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The truth is rarely pure and never simple


– Oscar Wilde




Chapter 1


23 November 1989


I try to concentrate on my homework but there’s ructions going on next door.


Imbo’s kicking off again and that new key worker, Carl, is trying to calm him down. He’s using the voice they put on in the beginning, all low and quiet. Probably something they teach them at Social Services. He should save his breath. When Imbo’s in one of these moods, the only thing that will settle him is a two-litre bottle of cider and half an hour with his favourite issue of Knave.


‘I can see you’re upset, Ian,’ says Carl.


I suck in a breath. If there’s one thing guaranteed to send Imbo into one, it’s anyone calling him that.


There’s a bang, which might be Imbo’s fist hitting the wall. Or Carl’s head.


‘What did you just call me?’ Imbo screams. ‘Say it one more time and I’ll rip your arms off.’


‘Please don’t threaten me,’ says Carl.


‘It’s not a threat, you twat, it’s a fucking promise.’


I glance over at Vicky’s bed, where she’s buried herself beneath a pile of blankets and clothes, and then reread the essay question for the millionth time. How does Chaucer explore the Wife of Bath’s attitude to sex and sexual attraction? I’m already two days late handing it in. If I don’t get it to Mr Morris tomorrow, I’m bound to get a detention.


There’s another bang and Vicky sits bolt upright. ‘Shut up, Imbo.’ She thumps the wall. ‘Shut the fuck up.’


‘Shut the fuck up yourself,’ Imbo roars back.


I sigh as Vicky jumps out of bed and races next door in her denim shirt and knickers. Imbo might be nearly six foot and built like the Terminator, but nobody talks to Vicky like that. I close my textbook and follow her.


‘Could you girls go back to your room?’ says Carl, fiddling with his earring.


I feel a bit sorry for him. I expect he thought he’d help people in this job. I give him what I hope is an encouraging smile, but Vicky just pushes past and gets right up into Imbo’s face.


‘Listen to me, you ugly little prick,’ she shouts at him. ‘I’m trying to get some kip and she,’ Vicky jabs a thumb behind her in my vague direction, ‘is trying to do her chuffing homework. How do you think either of us can do that with you losing the plot like you’re on a mental ward?’


‘Carl says I can’t watch the telly tonight,’ screams Imbo.


Vicky spins on her bare heel and glares at the social worker. To be honest, the bed hair and smudged eye liner make her look like she’s the one just stepped out of an asylum.


‘Ian lost his privileges when he was caught vandalizing the staff toilets,’ says Carl.


Last Saturday, off his head on Merrydown, Imbo spray-painted a knob on the wall of the staff toilets. And shat in the sink.


Imbo launches a flying kick at the wall. ‘Stop calling me that.’


‘And if you girls don’t go back to your room right now, you’ll lose your privileges too,’ says Carl. I’ll give it to him, he’s still got the voice down pat even in these circumstances. ‘Elizabeth? Victoria? Are you hearing me?’


‘Do you think I give a shit?’ Vicky steps towards Carl. The nail varnish on her toes is red and chipped and there’s a yellow bruise on her shin. ‘Do you think I’m actually bothered about watching the poxy telly?’


The thing is, Vicky does give a shit. We all do. It’s Thursday so it’s Top of the Pops. And tonight’s not just any Top of the Pops. Tonight, the Stone Roses and the Happy Mondays are on.


‘Vic,’ I say. ‘Let’s just go back next door.’


She doesn’t look at me, but claws her hands as if she’s about to scratch Carl’s face off. I’ve seen her do it before. Not to Carl, but some boy up on the Crosshills Estate that she said called her a slag. That night I had to pick out the bits of skin from under her nails with a cocktail stick.


‘Vic, come on. It’s nearly time and I’m not missing it.’


She sniffs at Carl, pulls her knickers out from the crack of her arse and stalks from the room as Imbo lands another blow on the wall.


Present day


The waiting was always the killer. Once things got started, the adrenalin would kick in and the team would move on auto-pilot. Everyone would know where to be and what they needed to do. Clear heads, light limbs.


But now, squashed into the back of the van, watching the commander obsessively check her phone for the go-signal, Sol’s mind jumped around. He needed a fag, a black coffee, to stretch his legs.


Outside, the pre-dawn morning was cool and still, but eight officers crammed in like sardines, all wearing Kevlar, filled the van with heat and sweat.


‘Just so you know, Connolly,’ Hassani leaned against him and whispered, ‘you are minging.’


Sol gave her the finger.


The commander frowned and held up a hand, eyes glued to her phone. The timing of this raid was imperative. All over Yorkshire, other teams were also in place, ready to act as one. They needed to hit the top brass of the Delaney clan simultaneously so they couldn’t tip one another off.


‘Premature ejaculation by any team will be more than a frustration,’ the DCI had warned them. ‘It will be an absolute disaster for which I will personally be slicing off bollocks.’


C Team’s commander might not technically have any bollocks to lose but she was taking no chances.


At last she took a sharp breath and blinked. ‘Unit, go.’


Her words were decisive, their impact immediate. Every officer including Sol braced themselves as the van sprang forward.


‘Ready,’ the driver shouted over the intercom.


