removing it. Her bag might have cost the best part of two grand in Prada, but it couldn’t contract hep C, could it?


‘Ready?’ Raj asked.


Liberty slammed the locker door and followed him out of the room, back to John.


‘Sorted?’ asked John.


Raj nodded and placed his hand on the entrance door. As a low buzzer sounded, he pushed it open and a smell unfurled around him. It moved towards Liberty. Sweat, urine and disinfectant. ‘Welcome to the ninth circle of Hell,’ said Raj.




Chapter 2


May 1985


I take the tray of buns out of the oven. A couple are a bit burned but not too bad.


‘They’re nice,’ says Mam, not taking her eyes off the mirror.


She had a bubble perm yesterday and is trying to comb it over the bald spot above her ear. Frankie sits on the chair next to her, grizzling. ‘Give him a bottle, would you, Lib?’ she says.


I reach into the cupboard for a baby bottle and fill it with pop. ‘He’s too old for these, Mam. The health visitor says they’ll ruin his teeth.’


‘Yeah, well, that stuck-up bitch doesn’t have to live with him, does she?’ Mam replies.


I hold the drink out to Frankie and he grabs it, sucking at it for all he’s worth, making these funny little noises in his throat.


Mam gives her hair a last spray with lacquer and smiles at me. ‘You’re pleased your dad’s coming home, aren’t you?’


‘Yeah,’ I say.


‘So why the long face?’


I start turning the buns out of their tin. It’s not that I don’t want Dad to come home. He’s my dad and that’s that. I mean, when he first got sent down I was glad. The mess he made of Mam during that last hiding he gave her! Broken nose, two teeth knocked out and a gash on the side of her head where he smashed her against the wall. There’s still a bit of plaster missing on that spot above the radiator and her hair’s never grown back properly over the scar. He deserved to go to jail.


Then she met some bloke down the Turk’s Head. ‘Call me Uncle Alan,’ he said, and brought us all chips and gravy whenever he came round. Mam seemed happy until she caught him helping to wash Jay’s arse when he was in the bath. We never mentioned Uncle Alan again.


Next thing we know, Mam’s had a letter from Dad saying he’s sorry, he’s changed. Can people change?


There’s a loud knock at the door and Mam jumps off the stool. ‘That’ll be him,’ she says. ‘You stay here.’


She clacks down the hall and opens the door. There are muffled voices and the tinkling giggle I only ever hear when Dad’s around. When he sticks his head round the kitchen door, I can see he’s a lot thinner and his hair’s cut close to his scalp. ‘Something smells grand,’ he says.


‘I made you some buns,’ I reply. ‘Do you want one?’


He looks at them on the cooling rack. ‘Where’s Crystal and Jay?’


‘Playing outside.’ I jump up. ‘Shall I get ’em?’


Dad shakes his head. ‘I’m knackered, love. Think I’ll get my head down for an hour or two.’ He ruffles Frankie’s hair. ‘Round everyone up at teatime. How about a Chinese? With your buns for afters?’


A Chinese. I can’t believe it. I bloody love sweet and sour, I do.


‘Right, then.’ Dad rubs his hands together. ‘Why don’t you come up with me, Mrs Greenwood? Show me what’s changed around here.’


Mam laughs again, like a little bell ringing, and I think that maybe, just maybe, everything’s going to be all right.


The inside of Monster Mansion was altogether different from the outside. Where the exterior had been a study in razor-wire-topped walls and retinal security checks, the inside was bland and quiet. Only the plastic farting of the loose sole of Raj’s shoe punctured the silence as they walked down a windowless and hourless corridor of concrete and strip lighting.


‘Where is everyone?’ Liberty asked.


‘On the wings,’ Raj replied.


‘Doing what?’


‘Smoking, talking, staring at the ceiling.’ Raj shrugged. ‘Twenty-two hours’ bang-up, most days.’ He gave her a sideways glance, his gold filling winking cheekily at her. ‘What were you expecting?’


Liberty didn’t have an answer to that. Or not one she was willing to share with someone she’d met less than ten minutes ago. Her main points of reference were the episodes of Porridge her parents had loved.


They reached the end of the corridor and waited at a door. The words ‘Legal Visits’ had been painted in blue. At last it swung open.


‘Here again, Reg?’ said the guard, a minimal amount of hair attempting to cover the maximum amount of pink scalp.


‘Where else would I be on a nice summer’s day?’ Raj said, with a smile.


‘He’s waiting for you.’ The guard jerked his head over his shoulder, dislodging a well-greased strand of hair that fell over his face, like a thick black arrow pointing to the floor. ‘Usual spot.’


‘Must be my natural charm,’ said Raj, and handed over his visiting order.


Liberty followed suit, pressing her own order into the guard’s hand.


He checked it, then looked at her for longer than was necessary, the stray strand of hair billowing gently in the air from his nostrils. ‘Take a seat, Miss,’ he said. ‘He’ll be brought out in a tick.’


‘Thank you,’ she answered coolly.


When they passed through the doorway, Raj gave her a nudge. ‘Don’t mind the locals,’ he said. ‘They don’t get out much.’


She was about to point out that the staff might behave with manners if people like Raj pulled them up from time to time, but she lost her train of thought as she found herself on a walkway overlooking what appeared to be a school gymnasium, filled with tables and chairs.


As Liberty and Raj made their way down the staircase, the impression of being in a school gym was completed by the lurid yellow bibs that the prisoners were wearing. Liberty half expected a game of netball to break out.


As if reading her mind, like a spirit guide, Raj once again filled her in: ‘They make it easier for the guards to spot the inmates,’ he said. ‘Keep tabs on where everyone is.’


Liberty glanced behind her and saw that, up on the walkway, the guard who had let them in was scanning the hall.


‘Some of these people . . .’ Raj tailed off. ‘It’s not like other prisons.’


Liberty nodded, and cursed herself for agreeing to take on the case. Her bread and butter came from drafting contracts. Clauses, sub-clauses, definitions and criteria: these were her friends. ‘Don’t we get a private room to speak to our clients?’ she asked.


Raj shook his head. ‘That’s only in the purpose-built prisons. The Mansion’s ancient so there’s not enough space for such luxuries.’


Liberty was horrified. How could anyone conduct a confidential conversation surrounded by all these people?


‘To be honest, love, you don’t want to be in a room on your own with any of this little lot,’ he added.


They picked their way through the tables but Raj slowed as they approached one table where a man in a bib was already seated. He stared at them eagerly. He was small, almost child-like in stature, though his face was lined and pockmarked. He bore a silvery scar between lip and nose. Liberty gave a sharp intake of breath as recognition hit her, like a sucker punch, and the man clapped his hands together, as if delighted that she knew who he was.


‘Don’t say a word,’ Raj hissed at her. ‘Just keep walking.’


Liberty couldn’t have spoken if she’d wanted to: her throat had suddenly constricted. What could anyone say to a man who had raped and killed three little girls on their way home from Brownies?


As they came alongside the table, the man jumped to his feet. He was a foot shorter than Liberty, but he stretched out his arms to block their way.


‘I’ll be with you in a second, Dave,’ said Raj, pushing past him, his voice absurdly calm.


‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?’ the man asked.


His voice was soft, with a feminine quality. Liberty remembered that the papers had called it ‘camp’, but that wasn’t quite right. They’d also reported that the victims had been dismembered, their legs found in a chest freezer alongside numerous bags of peas and sweetcorn, by a constable who had been in the job only a week. Sadly, the papers had got that bit right.


‘Where are your manners, Raj?’ Each word distinct, clear, like a staccato note from a flute. ‘This isn’t like you at all.’


Raj steered Liberty to an empty table at the far side of the hall. ‘Don’t look back. Sit facing away from him.’ He pressed her into a chair. ‘You don’t want someone like that messing with your head. All right?’