A second later there was a jolt as the impact bars on the front of the van hit the gates and a metal clang ricocheted through Sol’s bone structure. Then the back doors to the van were thrown open and they streamed out.


‘Left, left, right,’ Sol hissed at Hassani.


Exit by the left-hand side of the vehicle. Move around it to the left, then down the right-hand side of the house to the back.


He didn’t need to say a word. Hassani already knew the drill. She’d gone over it with the team a hundred times, then another hundred alone with Sol in the Three Feathers.


Their boots crunched on gravel as they ran past the mangled security gates to the back of the house, arriving next to the vast lawn and swimming pool at the same moment as officers who had come around the other side with the ram.


‘Clear,’ Sol shouted and stepped back as the ram battered its way through the back door, splintering wood and smashing glass.


‘Yeah, baby,’ Hassani muttered, under her breath.


A faint smile flashed across Sol’s face. It was her first raid. Better than sex, drugs and rock and roll. Welcome to the dark side.


They ploughed into the house, through the opulent dining room, heels dragging shards of glass with them, and down the hallway lined with antique tables and objets d’art. Sol had to hand it to Delaney. He might have started out selling nicked batteries and jars of coffee to housewives on the Crosshills but his house was bloody lovely.


When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Sol saw a figure leaning over the walkway that spanned the entire upper floor. Short and square, mouth drawn into an almost smile, it was Jackson Delaney himself.


‘What is it with you lot?’ Delaney shouted down to them in his deep-fried Mars Bar Glaswegian accent. ‘You never write. You never call. Then here you are with not so much as a bunch of flowers.’


‘Come on down, Jacko,’ Sol said. ‘Let’s make this easy.’


Delaney laughed and headed for the top of the stairs.


‘Put your hands where we can see them,’ Sol called up.


‘Have a word with yourself, Connolly,’ Delaney replied. ‘I’m packing nothing but my tackle.’


True enough, when Delaney began to saunter casually downstairs, Sol could see his hands were empty and that the head of one of the country’s biggest crime families was wearing only a pair of boxer shorts and his ink.


When he was at the bottom, Delaney smiled at Sol and put his hands out to Hassani.


‘Why don’t you do the honours, hen?’ he said. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve been tied up by someone as young and pretty as yourself.’


Hassani glanced sideways at Sol. He’d told her time and time again that Jackson Delaney was a clever bastard who would mess with them any way he could. This was all part of how he ran his business.


‘Cuff him,’ Sol told her.


Delaney watched Hassani intently as she secured his wrists. Nose bent from a thousand beatings. Knuckles raised and scarred from giving out two thousand. ‘Tight as you like, sweetheart.’


She ignored him as Sol had advised.


‘Right then,’ said Delaney. ‘Let’s get this over with. I need to be back in time for the midday kick-off.’


‘Not today, Jacko,’ said Sol. ‘Do you not think that every time, pal?’


Sol shook his head. He’d been involved in several attempts over the years to bring down Delaney. Some had fallen apart through lack of evidence. At least two from lack of budget. The one time they had actually managed to get a case to court, none of the main witnesses had turned up at the trial.


But this was different. Computers were being seized, bank accounts frozen and a couple of girls trafficked from Montenegro were already in a safe house.


‘Everything that rises has to fall in the end, Jacko,’ said Sol.


Jay cranked up the sound system and ‘Get Lucky’ by Daft Punk bounced across his garden, mingling with smoke from the barbecue and the chatter of a hundred guests. He grabbed Liberty’s hand and spun her round, then planted a kiss on her cheek.


‘You’re drunk.’


‘Yup.’


He danced off towards his wife, Rebecca, who was helping the caterers put countless bowls of salad onto an already groaning table.


‘He always was a grade-A show-off,’ said Crystal, mouth full of Juicy Fruit.


Liberty smiled as she watched her brother tell a passing waiter to refill glasses more quickly. ‘He just wants everyone to have a good time,’ she said.


‘He just wants everyone to have a good look at how well he’s done for himself,’ Crystal replied.


Liberty shrugged. Not long ago she’d worked in a prestigious law firm in London where her partners routinely threw dinner parties with the sole intention of parading their latest extension, their children’s exam grades and their sizeable bonus. At least Jay’s guests were actually enjoying themselves.


As the chorus belted out from the speakers, Liberty hummed along.


‘Please don’t tell me you’re going to dance,’ said Crystal. ‘Or I might have to kill myself.’


‘Every cloud,’ said Liberty, and tapped her feet.


Crystal turned her head as she always did when she didn’t want Liberty to know that she’d made her laugh, but suddenly her shoulders stiffened.


‘Crystal?’ Liberty followed her sister’s eye line to the patio, where a couple who had just arrived accepted flutes of prosecco. They were flanked on either side by men in dark suits, their heads shaved. ‘Who the hell are they?’


But her sister was already striding across the lawn. She grabbed her husband, Harry, and together they approached the new arrivals.


Liberty moved to the table of food, partly because the smell of searing steaks was making her stomach growl and partly to distract herself from whatever was going on at the other side of the garden. Her family’s business included several strip clubs, websites selling sex toys and a whole host of other endeavours that she preferred not to think about. She knew from past experience that the hidden safe in the Black Cherry contained used banknotes and a loaded gun.