She smiled weakly and he winked at her.


‘Oh, Ra-aj,’ Dave’s voice sang out.


‘Another day in Paradise.’ Raj squeezed her shoulder and headed back to his client.


Liberty concentrated on breathing and placed her paperwork in two piles on the table in front of her. She aligned them perfectly as she tried to steady the ragged edges of each lungful of air. In through the nose, out through the mouth. She laid her pen horizontally, two centimetres from the first pile, pen tip and top right-hand corner of the piece of paper in line. In through the nose, out through the mouth.


‘Liberty Chapman?’


Liberty’s head snapped up involuntarily at the sound of her name. Standing at the table was a man in his early twenties, gymdefined, hair artfully highlighted, skin a Riviera-yacht golden tan.


‘Mr Rance?’ Liberty jumped to her feet and held out her hand. ‘How do you do?’


Rance’s handshake was cold and limp. He sneered at her, exposing even teeth that clearly spent every night in a bleaching tray. She was about to suggest he take a seat, when Rance plonked himself down with a thud. He wiped his nose along the inside of his palm with long slow strokes from the base of his middle finger to his wrist.


‘As you know I’m from—’


‘I shouldn’t be here.’ Rance held up his palm to silence her. A thin slug trail of snot glistened at her. ‘You know that, right?’


‘I’m sure we can resolve this problem in a timely fashion,’ Liberty replied.


‘Do you know what sort of people are in here?’ Rance demanded.


Liberty did know. She could hear them all around her. She could smell them. Hell, she could taste their livery sweetness at the back of her tongue.


‘You need to go and find the silly cow that stitched me up,’ said Rance. ‘Do whatever it takes.’ He leaned towards her. ‘Pay whatever needs to be paid. Just get her to admit that she’s lying.’


‘I don’t think it works—’


Rance thumped the table, knocking Liberty’s pen out of place. ‘Everything works like that. You’re a lawyer – you charge enough to understand how things are. She’s lying and you need to prove it.’


Liberty rearranged her pen at the head of her client’s charge sheet.
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A very rich boy had attacked a very poor girl and now he thought he could buy his way out of trouble.


‘You have to get me out of here,’ said Rance. ‘Find the girl.’


As soon as Sol got out of the hospital, he pulled out his e-cig. The wife had bought him a load of flavoured cartridges for it and he was working his way through them. Today’s offering was Red Berries and it was rank.


‘Who pissed on your chips?’


Sol looked up and smiled. Daisy Clarke was a lap-dancer and prostitute he’d come across during half a dozen raids. Lots of his colleagues in the Vice Squad didn’t have time for the girls, thought of them as little more than meat. But didn’t that make them as bad as the men they were trying to put away? ‘That’s a nice shiner, you’ve got yourself,’ Sol said.


Daisy’s fingers gently tapped a black eye, the top lid twice its normal size, a purple and green bruise underneath. ‘And look at this.’ She pulled down the front of her top to reveal infected toothmarks. ‘Bastard.’


‘I hope you’ve made a statement,’ said Sol.


‘Yeah.’ Daisy pulled out a packet of Marlboro and lit up. ‘He’s banged up.’


Sol watched her sucking at the fag, blowing grey smoke from the corner of her mouth. ‘Give us one of those, Daisy, love.’


The girl cackled and handed him the packet. ‘I thought it was meant to be us lot that ponced ciggies off you lot.’


‘You probably earn more than I do,’ he said. ‘And I know I pay more tax.’


Daisy smacked him playfully on the shoulder, watching him with a smile as he lit up. ‘Gotta go, Sol. I need some antibiotics or something for this.’ She waved vaguely at the bite mark. ‘It’s fucking minging.’


He nodded at her and lifted his cigarette in thanks. A delicious cloud of heat and chemicals filled his lungs and, not for the first time, he thanked the god of nicotine. As he watched her go, he had a thought and called after her, ‘Hey, Daisy, you know Kyla Anderson?’


‘Course I do,’ she said.