‘Should have known I’d find you near the grub.’


Liberty turned to find Raj grinning at her.


‘You made it,’ she said, and hugged him. His back was slightly damp under a polyester shirt and his belly jiggled against hers.


‘I’m too nosy not to,’ he replied.


When Jay had told Liberty she should invite whoever she liked to the party, the only person she could think of was Raj. ‘Have you eaten?’ she asked.


The look on Raj’s face said he had. It also said he wasn’t about to refuse a burger or three.


A young woman helped them pile their plates, her ponytail sprayed so hard it looked like a croissant. They’d barely stepped away from the table when Raj took his first bite, ketchup and meat juices running down his chin. ‘I’ve been thinking.’


Liberty looked over her shoulder. ‘Someone call a doctor.’


‘Have you thought about a career on the stage?’


‘At the Black Cherry?’ Liberty looked down at her chest. ‘I don’t think my assets are up to it.’


‘I think the assets are more than up to it.’ Raj took another huge mouthful and Liberty did the same, both of them laughing.


‘Seriously, though, I’ve been wondering if you’re staying round here permanently.’


Liberty rubbed at a splodge of mayonnaise that had landed on Raj’s cuff with a paper napkin but made matters worse. ‘I don’t have any firm plans one way or the other.’


‘You must have been here, what, a year?’ he asked. ‘Thing is, I’m rushed off my feet at work. The missus helps out when she can but she’s not a solicitor.’


‘Are you offering me a job, Raj?’


‘I suppose I am.’ He sucked each finger in turn. ‘The money won’t be what you’re used to, mind.’ He told her the figure. It was a tenth of what she’d earned at her firm in London. In a bad year.


‘That’s kind of you, Raj,’ she said. ‘But you do know that my family …’ She let the sentence trail away.


‘That’s them.’ He attacked the second burger. ‘Not you.’


Amira Hassani moved through the cars parked outside Jay Greenwood’s house. Beemers, Jags, Mercs. Evidence, if ever it were needed, that crime did indeed pay.


She whipped out her mobile and took pictures of the registration plates. Not all of them would belong to villains, but she’d lay odds that a good proportion would. The Greenwoods might give out that they were legit, but Amira didn’t believe it for a second. With enough spadework she would find something on them, she was sure of it.


Up ahead a younger leaned against a Porsche Cayenne with blacked-out windows. Amira could smell the weed he was smoking, hot and herbal, hanging in the early-evening air.


He made his finger and thumb into the shape of a C. Cop. And the other C-word. With her thumb and index finger she made an O and moved it up and down. He didn’t scare her. She could tell just by looking at him that he wasn’t packing.


He pulled out his phone and raised it to photograph her, so she turned away.


Her own mobile rang and she saw Sol was calling. ‘Boss man.’


‘Hey. You did good this morning.’


Amira smiled. ‘Is Mr Delaney still enjoying our hospitality?’


‘Yep. And half a dozen members of his family,’ Sol replied. ‘Plus at least ten of his top men.’


‘Will anyone talk?’


Sol snorted. ‘Not if they value their arseholes. But we’ve got enough to charge him.’


Amira pumped her fist and got into her car. ‘We should clean this area up properly.’


‘Oh, yeah?’


‘Definitely. What’s the point of shutting down Delaney if another clan just takes his place? We should bring them all down, one by one.’


‘I don’t suppose you have another family in mind?’ asked Sol.


Amira looked over her shoulder at Jay Greenwood’s house and heard the music floating towards her on the wind. Inside the perimeter, he’d be there, all white teeth and sunglasses on top of his head. His sister Crystal, pretty as a picture but as poisonous as a snake bite. Frankie was in rehab, but it was only a matter of time until he got out and returned to his favourite pastimes: smoking crack and beating women. And last of all Liberty. The eldest. Liberty My-shit-doesn’t-smell Chapman. So squeaky clean she didn’t even use the family name. Amira’s mouth filled with acid bile at the thought of her.


‘No family in particular,’ she said.


Liberty found Dax on the drive. When he clocked her, he threw away his roach and blew smoke out of the corner of his mouth. Liberty rolled her eyes. ‘What are you doing out here?’ she asked.


‘Jay asked me to keep an eye, innit,’ Dax replied. ‘Five-oh been sniffing around.’


Liberty pressed her lips together. She’d repeatedly asked Jay not to involve Dax in his affairs. The kid was sixteen. He should be in school worrying about his GCSEs and whether the girls thought he was fit, not acting as lookout for the local faces. ‘Got the munchies?’ she asked.


‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Dax replied.


‘There’s some really good burgers on the grill.’ Liberty nudged him with her elbow. ‘I’ve already had two.’


He allowed her to lead him back to the garden. ‘How come you ain’t fat? I already seen you eating a bacon roll at breakfast.’


‘Fast metabolism,’ she said. ‘Runs in the family.’


She had no idea if that was true. Both her parents had lived on pints of lager and Embassy Regal, from what she could remember. As for her siblings, Jay spent at least a couple of hours each day at the gym and Frankie smoked enough crack to keep a sumo wrestler thin. As for Crystal, Liberty had never seen her put anything in her mouth except a stick of gum.


Back at the party, Liberty noticed that Jay had now joined Crystal and was chatting to the couple with the guards. ‘Who are they?’ she asked Dax.


He wrinkled his nose. He’d only been in Yorkshire twelve months but he already had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the area’s gangsters. ‘Paul and Bunny Hill,’ he said.


‘Bunny?’


‘I doubt it’s her real name,’ said Dax.


‘You think?’ It never ceased to amaze her how little effort some women made to be taken seriously. Liberty had spent more than half her life creating a persona with gravitas. Everything from her accent to her wardrobe was carefully chosen to reflect what she wanted people to see.


Jay caught her eye and beckoned to her. Shit. The last thing she wanted was to meet Yorkshire’s answer to Tony and Carmela Soprano. But Jay’s grin had her, as it always did.


‘No use trying to fight it,’ said Dax, as he moved off to the barbecue.


‘Fight what?’


‘These are your people.’ Dax laughed at her. ‘Your bredrin.’


She shooed him away, plastered on a smile and walked over to her brother.


‘Lib.’ Jay swayed gently. He’d had a hell of a lot to drink. ‘Let me introduce you to the Hills. Good friends of mine.’


Liberty thrust out her hand and Paul Hill pumped it. ‘Heard all about you. The legal arm of the family business.’


She raised an eyebrow at Jay. ‘I’m having a bit of a sabbatical from work, actually.’


‘Trouble down in the Big Smoke?’ asked Hill.


‘Nothing like that,’ Liberty replied. ‘I just needed a change of scene.’


Bunny grabbed her hand. The fingernails were black claws, pointed and shiny. ‘I get what you mean. Sometimes I’m so exhausted by everything I just have to take off to our place in Majorca.’ Her grip was surprisingly tight. ‘Do you know Majorca at all?’


Liberty shook her head.


‘To die for,’ trilled Bunny. ‘Like a little slice of paradise.’ She turned to Crystal. ‘What about you? Fond of the beach?’


Liberty swallowed a snort and avoided eye contact with Harry. Her sister was as allergic to sunshine as your average vampire. An English spring morning sent Crystal scurrying for the factor fifty to ward off her freckles.


‘Another drink, Bun?’ Jay snapped his fingers at a waiter, without waiting for her answer. ‘Can’t beat a few bubbles.’


When everyone’s glass was refilled and the waiter had wandered off to the next group of guests, Paul Hill leaned in towards Jay. ‘You hear about Jacko Delaney?’


‘It’s not bullshit, then?’ asked Jay.


‘Nope. I’ve half a dozen coppers on my payroll and they all say the same thing.’ Hill took a glug from his glass. ‘Still in custody. Him and half his crew.’


‘Shame,’ said Jay.


‘It is,’ Hill replied. ‘Although of course it does mean that their patch is up for grabs.’


‘Bit early for talk like that, Paul,’ said Jay.


Hill shrugged and drained his glass. ‘Nature abhors a vacuum. If someone doesn’t step up the Russians will be all over it, like flies on the brown stuff.’


‘And who’s going to be doing the stepping up?’ Crystal raised her drink to her mouth, but Liberty noticed that she didn’t take a sip, didn’t even wet her lips. ‘You, Paul?’


‘I was thinking we might do it together,’ said Hill. ‘Two families.’


Crystal eyed him over the rim of her glass but didn’t answer.


‘A fifty-fifty investment,’ said Hill. ‘Split the takings right down the middle.’


Bunny threw out her arms and expelled a theatrical sigh. ‘For the love of God, give it a rest. This is supposed to be a party not a business meeting.’


‘Can’t argue with you there,’ said Jay, grabbing her hand and pulling her towards a group of guests who were dancing. Bunny squealed and began shimmying in her skin-tight white jeans.


Frankie stumbled out of the taxi and swore as he lurched towards the party. He hadn’t meant to get this caned. A few lines to take the edge off had been the plan.


‘The trouble with you, Frankie, is you’ve got no off button,’ Daisy kept telling him.


Frankie ground his teeth. Being lectured to by Daisy the Dog didn’t sit well. Daisy, who had used class As for over ten years. Daisy who had sold everything from her kettle to her arse to pay for them. But once in rehab she’d given herself over to getting clean with as much energy as she’d put into being an addict. Frankie had tried to do the same, of course he had, but attending group sessions to make snot-stained confessions about how much you’d hurt those around you was never going to be as much fun as getting fucked on drugs, was it?


‘And the trouble with you is you’re so boring these days,’ he’d spat back at her.


Daisy had just shrugged. She wouldn’t even come to this frigging party with him. Said she had to go to work at the call centre. A fucking call centre! Eight-hour shifts on the phone trying to convince old biddies to switch their energy provider. He’d rather slit his wrists.


She’d point-blank refused to go back to work for Jay at the Black Cherry. Too much temptation, she said. The ironic thing was that when she had worked there she’d looked like shit and hardly made any money. These days, with a bit more meat on her bones, she’d have had the punters queuing up for private dances. Still, it was her funeral.


He scanned the crowd for his brother and sisters and spotted Jay twirling around with Paul Hill’s latest wife. By the look of things, Jay was pissed. Thank God. He’d be a lot less likely to notice what state Frankie was in. Crystal was looking on, the usual black cloud hovering over her head.