‘Did you know she got clean?’


Daisy’s one good eye opened wide. ‘Fuck me, wonders will never cease.’


‘She’s in here.’ Sol jerked his head back towards the hospital. ‘It’s pretty bad.’


Daisy was a lot less shocked to hear this news. Girls like them got beaten up every day of the week. By punters. By pimps. Part and parcel of their job.


‘Do you know where she’d been working?’ Sol asked.


Daisy sniffed. ‘Not recently. We were both up the Cherry but she left a couple of months ago. Shame, really. There’s hardly any English girls left there now.’


‘Didn’t she say where she was going?’ he asked.


‘Said she was packing it in full stop.’ Daisy laughed. ‘But we all say that, don’t we?’


‘There haven’t been any whispers about what happened to her?’


Daisy shook her head.


‘If you do hear, you’ve got my number,’ Sol said.


He watched Daisy totter inside, pulling the back of her mini skirt down over her mottled thighs, and finished his fag. Time to start asking a few awkward questions.


Liberty let the satnav guide her to the address Rance had given and tried to swallow the nauseous feeling that was swelling in her stomach and rising through her chest. She hadn’t been down these roads in a long time. More than twenty years ago, she had caught the ten fifteen from Leeds to King’s Cross and never returned. Now here she was again. Everything looked different, yet every-thing looked the same.


‘Your destination is ahead,’ the satnav informed her as she drove past a Polish mini-market, a bookie’s and the Sun Studio – ‘Yorkshire’s Premier Tanning Salon’.


‘You have arrived,’ said the satnav and Liberty pulled over.


The Black Cherry had been a pub back in the day. Her parents used to drink there, though Dad always moaned that the beer was watered down. Christ, Liberty couldn’t remember when she’d last given the place a glancing thought. She’d trained herself not to.


What she wanted more than anything was to get back to her real life. A life she had built for herself on blood, sweat and tears. Coming back here, dredging up old memories, was not part of that life.


She grabbed her mobile and called Ronald.


‘Darling. How are things oop north?’ Ronald put on a ridiculous Yorkshire accent.


Liberty was in no mood to fanny about. ‘Pretty crap, actually. I’ve been to see Rance.’


‘How is he?’


‘In the right place as far as I can see.’


‘Innocent until proven guilty and all that jazz, darling,’ Ronald replied.


A fly had made its way into the car. It dive-bombed Liberty, its drone close to her ear. She swatted at it in irritation. ‘He asked me to find the victim,’ she said. ‘Which, let me tell you, feels all kinds of wrong.’


‘There is no possession in a witness,’ Ronald replied. ‘Nothing to prevent the defence questioning the girl.’


The fly had found the windscreen and buzzed angrily against the glass.


‘Even when she’s the sort of girl who works in a lap-dancing club?’ Liberty asked.


‘Especially when she’s the sort of girl who works in a lap-dancing club.’


‘Oh, come on, Ronald.’ Liberty opened her window and tried to shoo the fly outside. ‘This place isn’t Spearmint Rhino. The girls who end up here don’t have too many choices in life.’


‘Which is why they’re likely to be pretty poor witnesses.’


Liberty sighed. Ronald was right. Chances were the victim would have a habit and a string of previous convictions as long as her arm.


‘Listen, darling, you’re not there to harass anyone,’ said Ronald. ‘Just to ask a few questions and assess the strength of the case against Rance.’


‘And if she’s not here or she won’t speak to me?’ Liberty asked.


‘Then you come home.’


Liberty hung up, reached into her bag for the prosecution papers, rolled them into a cosh and smacked the fly.


* * *


The Black Cherry still had the same square red-brick façade but the windows were now blacked out, the tinted glass painted with the white silhouettes of nude women and pairs of cherries. The sign above the door read, ‘Live Dancing Seven Days A Week’. The poor women working there didn’t even get to keep their knickers on of a Sunday.


Liberty locked the car and went inside.