Where was Lib? It was funny, but even though there’d been all those years when he hadn’t seen or heard from her, he still felt closer to his eldest sister than the other two. She was always so pleased to see him. And she didn’t judge.


He caught sight of her over by the food and smiled. However, the smile soon slipped off his face when he saw who she was with. That bloody kid from Brixton she’d all but adopted. Dax. What sort of name was that when it was at home? Had to be moody. Frankie didn’t like or trust him. The sooner he slung his hook back down south, the better for all of them.


A trickle of sweat ran down his neck.


‘Frankie.’ Liberty bounded over to him and kissed his damp cheek. ‘Great to see you.’


He kissed her back, scowling at Dax over his sister’s shoulder. The little shit scowled at him, cocky as you please.


‘Christ.’ Liberty laughed. ‘You’re sweating like a fat lass at the bingo.’


Frankie stepped back. ‘It’s close, don’t you think?’


‘A bit,’ she replied, casting a glance at the cloudless sky.


‘Definite,’ said Dax, looking Frankie up and down. ‘There’s a storm coming, bruv.’




Chapter 2


14 December 1989


When I come out of school, Vicky’s waiting for me.


‘All right?’


She’s wearing this massive hoodie that says ‘Feed Your Head’ on it and some blue eyeliner she nicked from Boots last weekend.


‘What’s up?’ I ask.


‘Nice to chuffing see you as well.’


I laugh. I never really see Vicky outside Orchard Grove. For a start, she goes to the PRU. Or she’s meant to. Mostly she skives off. Whereas I’m still in mainstream school. We get on well enough, me and Vicky. We leave each other to it. She hardly ever asks me anything. Actually, that’s one of the things I like best about her. When I first moved into her room she said, ‘Why’re you here?’


‘My dad killed my mam,’ I said.


‘Shit,’ she replied.


‘And then he died in the nick,’ I said.


‘Double shit.’


And that was it. No more questions.


I gathered from some of the other kids that Vicky had been chucked out by her mam when she accused her stepdad of trying to finger her. But I’ve never brought it up.


‘Do us a favour, Lib,’ she says.


‘What?’


She fishes in her bag and pulls out a record. ‘Take this into the Galaxy and see what you can get for it.’


I take it from her: 90 by 808 State. I love this album and run a finger across the blue and pink lettering. It looks like a new copy. ‘Why can’t you do it?’ I ask her.


She pulls a face. ‘Fat Rob banned us.’


To be fair, Vicky nicks anything not nailed down so it’s no great surprise.


‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Bat them big brown eyes at him and ask him how much. If it’s more than three quid sell it to the tight arsehole.’


Half an hour later I’m being pushed out of the frosty afternoon into the Galaxy record shop. I’ve never been in before. Well, I’ve never got any money, have I? But I’ve peered in the window and watched lads in baggy jeans rifling through stacks of records, bobbing their heads in time to whatever EP Fat Rob’s playing inside.


I feel utterly stupid in my school uniform.


‘It makes you look more honest,’ said Vicky. ‘Plus, Fat Rob’s a right perv.’


Thank God the shop’s nearly empty. There’s just one lad walking his fingers through the compartment marked A to C, humming along to the Inspiral Carpets. He looks up at me and clocks my navy blazer. I almost die, but then he notices 90, which I’m gripping in sweaty fingers.


‘Class, that,’ he says.


I take a deep breath and shuffle to the counter. No one there. I look around. Why isn’t anyone on the till? I should take it as a sign that this is A Bad Idea.


The lad stops humming for a second and shouts, ‘Rob, you fat fuck. Customer.’


Out of the back room comes another lad, Fat Rob, fag hanging out of the corner of his mouth, his hair a mess of dirty curls. ‘Yeah?’


He’s not actually that fat. Just a bit chunky, really. What Mam would have called well built.


‘I want to sell this,’ I say, and thrust the record at him. ‘It’s new.’


He gives me a stare through a plume of smoke. ‘Did you nick it?’


‘No.’


‘So why don’t you want it?’


My throat goes dry. What if he calls the police? They’ll never believe me. They never believe any of us lot about anything. And when they find out about my caution, that’ll be it. Arrested, charged, convicted. Criminal record. It doesn’t matter how much Stacey Lamb deserved the pasting I gave her, there’ll be no more second chances.


I pull at my frayed cuffs. ‘I’ve already got a copy of it. I don’t need two.’


Fat Rob snorts so hard the ash falls off his cig onto a pile of fliers for a club night. He brushes it away half-heartedly. ‘What’s your favourite track?’


‘“Cobra Bora”,’ I answer, quick as a flash. I might not have been able to afford 90 myself but I’ve borrowed Imbo’s like a million times. ‘Then “Magical Dream”.’


‘Fair play.’ Fat Rob squints at me. ‘I’ll give you two quid for it.’


For a second my outrage outweighs my fear of getting done. ‘That’s daylight robbery,’ I say. ‘It’s bloody new, you can see it is.’


‘Take it back to the shop it came from, then.’ He folds his arms. ‘You must have the receipt.’


I blush so much I’m radiating heat. I bet I’m bright pink. Why did I let Vicky talk me into this? The fact is she probably did nick it. Maybe even from in here. I should have told her to bugger off.


‘I haven’t got a receipt,’ I mutter.


‘Why not?’


‘It was a present,’ I reply. ‘For my birthday.’


Fat Rob takes the cig from his mouth and grinds it out in an ashtray already overflowing with dog ends. I can’t see a phone on the counter, so if he does want to call the police he’ll have to go into the back room. I’ve got enough time to leg it.


‘Never mind,’ I say, and grab 90 from him.


When I spin round I almost bump into the other lad because he’s now blocking my way out. Shit. If I’m going to get past him I’ll have to push him out of the road.


‘Don’t be a twat,’ he says. At first, I think he’s talking to me, but then I realize he’s looking over my shoulder at Fat Rob. ‘Just buy the thing.’


‘Four quid,’ says Fat Rob.


I turn to face him. ‘What?’


‘Four quid.’ He holds out podgy fingers stained yellow from too many fags. ‘And that’s your lot.’


I don’t speak, couldn’t even if I wanted to, so I just hand the record back and let him plonk the money into my palm without even looking him in the eye. I mumble a thank you and am about to hurry away when he picks up one of the fliers that are still covered with ash.


‘You should go to this,’ he says. ‘You’ll like the sounds.’


I shove it into my pocket and virtually run out of the shop.


Present day


Liberty parked the Porsche outside the Black Cherry and approached Jay, who was opening up the club. His hands were shaking so badly, he dropped the fob of keys.


Liberty bent to retrieve them. ‘Good party.’


‘Yup,’ he replied, his words escaping in a cloud of ethanol that made Liberty wince.


She unlocked the door as Crystal arrived in a taxi with Frankie, who looked about as healthy as his older brother.


They entered in silence, pushing the velvet drape out of the way and moving into the main room. Liberty always thought there was something forlorn about the club in the early mornings. Not that the Black Cherry was a place of cheer and harmony later in the day, but at least it had an energy about it.


Liberty slipped around the back of the bar to the fridge and pulled out four bottles of Coke, avoiding a discarded black lace thong that Mel must have found when she locked up the previous night.


Right on cue, Mel waltzed in, thinning hair teased into a freshly bleached halo, bunions pressed into a pair of purple suede shoeboots with six-inch heels. She looked Jay up and down. ‘I’ve seen folk more lively on ketamine.’


Liberty leaned back into the fridge for the last cold Coke and held it out to Mel.


‘Whereas you,’ she pointed at Liberty, ‘you look as fresh as a fairy’s fart. I don’t know how you do it.’


‘Evil magic,’ said Crystal.


They sat at a table and drank in silence. Jay had asked them to come over, away from Rebecca and the boys. He had something to say.


‘No easy way to do this, sunshine.’ He looked at Frankie over the rim of his bottle. ‘But we all know you’re using again.’


Frankie looked shocked.


‘Don’t,’ said Crystal.


Frankie twisted in his seat to face Liberty for support. There were dark circles under his eyes and a sheen of grease across his forehead. She loved him so much it hurt. ‘You were doing so well in rehab,’ she said, and his face fell in betrayal. ‘Your key worker told me you’d made tons of progress. She was convinced you could do this.’


‘I can, Lib.’ His eyes darted around the room. ‘The days are just …’


‘Just what, Frankie?’


He furrowed his brow trying to search for the right way to express himself.


‘Just what, Frankie?’ Liberty repeated. ‘Hard? Painful?’


‘Boring,’ Frankie replied.


Jay slammed his bottle onto the table, making Liberty jump. ‘Boring? Are you shitting me?’


Mel let out a cackle, and Frankie threw her a venomous glance. ‘Well, what do you lot think I do all day?’ he shouted. ‘I can’t see any of my old mates and you don’t let me do anything in the business.’


Now, Frankie had a point right there. His key worker had made it plain that those fighting addictions needed to stay busy once they left rehab. Empty time and space were the enemies. What the hell did Frankie do all day except think about the stuff he’d like to be doing?


‘Couldn’t he work here?’ Liberty asked.


‘No,’ Jay, Crystal and Mel replied as one.


‘Because?’


‘Because we tried that once before,’ said Mel.


‘And?’


Jay, Crystal and Mel exchanged a look. Frankie slumped in his seat, eyes on the floor.


‘It ended up with one of the girls going to the police.’ Mel sniffed. ‘Cost a lot to sort that little mess out and Frankie had to be sent away to Marbella. And we all know how that turned out.’


Liberty gulped. Frankie had got in with the wrong crowd in Spain, especially a petty criminal calling himself Brixton Dave, who had convinced Frankie to get involved in a drug deal. Only there was no deal, just a ruse to snatch him and demand money from the Greenwoods. To say it had not been an easy thing to sort out was the understatement of the century.


‘How about that new club you’ve just bought?’ Liberty asked.


‘It’s not even open yet,’ answered Jay.


‘Exactly,’ said Liberty. ‘Stuff must need doing before the girls start working.’


Frankie lifted his head, eyes more alive than Liberty had seen in a while. ‘I could do it, Jay. I could help get it set up.’


Jay looked unconvinced. Crystal just shrugged.


‘I’m saying nowt,’ said Mel, which would be a first.


Liberty held her hands up to Jay in a gesture of prayer.