‘Listen, Ted, you know the bloody rules, you come in here often enough.’


A birdlike woman in her early sixties was shouting, legs akimbo, hands on her hips. The man she was yelling at was twice her size, head shaved, the tattoo of a claw-mark etched across his neck.


‘No. Free. Dances.’ The woman punctuated each word with an exaggerated nod. ‘Ever.’


‘You know I’m good for it.’ The man’s tone was surprisingly meek. ‘Just a bit short till payday, like.’


‘Then go home, Ted. Watch the telly, read the paper, remind your wife what you bloody look like.’ The woman flung open the door. ‘But don’t come back with an empty wallet.’ The man sighed and turned to Liberty. ‘I hope you’re not expecting a warm welcome here, love, cos you’ll not get it.’


‘Out,’ the woman bellowed.


He shuffled away, and when the door had swung shut, the woman smoothed down her leopard-print blouse. The top three buttons were undone, revealing a tangle of gold chains and a wrinkled cleavage. She went to the black velvet drape that separated the reception area from the club and adjusted it. ‘I’m not made of stone, but this isn’t a charity, is it?’ she said to Liberty, who shook her head. ‘Now, what can I do for you?’


‘I’m looking for a girl.’


‘Oh, aye?’ said the woman.


‘I think she might work here,’ said Liberty. ‘Her name’s Daisy Clarke.’


The woman pursed her lips. Behind the drape, music began to play, the deep throb of bass seeping through.


‘Police?’ the woman asked.


‘No,’ Liberty answered.


‘Didn’t think so.’ The woman looked Liberty up and down. ‘That rigout’s too nice for the law.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Bet them shoes didn’t come off the market,’ the woman observed.


Liberty looked down at her Louboutins. They’d cost almost five hundred quid, and that was in the sale.


‘So, what do you want?’ the woman asked.


Liberty noted she had not denied that Daisy Clarke worked there. ‘I’m not here to cause any problems,’ she said. ‘I just need to see her. I’ll pay for her time.’


The woman raised an eyebrow, so thin it was more pencil than hair. ‘And if she doesn’t want to talk to you?’


‘Then I’ll leave immediately.’


The woman stared at her, absently fingering a sovereign attached to one of her chains, hot pink nail tracing the edge in an endless sweep. Then, as if she’d made up her mind, she tucked the coin back down her shirt. ‘She’s not in just yet.’


‘Can I wait?’


‘You’ll have to buy a drink,’ the woman said.


‘And one for you too,’ Liberty replied.


The woman chuckled and held open the drape. ‘You’ll do for me, love, whoever you are.’


Inside, the room was dominated by a stage that ran down the middle. A dancer was snaking around in a Day-Glo yellow bikini and white plastic high-heeled sandals. She looked as bored as the handful of men who sat alone at tables, nursing their pints.


‘Bit quiet in the day,’ the woman shouted over her shoulder, as she led Liberty to the bar. ‘Starts to fill up at rush-hour.’


Liberty imagined men popping in on their way home from work, desperate for a cold beer and a glimpse of snatch. The mind could only boggle.


The bar was deserted, and a draught blew in from a door at the back, which was open to a yard.


‘Len,’ the woman screeched. ‘Len, get in here.’


A man in his fifties, with a pot belly and all four front teeth missing, sloped inside.


‘That door’s meant to be locked,’ the woman hissed.


‘Fucked if I know where the key is,’ said Len.


The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Two gin and tonics.’


Liberty was about to say that she’d rather a Diet Coke. She never drank in the day: it made her too tired. But, frankly, she didn’t know if she could stomach this place without it so she handed over a twenty-pound note and took the drink. The glass was warm and there was no ice or lemon. She sipped it regardless.


The woman leaned in to speak, her hair, hard with half a can of hair spray, scratched Liberty’s cheek. The smell made her cough. ‘Lithuanian.’ She jerked her head towards the girl on the stage. ‘We’ve got a lot of ’em. Don’t smile much but they’re reliable.’
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