‘Oh, fine,’ he said. ‘But even a sniff of trouble and there’ll be hell to pay.’


When a delivery arrived, Frankie jumped up with uncharacteristic helpfulness. ‘Office?’ he asked Jay, who nodded.


If the driver was embarrassed at having to cart boxes of nipple drops from his van to the back room, he didn’t show it. ‘How do, ladies?’ he said to Liberty, Crystal and Mel, who were finishing their Coke.


Liberty scanned a label as he passed. ‘Mustard flavour?’


‘Custard,’ Mel replied.


‘That would make more sense,’ said Crystal.


It made no sense at all to Liberty. But, then, the way her family made their money was a world away from what she’d been used to.


‘You don’t need to look quite so disgusted,’ said Crystal. ‘It’ll probably come as a shock to you, but most people do actually like sex.’


Liberty stared. Crystal routinely made crack after crack at her expense, but she’d never mentioned her personal life before.


‘What?’ Crystal made a smacking noise as she chewed her gum. ‘Touched a nerve, have I?’


‘Pack it in, you two,’ said Mel, collecting the empty bottles. ‘Do you know how tedious it gets listening to your endless bickering?’ She slung the bottles into a recycling bin, the glass making a loud clank. ‘Were the Hills at the party yesterday?’


‘Yeah,’ Crystal replied.


‘They make any suggestions?’ asked Mel.


‘One or two.’


‘And?’


Crystal shrugged and stretched out her long legs, pale skin showing through the rips in her jeans. ‘And I don’t know if I trust them.’


‘What do you think, Lib?’ Mel asked.


‘Don’t ask me.’ Liberty held up her hands in surrender. ‘I stay well out of all that stuff.’


‘Stuff?’ Crystal asked.


‘You know what I mean.’


‘It’s our business. How we put food on the table.’


Liberty sighed. ‘I know that. But I can’t get involved. I’m a solicitor, for God’s sake.’


‘You resigned from all that,’ Crystal replied. ‘You said you wanted to be a proper part of this family again.’


‘I do,’ said Liberty. ‘I am.’


Crystal shook her head, making her red curls dance. ‘It’s not a part-time job, Lib. You can’t dip in and out when it suits you.’


‘What are you saying? That if I don’t work with you and Jay, I don’t count?’


Crystal pushed a stray tendril behind her ear. ‘I’m saying that you’re either on the bus or off it.’


‘Fine.’ Liberty scraped back her chair and stood. ‘Let me off then because I’ve already agreed to take a job with Raj.’


‘Raj Singh? That one-man band?’


Liberty had assumed she wouldn’t take the job until that very second. But standing on the sticky floor of the Black Cherry, breathing in last night’s beer, sweat and sex, she knew she would.


‘He’s a good man.’ Liberty grabbed her bag. ‘And at least he likes me.’


Crystal sneered. ‘Fill your boots, then.’


‘I will,’ Liberty replied, and marched away, letting the drape fall between her and the rest of the Greenwood clan.


* * *


The door to the custody suite opened with a buzz and Sol stepped inside.


The sergeant was bent over his desk, reading through a bail sheet, while a skag head on the bench in front shivered in a pukestained T-shirt.


Sol checked the whiteboard for the list of suspects currently sweating and swearing in the cells. A regular who sometimes went by Carlo Gaddioli was in for theft. Sol had also nicked him under the names Paulo Goldoni and Lucca Silvio (if the aliases were meant to put the police off the scent, you had to wonder why not pick something less Italian). Two working girls had been lifted for soliciting, which the custody sarge would not be happy about, and someone called Tomas Janowski was in for a GBH.


But there, right at the bottom of the roster, was the name Sol wanted to see. Jackson Delaney. Under the offence someone had scribbled SAO. Serious arrestable offence. Sol grabbed the marker pen and added an s. SAOs. Offences, plural.


‘How happy does that make you, Connolly?’ the sergeant asked.


‘I haven’t enjoyed myself this much since my wedding night,’ Sol replied. ‘Which wedding?’


Sol wagged a finger and wandered towards the cells. He opened the hatch on the second door and peered inside. Delaney was lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, shredding a polystyrene cup onto his chest.


‘Morning, Jacko,’ said Sol.


‘Connolly,’ Delaney replied, without looking over.


‘Treating you okay?’


‘Can’t complain,’ said Delaney. ‘Just waiting on my brief to get here.’


Sol nodded. Delaney used some big firm from Manchester. Probably had the partners on speed-dial. ‘Will they get their arses over here for fifty quid an hour?’ Sol asked.


‘They charge a lot more than that, pal.’


‘But they’ll have to sign you up for legal aid,’ said Sol. ‘What with all your cash being frozen.’


Delaney sat up, causing a polystyrene snow shower, and shot Sol a look of pure hatred. The cool character was feeling the heat. Men like him expected to be arrested from time to time. They could do bang-up no problem. But put your hands on their money? That was another matter.


‘How’s Officer Hassani going? Pretty wee thing, no?’ Delaney brushed away a few stray pieces of white confetti. ‘I might see if she’d like to go somewhere when I get out of here.’


Sol gave a quiet laugh and shook his head. ‘You’re not getting out, Jacko.’


‘You need to be very sure about that.’


‘I am,’ said Sol, and slammed the hatch shut.


Dax was sprawled across the sofa wearing only boxer shorts.


Liberty snatched up the remote control and flicked off whatever daytime crap he was watching. ‘Would you put some clothes on?’


He scratched his six-pack with lazy fingers. ‘Who pissed on your chips?’


She stalked past him into the kitchen and smacked the tap to hot. When the water began to steam she filled the washing-up bowl.


‘We’ve got a dishwasher,’ said Dax.


She ignored him and angrily squirted Fairy Liquid before dunking cups and a cereal bowl. The water burned her hands but Liberty didn’t care.


‘You gonna tell me why you’re raging or do I have to guess?’ asked Dax.


Liberty grabbed a blue J-cloth from the counter and ran it around the inside of one of the cups. Then she thrust it under a jet of cold water and banged it onto the draining-board.


‘Crystal been vexing you, is it?’


Liberty spun around, fingers covered in suds. ‘She is never going to let me move on from what happened when we were kids.’


‘She’s angry.’


‘Well, duh.’


Dax kissed his teeth. ‘Don’t be getting all sarcastic on my arse, woman.’


Liberty plunged her hands back into the bowl. Christ, the water was really hot. Her skin was already bright pink and stinging. ‘I’m trying to make things right, you know?’ Her shoulders sagged. ‘I did a lot of things I shouldn’t have done to help my family but it’ll never be enough.’


Dax nudged her out of the way with his bare hip, the skin smooth and caramel. He added cold water to the bowl and finished the washing-up. ‘What do you think Crystal wants?’ he asked.


Liberty sucked her burned thumb. ‘I don’t know. She says I need to join the family business, but I can’t believe she’d ever want me to do that. I mean, what use would I be?’


‘I wish I could join the family business,’ said Dax.


‘No.’


‘I need to earn some peas.’


‘I give you peas,’ said Liberty.


‘I ain’t a charity.’


Liberty grabbed a tea-towel and dried the crockery. She knew how horrible it was to have no money of your own. Hadn’t she battled long and hard to ensure that she would never feel that way again? ‘We had a deal, Dax,’ she said.


‘And what if I don’t want to stick to that deal no more?’


Liberty dried her hands, the edge of the tea-towel scraping her cuticle, which was now raw. She winced. ‘When I was your age …’


‘For fuck’s sake,’ Dax muttered.


Liberty grabbed his arms. ‘When I was your age I had no one.’


‘Yeah, yeah, both your mum and dad got killed.’ Dax shrugged her off. ‘You told me this story like a zillion times.’


‘It’s not a story.’


He stormed out of the kitchen and flopped back onto the sofa, this time on his stomach. Across his back was a ten-inch scar. He would never tell Liberty what had happened other than to confirm he’d been ‘shanked’. Liberty sat on the floor next to him. ‘I know how easy it is for people like us to get sucked into the wrong life, Dax,’ she said.


He rolled over onto his side, eyes no longer angry. He was such a handsome kid. Liberty wondered if he looked like his mum or his dad.


‘But who gets to decide what the wrong life is?’ he asked.


Liberty reached over and rubbed his finger with her own. ‘The wrong life is the one where you end up in prison or dead.’ He didn’t move away from her touch. ‘Look, you’re seventeen in six months and officially no one’s problem,’ she said. ‘Social services will be only too glad to chuck you off their books. Then you can do whatever you want. Go to college, maybe.’ Dax looked horrified. ‘Or get a job. And I mean a proper job, not working for Jay watching out for the po-po, or whatever it is he gets you to do.’


Dax burst out laughing. ‘The po-po? Man, you are beyond help.’


‘True dat,’ said Liberty. ‘Now get down to the corner shop for some Savlon, would you? My bloody thumb’s killing me.’


Amira sat in her car and waited. In the front passenger foot well there were two empty Tango cans and half a packet of Hula Hoops. Without doubt, surveillance was the most boring part of police work, but often the most valuable. A numb arse regularly brought the best intel.


She yawned as she watched Liberty Chapman’s front door. A quick search of the electoral register had confirmed that Chapman still owned her flat in London and was renting this property on Empire Rise.


A couple of days ago, when Chapman was safely out of the way, Amira had chatted to the neighbours on either side under the guise of Neighbourhood Watch. The old lady at number thirty-two had spent twenty minutes complaining about NHS waiting lists, then another twenty detailing the various operations and treatments she’d had in the last year. On the subject of Chapman she’d had little to offer, other than to confirm she was quiet and lived with her son. The man at number thirty-six had thought Chapman might be foreign.


Amira sighed. Chapman was most definitely not foreign and did not have a son. What was wrong with people that they paid so little attention to what was happening right under their noses?


When the front door opened, Amira snatched up her phone to film Chapman as she came out, but was surprised to see a lad close behind her, baseball cap perched high on his crown. Perhaps that was who the old woman at thirty-two had thought was Chapman’s son. As he passed the car he flicked a glance inside, but turned away, uninterested, when Amira drew her hijab across her mouth. Who would have thought her headscarf would prove so useful for detective work? It was like an invisibility cloak.


She recorded the boy moving down the street, something familiar in his heel-bouncing steps, until he turned the corner.
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